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For years Helen's marriage to Paul Eastwood had bedisaster and a
mockery. Paul was weak, selfish and blatantly dihfai to her. But she was
still his wife and some sense of duty, some undezatl of feeling that

perhaps she was to blame in some way, made hewstayim. Paul, she

felt, was a spoiled child at heart and dependetdesras he did on no one
else; without her he might be finished. But now Kg&iiot had come into

her life, and Helen soon had to admit that theipaase love she felt for him
bore no relation to the duty and pity that wadladt was left of her feeling

for her husband. What would happen to her sendatgfnow?



CHAPTER ONE

TORRENTIAL rain was slashing across the car windscreen, rgakimard to
see the road more than a few feet ahead. The bleags and stone walls
made it necessary to advance at a cautious créeldE not want to crash
or lose her way—this was inhospitable territorgging by the empty, silent
little hamlets she had passed so far, with fewggsand fewer hotels.

Drawing up at a crossroads she consulted her nitapg her lower lip in
concentration. On her right across drenched fighgscould see ruined stone
walls and on the map this seemed to be indicateel si§hed. What weather
to get lost in!

At she peered through the curtain of rain she casmght of a road sign
further on and drove on to inspect it. ‘Murtheribgne! How apt!" she
muttered to herself, about to draw in her headragai

A startled cry burst from her lips as a horse |lgmgst the bonnet of her car
from the other side of the road, its hooves netatyether, the great dark
bulk passing rapidly. An incoherent string of anwgrds came from her.
"You stupid fool, you could have killed someong Her own voice floated
through the rainy air and the rider turned his hieaeffly in recognition of
her presence, apparently without alarm or apoldgwickedly audacious
grin flashed over his face before he vanished timomisty distances of the
fields on the other side of the lane.

She was astonished at how much of an impressidfi¢leting glimpse had
left upon her mind, but then shock often confeisflyrthe ability to think
and observe rapidly.

He had been a tough, lean man in an old brown twee#ling jacket, the
velvet collar damp with rain, his black hair flatezl to his head giving him
the look of a seal. He moved at one with his raesnrddl mount, a figure of
primitive fury, driving furiously into the face ahe wind and rain. His
features might have been startlingly handsomethmustark impact of the
weather had stripped all expression from him fat time, leaving a hard-
featured mask beneath that wet black hair. Eydsribfant blue, a long,
straight nose, a hard, arrogant jawline—so much rgtained of his



appearance, but the main impression had been iefthat flashing,
impudent smile which had made his blue eyes daocerie second, as
though he were amused by having scared the lif@fouer.

When her shock receded, she took the turn oversHark Bridge slowly,
the empty brown sweep of the moors on her righthemfind herself at the
top of a cobbled hill which fell down steeply intbe little town of

Ryethorpe.

Helen had never been to Yorkshire before and Ingfr ifnpression of the
place was not favourable. The sky moved overheadeaden torrent, black
clouds riven to pour down rain in an unending sh@et the edge of the
moors here you saw the light filtering down throwsgikletal black branches,
the grey sky stretching like taut canvas behindthend in front of one the
narrow grey streets of little houses, featurelessgrim.

She drove slowly through the town, taking beariagshe went, and only
took five minutes to find the little street Pautihdescribed to her, pulling up
in front of a grey stone house, a workman's cottddiee turn of the century,
in a row of identical houses opening straight otheosteep pavement.

A curtain in the next house twitched and she gldratat as she got out of
the car. A moment later a young woman in brownkslaand a thick red
Ssweater ran out, grimacing as rain sluiced dowrr tvee. 'Hi,' she called.
You'll be Paul's wife?'

'Yes.' Typically, Paul had not mentioned his nemlmg, but the friendliness
of the smile she got was warming.

'He left a key with me in case you got here bef@elid. Come in and have
a cup of tea. You'll want one after driving all thay from London."

‘Thanks—and | mean that. I'm parched!" Helen foddviner gratefully into

her house, wiping her feet on the thick mat. Tkiegi-room into which she

followed the other woman was small, cosy and lthvaein enormous fire, the
flames leaping up the chimney back, their gloweet#d on brass fire-
tongs, polished wood and the somnolent face ofalstild in an armchair,

who barely turned her sleepy head to smile at Helen



'Karen Santen,' the woman said, holding out a hdias is Terry. We've
just walked back up the town from the shops antstead on her feet.'

'My feet hurt," the child sighed in a very adulhéo and her mother grinned
at Helen, face conspiratorial.

Karen had her daughter's brown curls, thicker andemviry, their rough
short cap giving her thin face the look of a cheldsby. More or less Helen's
age, she had an accent that was distinctly Yor&shigr manner was easy
and cheerful. 'I'll get you that tea before youn#t gives out on you.'

Helen followed her into the tiny kitchen, lookedunal with appreciation at
the row of plants on the tiled windowsill, theiregin tendrils climbing up to
give the grey rainy light a framed softness. Dangihes hung over a
clothes horse in front of the stove in the far sscé laundry odour filled the
air.

'‘Barry works at Eliot's," said Karen as she pouhedtea. '‘Most of the men
around here do ... biggest employer in Ryethofiee'shrugged. 'Well, only
big one, we've no other industry worth the nameeTaway Eliot's and
Ryethorpe would downright starve.'

'Paul said that the town depended on the factdelén nodded.

'He's getting you a job there, he said.’

'‘Nepotism,' said Helen, grinning.

'Why not? So long as you can do the job.’

Helen sat down and accepted her cup, sipped it avisigh of relief and
pleasure. 'l needed that.'

‘The pot's full,’ said Karen, sitting down and pogha plate of homemade
shortcake over towards her. 'Drink up and haveharot

'Luxury,’ smiled Helen, obeying.



Karen flicked her a funny look and she tensed foatever was coming. She
recognised that expression. 'Paul's a charmereQuitusband you've got
there. Good at his job, too, Barry says.'

She did not need to be told that Paul was goodasgoh. It was one which
perfectly suited his nature. He had a charmingy ezanner which made it
hard for people to resist him when he chose to tekenself, and

salesmanship had probably begun for him while he iwais cradle, selling
himself to the cooing women who bent over his ptanexclaim over his
golden-haired good looks and smile. He had bedingélimself ever since,
widening the field when he started work to sell pheduct he represented.

Karen took Helen's cup and refilled it. 'Are youngry? | could cook
something for you. No trouble ... | must start igettBarry's dinner soon.'

Helen sipped her tea, saying, politely, 'You'reydand. No, thank you, I'll
get something later.'

'Paul told me about your mother," Karen said ldfdrat was bad luck just
when you were moving.'

'Yes,' said Helen, pushing back a strand of fihesy blonde hair, ‘it was a
shock." She had grown used to accepting condolepessing over the
subject as quickly as possible. Her mother's deathtoo recent, her own
grief too deep, to be discussed with strangers.sghied at Karen. 'Does it
ever stop raining?'

‘Not often," said Karen, then laughed and shookhead. 'Oh, it does,
believe me, and on a fine day the moors are lowaby can walk out on
them on a spring morning and never catch a glimp&yethorpe. The town
is down in the valley, you see, right out of sightom up there, facing the
right way, you could be in an empty land.'

'‘Sounds wonderful," Helen said with a sigh deejpan she meant.

"You'll miss London, though. We haven't much in vy of shops, you
know. No night life worth mentioning.’



Helen gave her a brief cool glance. 'That suits stee said, then got up.
‘Thanks for the tea. | suppose I'd better go ao# lmver my new home:
Knowing Paul, it probably needs quite a bit of wagat now.'

'Oh, men are always useless, aren't they?' Karesedgwith tolerant
amusement.

'Some more than others,’ Helen said, already exypett find a kitchen

piled high with washing up and a house lookingfake storm had hit it.

Paul never bothered with the day-to-day routinecivtkeeps a place tidy.
He lived from hand to mouth, from day to day, framnute to minute, his
nature that of the hedonist.

'He's a good-looker, your Paul,’ Karen said admiyinCharm, too, comes
out of every pore. I'd be scared having a manthk& My Barry may not be
Prince Charming but he wears well, if you know whatean.' She gave
Helen a quick anxious look. 'Oh, take no noticet green with envy, that's
me.'

Helen smiled, accepting the key held out to hen.viery grateful for the tea.
Next time you and Terry must have some tea with Bige walked to the
door, smiling indulgently at the little girl who wanow fast asleep, her rosy
cheeks like apples. 'Poor mite! She is tired.’

Stepping out into the rain, she shivered, wavedveailed back to her own
house. She heard Karen's door shut. Along the ieet she felt the
stirring of curtains, the eyes behind them, heaxgtpjmg up like caterpillars
in a cabbage patch.

In a community as small and isolated as this oheyet would be
considerable curiosity about newcomers, she thodiglht. Especially since
Paul, wherever he went, attracted gossip like dthiacted to a steel comb.
Her heart was heavy as she opened the door and iatenthe house.
Beneath Karen's kindhearted warmth the slightisgriof curiosity and
concern had been obvious. Paul had only been Here weeks and already
Helen could feel the familiar atmosphere thickerangund her.



Her mother's death could not have come at a worge She had had to stay
in London, first to nurse her mother, and thenraféeds to deal with the

tangle of affairs such events always leave, whael Fvent up to Yorkshire

alone. He had given her his word, his smooth, hamesface earnest, but
she had had such promises before and they medmhgoPaul was always

glib, easy with words and assurances, eager toivan grust and sullen

when, having broken his faith, he was reproached.

She stood in the tiny hallway, inhaling the stuffgsed air of the house.
There was a faint odour of dampness somewhere. siivdy walked
through the ground floor, inspecting the furnitwkich had been brought
here from their home in London. It had an uncaadidok, the patina of
well-polished wood dulled, the surfaces litteredthwnewspapers and
paperbacks, full ash trays, opened letters. Asdfihe little grate.

Upstairs it was the same story. The unmade bed;lttiees which littered
the floor, socks and ties, discarded shirts...@&b®ed her eyes and groaned
as she looked at them.

Bringing in her own suitcases, she changed intaagweand jeans, slid an
apron over them, and began to work. It was severats before she halted,
the house neat and shining, the fire lit in thetegend giving the room a
homely look, the kitchen clean and cleared.

She sat down at the kitchen table, yawning, hed laehing. Where on earth
was he? Surely he had not forgotten she was cotaday? She had rung
him twice last night and got no reply, but he heftithe key with Karen, so
he must have remembered she was coming.

At eight o'clock she made herself some beans ost tnad drank several
cups of coffee. She listened to the radio, here®stretched. By ten it was
clear that Paul was not coming. Banking up the, fafee sat beside it,
brooding, her face pale and angry.

It was their third new beginning. Each time shew#d herself to hope.
Each time he smashed it down with the carelesskp#ss of a child.

This time, she thought bitterly, | will leave hiffihis time | mean it.



Where was he? In this remote little Yorkshire tomith few inhabitants and
no nightclubs, no gambling clubs, no bright didti@ats, where could he be?

She could not sit still. Sick at heart and furioslse walked to and fro in the
tidy little sitting-room, occasionally catching gipses of herself in the
mirror on the wall.

She could have forgiven his infidelities if she wargly, but she knew
perfectly well that she was not without a certagalty of her own, her
fine-drawn features a little too sensitive, a ditbo austere, their bone
structure imposing a cold delicacy upon them wiieh silver-blonde hair
emphasised.

Paul would never have married her if she had nenhlbmauch admired in
their circle. Before they became engaged, Helen headl several other
admirers and the competition, she realised now,dpared Paul on to an
eagerness which had decreased rapidly once shieisvasfe.

He had swept her off her feet, his charm and wahuottling her, making all
her other male friends somehow negligible. Forwa feonths after their
marriage it had been paradise. They had spent ohdisat time having fun
together, dining and dancing, going to partiesl Rad been in his element,
enjoying the envy of other men as he watched harmghbeside him.

She would never really know when it ended for PRat.her it had been the
day she discovered that he was having an affalr eie of her friends. That
had been the first blow which began the destruaticheir marriage. It had
cracked, like a stone edifice, the gap between tvetaning daily.

There had been a terrible quarrel. Bitter wordsliesh flung between them,
accusations of frigidity and dullness from him nfrdier angry distaste at his
selfish treatment of her friend. Afterwards, Paatlbegged her to forgive
him. They had moved and he had begun a new jolevAl@af, he had called
it, and for a while Helen had hoped that he meamtyt harder. Six months
passed and she found he was seeing someone elseTdgd time she had

said she would leave him. Paul begged, he wepthandother sided with

him. 'No marriage is perfect, dear,' she had said.



Helen had wearily said she would try again. Thégpatwas already clear to
her, but she still had hope. As Paul got olderelgune must learn some
sense.

Her mother had been very fond of Paul. All her $fee had longed for a son
and she had taken Paul eagerly to her heart, shie faygive him anything.
It was during her illness that Helen discovered #&ul was up to his old
tricks. Coldly, she had faced him with it. This @rhe had got himself into a
tangled mess from which he was struggling to eateit©imself. The woman
was married and Paul, it turned out, owed her huglb@oney. Helen had to
cope with all that. Humiliated, bitter, sick, shemntthrough it all somehow,
but afterwards she would have walked out if herraohad not been so ill.
Over her mother's sickbed she and Paul came tageghen. He had got this
job and left for Yorkshire, swearing good faith.

It was a good job. The firm of Eliots ran an elentc factory in the little
town, employing a good number of people. Their potsl sold all over the
world. Paul had a good work record—his personalhli&d not yet intruded
there. He had been given the top job in the SakgsaBment, involving a
certain amount of travelling around the world. hheleas under no illusions
as to his eagerness to get the job. World travelildvaive him the
opportunity to indulge his flirtations briefly oof her line of vision, but at
least it might make life easier for her on her adaorstep. It galled her to
have to pin her hopes to such a fragile and huamgiachance, but what else
had she?

From the outside, no doubt, her marriage lookedeper Paul was so
handsome, his smile so ready and cheerful, hisersation so charming.
One had to know him to see the shallow, sulky sielittle boy beneath that
golden mask.

The clock on the mantelshelf struck midnight. Tine had sunk to a grey,
chill ash. Helen got up, shivering, and began to twt the lights. Outside a
car door slammed and footsteps lurched over themanmt. A key fumbled
in the lock. The front door banged open and Pauwinbted across the
threshold.

She stood in the little hallway, facing him.



He swayed, pushing the door shut. His eyes survégedsullenly. 'Oh,
you're here,' he said, his lower lip held betwesndeth. She turned without
speaking and he lunged at her, catching her amwicelike hold. 'l spoke to
you, you bitch!"

Helen looked at him with contempt. 'You're drunk.’

He tightened his fingers, making her wince. 'Whaulda't be, coming back
to a sour-faced cold little bitch like you? | conldhave come at all if | was
sober.’

Her eyes were expressionless. She watched thedkegien on his cheeks,
the glitter of his pale blue eyes. 'My first nidtdre,’ she said, dropping the
words like icicles. 'You might have made the effort

'Would it do me any good?' he asked thickly, conglgger. The smell of
whisky hung around him in fumes which made her enhead away, her
nose quivering with disgust. 'Look at me when k tal you,' he growled.

She slowly looked at him, the cool oval of her facee and cold.

Paul's fingers slid up her arm, over her tightlydh€houlder, to her white
throat. 'One day I'll throttle you when you looka as if | were a worm that
had just crawled past your feet," he muttered lebgrkis fingers biting into

her.

'Is this what you call a new start?' she askeg,ibiér manner unchanged by
his threat.

He pushed her back against the wall and his sliohydell against her,
crushing her. 'Kiss me, Helen," he said in thogk ttones. 'You're my wife,
for God's sake ... don't | even get a kiss whemeet again after six weeks?'

She silently turned her head away without so much glance at him. He
made a grunted sound of rage and buried his fateeinvhite skin of her
throat, his mouth hot. 'l hate the sight of you) yritanic little virgin,' he

muttered, his hands going to her waist, closing possessively.



Helen shivered, pushing at his wide shoulders.
'Let go of mel'

'Damn you,' he growled, flinging away. 'Get outof sight before | lose my
temper.

While he lurched into the sitting-room she wentthe stairs and into the
small bedroom she had decided to use. She hadepbiath Paul for more
than a year. He had attempted during that timeedarwer down, coaxing,
begging, bullying, but she had been adamant. Sukl cwt find it within
her to live with him as his wife while he continlyalvent off with other
women; her own pride and self-respect could noseonto it. The first time
she had forgiven him and taken him back withouemes, the second time
she could not do so.

She was in bed when he crashed into the room. &hepsight, her face
tense. He was in a dangerous mood. She recogrtidenim other such
occasions in the past. Drunk, Paul saw her as thmeepcause of his
weaknesses. He chose to believe that her coldreesgrought about his
falls from grace.

Now he lurched towards he, his face very flushkd,llue eyes hot. 'I'm
tired of sleeping alone,’ he muttered, starindhatdelicate tracery of blue
lace which spanned her breasts, his hungry gaxendedeep between the
half-visual white globes.

Helen felt anger mounting to her brain, sending h&mng her veins. 'When
have you ever slept alone?' she asked him withttaress born of old
jealousy and hurt.

His well-cut mouth thinned. He lurched forward,atang the fine loose hair
which fell around her face. She struggled, puslingis shoulders, but he
pulled viciously at the hair trapped in his figirriing her face so that his
mouth could find hers, his mouth violent.

For a few seconds she was on the point of tearsedb her contempt and
anger her love for him still smouldered smokilywhs not easy to kill love,



Helen had found. Her lips quivered helplessly, beijig a response which
brought his hands down from her hair to her bodyggeely caressing her. She
shut her eyes and tears squeezed out beneathdthe'dh, Paul,’ she
whispered in husky tones.

Then she pulled herself together. There was na poadlowing him to hurt
her any more than he had already. She had reahisaths ago that Paul was
a taker, someone who despised what he got easiltywithout, regret. She
caught him off balance, whisking out of his armsl aff the bed. He fell
forward, muttering angrily, and she backed awayh&t you get out of my
room or | leave this house,' she said coldly.

He lay for a moment, unmoving, then he pushed Himpeoff the bed and
without a word stumbled out of the room, the lighmting on his bright gold
head as he slammed the door behind him.

She woke him in the morning with a cup of tea. ydillessed, he sprawled
across his bed, his face pale and cold. He blisgdtdder as she pulled aside
the curtains. The rain had stopped during the ragttthe sky was a delicate
blue fretted with clouds. She watched memory retiarrhim, his face
flushing. "You'd better hurry,’ she told him coollyou have a quarter of an
hour to eat breakfast and leave.’

When he came downstairs, clean-shaven and gripusteed his plate away
with a grimace. 'I'm sorry, I'm not hungry.' Helk®d up his cup of strong
black coffee and sipped it, watching her as shead@cross the room. "All
right," he said without inflection. 'I'm sorry alidast night. | got drunk and
behaved like a swine, | know.'

'Will you be home for dinner?' Helen asked withoatnment. From past
experience to answer only resulted in a bitter ghar

The gold head lifted and he gave her an angry |0Gkn't you even
acknowledge an apology?"

'I've heard so many,' she said indifferently. 'lebig’



The pale eyes lit with icy little flames. "You nevierget a thing, do you,
Helen? Every one of my mistakes is graven on yoeierg of a heart for
eternity.'

‘There wouldn't be room,' she said sardonically.

The cup crashed into the saucer. 'Oh, to hell yot' he snapped, stalking
out.

She followed. 'And am | to cook a dinner for youaight or not?"

'I'm working,' he snapped, his direct stare dahegto question it.

'l see,’ she said.

'Do you? Do you really?' Paul spat the words oistfdce set in anger.
She shrugged. 'As much as | care to see.’

'‘And we both know how much that is," he sneered.

‘The way | behave to you is entirely conditionedHoy way you've behaved
to me in the past,’ she said.

'You've got a lot of elephant blood," Paul jeerd@u neither forget nor
forgive and every little misdemeanour is punishiedit it, Helen? I'll be
paying for the rest of my life.’

Her eyes met his openly. 'There's a solution foh lod us,’' she said.

His jaw tightened. 'No,' he said flatly. "You're mvife." Then he turned and
walked out, slamming the front door. She heardchrsstart and move off,
then went into the kitchen and began to clear dloen

Helen went shopping that morning on foot, walkinguad the town,
inspecting the shops with interest. They were narg large collection, but
there were several good grocers within easy wal@istance and she found
a butcher's shop which looked both clean and efiici At least the



vegetables in the greengrocer's shop looked fredlappetising, the prices
lower than those in London.

Although Paul earned a good salary, he spent a laag of it himself, and
Helen had learnt to be thrifty in her housekeeplhopfuriated her to know
that so much of his money went on drink and plegsbut she would not
argue with him over it. This time, she thought, sfwaild insist on getting a
job. Paul had made her stop work after marriageheyust did not give her
enough money to make ends meet.

Seeing a good antique shop on the other side oh#ne street, she paused at
the kerb to wait for the traffic to clear long egbuor her to dart across. A
sleek blue limousine slowly eased past her, thesegeto a halt. The driver
leaned across the passenger seat to wind down imdow and she
automatically stooped to look in at him, expectmg to ask for directions,
a polite disclaimer on her lips.

Wicked blue eyes smiled at her. 'Hallo again! Sdrhyscared you stiff last
night, but | wasn't expecting to see a soul outh@roads in that weather.'

A cold brightness invaded her green eyes as sbgmezd the man who had
ridden across her path in the rain. 'Next timedusti look before you leap,’
she said tartly.

He laughed. 'l was in a hurry to get home.'

"You should never have gone out in that rain!

He shrugged, lifting wide shoulders in a carelesstyye. 'Ah, well, we do
these things, don't we?' His eyes dropped to hekdbaf shopping. 'Can |
give you a lift home with that?'

'No, thank you," she said, her manner cooling.lakething she wanted was
to attract the interest of her neighbours by amgvhome in a car as

glamorous as this one.

He gave her a quick look from rather too percepbive eyes, then waved
and drove away. A few moments later Helen croskeddad and stood,



dreamily, looking at a row of Victorian dolls ingity lace-trimmed gowns,
their round china faces bland. Helen never hadrtbeey to spare for such
trifles, but she hankered for one of them— as #dcsine remembered
playing with two similar dolls belonging to a greaint. They had left a
deep impression on her mind. The stiff, formal wawyhich they sat in their
tiny chairs was deeply nostalgic to her.

'What are you pricing?' asked a deep voice, andlisheot turn, knowing at
once who it was, her slender body stiffening.

‘The dolls,' she said lightly.

The dark reflection loomed beside her in the shomaw, his head inches
above her own.

'Pretty things,' he agreed. 'If you're going to buag | should let me do the
bargaining—old Samson knows | wouldn't particulartgnt one and he
won't try to edge the price up for me.’

'I'm not going to buy,' she said flatly.

'‘Not seriously interested or just not able to affone?’ he asked her, and she
turned her cool, quiet face towards him with hews raised in hauteur.

‘That's my business,’ she said.

He gave her that wicked grin. '‘Ouch, a brush- @tfi& long brown hand had
lifted her basket out of her grasp before she hatitan of his intention.
‘Come and have some lunch.’

‘Certainly not,' she said coldly. '‘Give me backshppping.’

He held it out of the reach of her hand. 'They doad lunch at the Swan—a
little stolid but sound English cooking. Their roagef is perfectly cooked

and my niece swoons over their treacle pudding.’

'How old is she?' Helen asked, amused, despitelheke had a teasing
look in his blue eyes which was irritatingly enjbja



'Fourteen,' he said in lowered tones.

‘That's a bad age to like treacle pudding,’ she sailemnly. 'It will play
havoc with her skin. They tend to get spots at dgat'

'Don't tell me you had any,' he returned, his ejewly travelling over her
smooth, matt complexion. 'l refuse to believe it.'

'Hundreds,' she said, eyes amused.

‘Then you must meet Patsy and assure her thatradtilost,” he said. ‘It will
take a lot off her mind. She seems convinced tieissioomed to be an ugly
duckling all her life.’

Helen was sympathetic. 'Oh, she'll be a swan, whenight time comes,’
she said.

The blue eyes audaciously surveyed her. 'A swéme. perfect description.”

She felt her colour increase and alarm bells rasglé her head. Drawing
away, she held out a hand. 'Can | have my baslests@?'

'Only when you've had lunch with me," he said,tligiet with a note of iron
determination in his deep voice.

She met his eyes steadily. 'My husband wouldréttiiat, I'm afraid.’

There was a little silence, as he looked at hdn aivry smile. "You should
have mentioned the fellow earlier," he said, alnassthough reproaching
her. He held out the basket, shrugging. 'Now yotwsed my day.'

Helen smiled, liking him even more because of tlag Wwe had taken her
revelation. 'Sorry." She moved off, glancing baekraher shoulder. He still
stood there, watching her, his lean body held dhsyat with elegant
assurance. He lifted a hand in salute and she dingfore she walked away
rather quickly.



CHAPTER TWO

A FEw days later Helen awoke to the sound of rain stegliown the
windows and groaned in disbelief. Would it raindhevery day? Glancing at
her alarm clock she saw that it was time to geHeaven knows what time
Paul had come in last night. She had gone to betba¢n and fallen asleep
quite quickly, and she had never heard him combunthen her sleep had
been quite deep, the sleep of the physically exkduShe had spent the last
few days in working to give the little house a mbmmelike appearance.
Paul might not be in often enough to care, but Rldid. She could not bear
to have Karen visiting her to find the house beatire cold, unloved look it
had worn when she first arrived.

Reluctantly she got up, stretching, washed quickig dressed in white
cotton cords and a white ribbed sweater. Waitingpekitchen for the kettle
to boil, she watched the rain whipping across thallsgarden, filling an
ancient rain barrel which stood outside, the stavesn with age and moss.
Her mind was throbbing with images of cosy, stufendon. Why on earth
had she left it to come up here to this desolaeg?

The decision had, in effect, been her own. Pauli@deen too eager to
take this job, but Helen had seen the chance efalife in a quiet country

place as a frail hope for their marriage, hopingtthway from the

distractions and temptations of city life he mightainge.

She might have known better. Paul had somehow fauplhce where he
could indulge his taste for high living and gaietjzere were always places
for people like Paul.

She took him his tea and found him fast asleephéal out of sight under
the pillow, the sheets rumpled. When she called tenalid not stir, so she
shook his shoulder. His hand came out and caughthst, pulling her
down across the bed. 'Paul, don't 1' she saidlgngsi he swivelled to bend
over her.

He kissed her hard, his mouth bruising. As hediftes head again there was
a furious sparkle in his pale eyes. 'I'm sick oihgen the doghouse,’ he



muttered. 'All | get from you is snide remarks aotbiness. I'm human too,
you know.'

'If you ever looked in a mirror you wouldn't be teare about that,' she said
coldly. "You're beginning to get bags under youesegnd your skin looks
pretty unhealthy. You can't go on drinking withdutghowing, you know.'

He bared his even white teeth. 'l drink to forde¢ polar weather | can
expect when | get back here!'

'It's a vicious circle, then,' she shrugged. 'Oag ybu'll have to admit that
everything starts with you, Paul. While you go daning me we'll never
have a chance.'

'Of course, you're perfect,’ he sneered.

Her eyes were icy. 'Nobody is perfect, but I'verb&athful to you, Paul,
despite provocation. How would you like it if | pled the game according to
your rules?"

There was a silence. Red came up under his skau jist aren't human
enough to risk it,’ he said hoarsely. "You're ttigHelen.’

She surveyed him with a coolness which belied tigeeabeneath her calm.
'Don't be too sure about that,' she said, walkung o

While his breakfast cooked she put a match to ditefire and sighed as
smoke billowed out into the room. She sat besidmadh evening, her feet
burning but the draughts from the window turning heck and back to
blocks of ice. The memory of central heating wallirga Raindrops spat
down the chimney, making the wood sizzle gloomily.

A large part of the money her mother had left bt been swallowed up in
paying Paul's debts in London. He had sulkily ptee over it, suggesting
that they pay the debts gradually, but she had bde&rmined to pay his
creditors back at once. Somehow she had kept th&t wicthe situation from
her dying mother who still retained great affectiftum Paul, a loving

indulgence which Helen now saw as being part ofptfedlem, since Paul



had grown accustomed to the idea that he couldderang where women
were concerned. His own mother had spoiled him legpby, then Helen's
mother had taken up where Paul's mother had left of

Moving back into the kitchen, she served Paul heskfast and he gingerly
ate some of it, thrusting the plate away aftenvarigoments. He did not eat
enough, she thought, eyeing him with irritated ®nc His colour was
distinctly grey this morning.

''ve got a headache," he complained, giving hahildishly sulky look.
She dropped some soluble pills into water and plishéowards him
without a word. He gave her a brief look, his mos#t, then drank the

solution rapidly.

He put down the glass and sat there, watching'\Wérat did you mean by
that last crack?' he asked.

She gave him a puzzled frown. 'What?'

'In the bedroom just now! Something about my nohdpesure of you,' he
snapped.

Helen had entirely forgotten the conversation, hotv she shrugged. ‘It
meant what | said. | don't want you taking it foaigted, Paul, that I'm here
for the duration as a doormat to put up with whatexwou care to throw at
me.'

‘A doormat? You?' He laughed hollowly. "You're andable as reinforced
concrete, Helen, and about as loving!

Her skin flushed. 'I'm not getting bogged downniy enore arguments about
who's responsible for what,' she said flatly.

‘All right," he shrugged. 'So what are you thremg® Tit for tat?'

She was weary of the endless circle of reproagunaent and temper. 'Oh,
go to work, Paul,’ she sighed. 'Forget it.'



He sat there for a moment, staring at her, themgeind walked to the door.
'‘Don't wait up for me," he said, almost triumphgrdls he left.

'Oh, I won't," she flung as the door closed.

Then she put her hands over her face, feeling yes leot under her palms,
tears threatening to spill from under her closedd.lit was all so hopeless.
Why was she still here, in his house, masqueradmdis wife? Their
marriage had been over a year ago and only bigerramained between
them. Self-respect had made her fling that vagreatiat Paul, but she knew
that her upbringing made it impossible for her @éanabre than threaten. She
was not mentally equipped for an affair with anotiman.

Karen tapped at her door during the morning, grigrat her. '‘Are you going
into town?'

'Did you want a lift?"

Karen gave her a sighing smile. 'Oh, could you®r'tdwant to take Terry
out in this rain, she's got a bad cold.’

'I'll drive you both down, then," said Helen. 'ifeg you want to leave her
with me while you do some shopping or visit yourthas, you know, 1'd be
delighted." Her eyes were wistful as she spokethin first year of her
marriage she had had a secret longing to haveld tlit after Paul's first
infidelity she had realised the folly and cruelfytoinging a child into the
tangled web of their lives. Paul himself had suggpeshe idea during their
first reconciliation, but she had been wary of catting herself then. Later
she had been glad she had never got pregnants Ibachenough for herself
to be haunted by the spectre of a ruined marriaiggout having a child
involved.

Karen beamed. "You're an angel! I'll take you ughat some time, Helen,
believe me.'

'I'd love that,' said Helen. 'I'll babysit for yany evening, you know.'



Karen gave her an odd look, a slight frown betweembrows. 'Thank you,'
she said with faint hesitation.

They drove down into the shopping area, parkedethderry cosily tucked
up under a rug in the back seat while they quicktl/their shopping in a
supermarket. When they got back she was still nggloer comic and Karen
rewarded her with a large rosy apple into which lttile white teeth bit
enthusiastically.

They had a coffee before lunch in Helen's house.litite girl played with a
pile of serviette rings which Helen had found fer ko play with, building
skyscrapers with them and giggling as they fell dottaren said vaguely,
her eyes not quite meeting Helen's, "You know, migbland has two
evenings a week out with his friends. Any eveniog'se bored you could
come round and watch television with me.’

‘That would be fun,' said Helen, smiling, but behdger smile lay pain, as
she realised that already Karen was aware thatviReuunlikely to be home
in the evenings. Gossip spread rapidly in a ljthee like this—it had taken
some time before people found out that her marneg®not perfect during
their years in London. Helen had never confidedonelblems to anyone, but
she had slowly become aware of sympathetic looksspered comment,
curious eyes, and her pride had taken quite arbagte

If she had not had too much self-respect she woaNe asked Karen if she
knew where Paul went in the evenings. She susp&aezh knew far more

than she did—perhaps she even knew the name ofdhean Paul was

seeing. That there was one Helen was certain: there infallible signs

which she had learnt to read. Of one thing shesmas—the affair had not
progressed very far. Paul had made several attetmptsake love to her
since she arrived and had he been deeply involvidd amother woman

Helen guessed he would not have been so pressing.

That evening she was surprised when Paul camehatbhouse quite early,
still sober, his eyes guarded as she looked atduiross the little sitting-
room.

'Eaten yet?' he asked her casually, his handst ttheep into his pockets.



She shook her head. Lately she had tended to &kt spnacks, her appetite
small. It was beginning to show in her figure. Slael never been less than
slim, but now she was aware of a fine-drawn augteabout her own
features, a fleshless lightness as she walkedcldéres were getting too
loose. Lifting her green eyes to him, she askeauM/you like me to get
something for you? Haven't you eaten? | could naakemelette and there's
plenty of salad.’

'l thought we might eat out.'

It was months since he had taken her out anywhetder face reflected her
wary reaction.

Paul's mouth thinned. 'l thought it would make argde for you," he said, his
voice surly. '‘But if you prefer to stay in ...

'‘No," she said quickly, getting up. 'l would hawechange, though. It won't
take long.'

'Wear something pretty,’ he said roughly, and sheeghim a quick,
searching look. What was behind this change of radd@ds it just another
flash in the pan?

She picked out a dress she knew Paul admiredntbeth dark lines of it
clinging to her, moulding her body to a long, lithee from breast to thigh,
the skirts flaring as she walked. She brushediharg hair upward, giving
her features a cool delicacy lit by misty greenseye

"You look pretty,' said Paul as she joined hinistaat her.

'So do you,' she said, her smile slightly teasammiring the dark suit into
which he had changed.

His pale eyes sharpened on her face. It was mairibe she had smiled at
him naturally and they were both aware of it. Séled tentative quivering
inside herself. Maybe this time, she thought, andnae felt that familiar
sinking inside herself as she heard her own thaugtdw often had she said
that to herself?



'l thought we'd go to the Country Club,' he saiulj ahe opened her eyes
wide.

'l didn't know there was one!" Although, she thaughe might have known
there was somewhere like that for Paul to go tdhaaght, a civilised

meeting place where he could drink and talk andrésp people with his
charm.

'It's quite a decent place,' he told her. 'Theyoslamd fish and play squash
and tennis, and in the evenings there's a goo@dining-room where
you can dance.'

He steered her out into the car, climbed into theiry seat. Before he
started the engine he said huskily, 'Shall we ¢rybéhave like civilised
human beings to each other, Helen?'

'Please,’ she said in a whisper.

His hands lay on the wheel, unmoving. She put drifeeoown over them,
her fingers trembling.

Paul bent his bright golden head over her hanckassed it where it lay. 'l
love you, you know," he said, his voice muffled.kHow that sounds
impossible to you, but | do, Helen.’

She lifted her hand to stroke his cheek, lettimg kiss her palm as it moved
over his mouth.

Then she sat back, removing her hand, and hedtieecar. They drove in
a frail, tentative peace, the evening wearing thehed calm which comes
after prolonged rain, an exhausted tranquillityethcovers all of nature. In
their headlights they picked up a darting rabbitatvanished into a ditch

beside the road. The low stone walls surroundirg drenched fields

showed up black in the light.

They drove out towards the moors and turned o# eitle road between low
ploughed fields. Along a narrow lane they spun iatwide tree-fringed
drive and emerged from the black shadows of thestte park outside a low



white building brilliantly lit within, the sound ahusic drifting out into the
encroaching night.

The man who greeted them wore a black dinner jaahkdt bow tie, his
manner curious as he eyed Helen with admiratiory. viife," Paul said
casually, and Helen caught the quick, incredulaak Ishe was given.
'Helen, this is Drew, the manager.’

Drew offered her a hand, his smile filled with théndliness of the
professional charmer. 'I'm very glad to meet yoaleH." He gave Paul a
look she recognised. 'You're a lucky man, Paul. tidua't tell us your wife
was a raving beauty.'

Paul's hand closed over her naked elbow, his fagessessive. 'I'm no
fool," he said lightly.

Drew's eyes held cynicism, amusement, the lingdrexge of hidden scorn.
'Well, Helen, | hope we'll see a lot of you fromanon.' He was a man in his
forties, thin, fit, his brown hair carefully brushever his forehead, his
brown eyes shrewd.

He showed them to a table in a long, rather ovecorhted room, the
imitation baronial style amusing Helen as her agek in the fake medieval
rafters, the reproduction antique weapons displayedhe walls, the rich
red plush of the velvet upholstery. It was all towch, but it was
comfortable, the lighting restful without being tadm, the small band
playing on the dais making a pleasant but not tacusive noise.

Paul leaned back with a proprietorial gesture.éLit?’ It was the sort of
place he liked, as she was aware, so she noddédohgsm

'It seems very comfortable.’

"It is," he agreed eagerly. A few people seatedhyel#ted their hands in
greeting and he responded with his most charmintesielen felt them
staring at her and guessed that they were askemggsélves who she was.
Paul was clearly already known here as an unatticte: and for all she
knew he had given her a reputation among his nends. Drunk, he was



inclined to make acid comments about her, as stielisaovered in the past.
It was not only to her face that he accused hebahg frigid and
unsympathetic. After his last affair she had bedshlby his weeping, furious
girl-friend that Paul had described her as duljrsg "Why | married her |
don't know, she bores me stiff.' She had winceidiéas she listened and her
anger with Paul had gained a new impetus.

Paul ordered champagne with a lordly sweep of arslrand she made no
protest, although she thought wryly of the smakpdterd's pie she had
cooked for herself and which would still be uneatethe oven, the crisp
golden potato lid covering rich thick mince.

How often did Paul drink expensive wine with higeing meal while she

sat at home eating thrifty, careful meals? He lowvexking gestures of that
sort, spending freely while he was in company,destying her all but the

minimum of housekeeping money. The money left flean mother's small

legacy to her was safely put away in the bank. ielespected she might
need it badly one day soon.

While she ate her meal, Paul was talking to herrahmgly, smiling at her
over the table. 'Why don't we have a holiday abtbélyear, darling? We
haven't been abroad together yet. | fancy SpairatWt you think?'

She lifted her green eyes thoughtfully. ‘It woudstcrather a lot.'

‘There's your mother's money," he said carelesdat's the point of
leaving it to moulder in a bank when we could pat igood use? Now don't
say your mother wouldn't approve, because she wmildelighted to think
of us enjoying ourselves together in the sun.’

Yes, Helen thought, undoubtedly he was right. Heth@r would not have
hesitated for a second in wholeheartedly urgingdgo to Spain with Paul
in the hope of building a sound marriage with him.

She looked at his handsome, clean-cut face andisawelltale marks of
weakness in the bone structure, the shallow lighthie pale eyes, the
selfishness in the curved sensual mouth. When Benatasmiling his mouth
grew thin and cold, an irritable twitch to the cerrof it.



'Let's think about that later," she said, returionger meal. She did not want
to spoil the evening by a quarrel with him overlsacsmall thing.

A new arrival was causing some interest around theime realised a
moment later. The manager was leading a small pattyeen the tables, his
voice obsequious, while everyone was staring. Bdahced round and
Helen felt a peculiar vibration from him. A warnibgnsion came into her
muscles. Was this Paul's most recent woman?

She slowly turned her silvery head and across ¢leenrmet a pair of
unsmiling dark blue eyes, their narrowed inspecsending a frisson of
surprise and shock down her back.

The black head inclined slightly in recognition tadr, then the lean body
moved to take a seat at the table. She was odslisedsed by the cold look
she had received. There had been unhidden contaerhjs face, ice in the
blue eyes. What was wrong? she asked herself. \dtiyhbe looked at her
like that?

She concentrated on her fruit salad while Paulethlkn odd, quick
sentences, his manner excited, as though he wgrgrenhimself in a new
way. Helen surveyed him with a puzzled suspiciomhidd altered since the
arrival of the black-haired man and his party.

She gave their table another quick, secretive glahlce dark head was bent
over the menu and she was able to observe withenglobserved. There
were three others at the table—one a young manlightblue suit and
pretty floral shirt whose face still bore tracesadblescence, his eyes hazel,
his hair black and curly. She guessed him to beisrearly twenties, and
obviously his partner was a girl of the same agg, dhort bronze curls
carefully arranged around a heart-shaped face wpiogeand white was
doll-like.

The fourth member of the party was a girl with lpsilky black hair, wide

sapphire eyes and a shy, flushed face. While Hekshregarding her the
girl suddenly looked across the room at her, aretettwas a peculiar
brightness in the wide eyes as they looked at ettedr, making Helen feel
strangely that the other was on the point of tektnen the girl looked down



at her menu and sat there like a mouse, her fittggers trembling as they
held the tall stiff card between them.

Sensing Paul's eyes on her, Helen looked quickiynatoefore he had time
to look away and disguise his expression, findihg wariness in his face.

He flushed and bent over his plate. Helen frownadil@t her lip. Surely to
heaven Paul hadn't been flirting with that childfe Svas no more than
twenty, possibly even nineteen, her eyes givingyalne inexperience and
innocence. A pretty girl, Helen thought, but sonarlble. Surely Paul
couldn't have, wouldn't have ... She broke offttimught, eyeing him with
foreboding. Wouldn't he?

He was smiling again when their eyes met latershetknew him too well
to be taken in by the hard gloss of his sophigboatThe smile was too
careful, too posed.

He talked about his job lightly as they drank cefand she listened with
half an ear, still pondering on the peculiar coknef the look she had
received from the stranger she had met the dagusived. There had been a
secret pleasure in the friendliness of their secoweting. She had felt
reluctant as she walked away from him. It had seenstural to be with
him, an odd intimacy between them from the firstmeat, as though ... She
broke off her thoughts again, starting.

It would be dangerous even to admit the thoughsheshad been on the
point of doing, that they were old friends who urstieod each other very
well in that first moment of meeting. She was ictsa delicately balanced
situation, a married woman who had not been a foifea year, who felt
always that her marriage was doomed and an end inevitable some day.
She had been careful to avoid other men since hetiage began to break
up, recognising the vulnerability she was bounfié&d, seeing the danger of
allowing any other relationship to grow up. Pautifidelity could not
excuse any infidelity, either mental or physicdlher own. Whatever Paul
had done, she was still his wife and if he coultitake their marriage vows
seriously, she did and while she remained his shiewould continue to do
SO.



'Shall we dance?' Paul asked her, pushing awagofffise cup.

Brought back to him suddenly, she turned dazedgeges on him, her face
still pale with concern. "Yes. Why not?' she murealrising.

They threaded their way through the tables andcegbiine other couples on
the floor, moving around to the music, Paul's haght around her slim
waist, his cheek against her hair.

'Did 1 tell you that you looked beautiful tonight?e asked with a slight
thickening in his voice, his hand tightening arouned.

She smiled and turned her head to look at him. vieationed it in passing.'

The pale eyes gazed into her own. 'l can't rememhen you last looked
this lovely," he murmured, his lips lightly brusgiher own.

'Why, thank you,' she smiled, accepting the kiss.

He put his cheek against hers and they circledlémee for a while, the

bright gleam of their heads close together, hgtgdir and finer than his, the
pale threads of her hair shining like spun silvethe lowered lamplight.

'We have a lot going for us, Helen," Paul whispeénéalher ear. 'l don't want
to throw it all away.'

'Do you think | do?' she asked, the faintest traicbitterness in her soft
voice.

'‘No," he said quickly, 'l know you don't. You'veebepatient until now,
darling. Be patient a while longer. Give me a cleganc

I've given you dozens, she thought sadly, but akh&lsaid, 'I'm still your
wife, Paul, if you want me.’

'If," he said on a sharp breath. 'l love you—I tgidl.' His eyes looked down
at her, bright with urgency. 'And | want to showuytwow much 1 love you,
darling.’



He had no need to expand on that, it was in theusers movements of his
hand over her back, in the heated expression gidieseyes.

She hesitated, though, unable to throw away thécrabitter experience
had taught her. He had come to her like this befaassionate, filled with
needing, and she had given herself to him freelly @ wake up like a lost
child on a cold hillside, empty and abandoned agaith only the aching
wounds of his cruelty to accompany her into gi&#fe had sworn then never
to give in to him again, to keep her distance, gebherself.

'Helen," he whispered pleadingly, 'don't turn afvagn me, love. | need you.
You call yourself my wife, but you won't let me you.’

The green eyes gave him a long, sad look. 'l nem@ than a few hours of
pleasure in bed from you, Paul, don't you realis# yet? A marriage is
more than making love. | want a man | can trustedhere when | need him,
not just when he wants me for a little while.'

Paul's mouth thinned in that characteristic way gyes glinted angrily. ‘Are
you starting to reproach me again? Can't you ewagef my occasional
slip?'

The music ended and she stepped out of his armthedswalked back to
the table he slid his hand around her waist andtbaemhisper, ‘Don't frown.
I'm sorry.'

She gave him a wry look and a sigh. 'Paul, what tordo with you?' Why

had she ever thought of having a child, she aslkeself, when she was
already stuck with one who was five foot ten in &isckinged feet and
worse than any two-year-old deprived of the swea¢sired?

Her parents had had a wonderful marriage, warm cimse and caring,
giving her an untarnished image of the love whiohld exist between a
man and a woman, an image she still carried irhbart today, for all the
blows Paul had aimed at her over the years of thairiage.

She saw some girls at a table close to theirs gyhim with sighing
adoration, and caught the quick, pleased look hewtthem before he



turned back to her. He was a man who needed thstazdrreflection of his
own beauty in the eyes of the women he met, shagtiip a shallow
Narcissus, glowing only when he knew himself sunded with those
adoring eyes. Perhaps in a way it was partly hdt taat their marriage had
begun to break up— she had grown up too fast for, ier first blind,

unwavering adoration changing into the too- demagndiove of a woman
for a man, while Paul still needed the doting @attof a mother.

He was twenty-nine now. He had been a man whenhbhdymarried and
Helen had been a very young twenty-one, her expegislim, her mind
unformed, her admiration for his looks and charnmddhg her to his
underlying lightness. Helen knew herself to hawemous nature. She took
life seriously while Paul took it as a child talkeegame.

She watched him drink some whisky and hoped he dvaol drink too
much. The music had begun again, so she rosenguitit a hand. 'Shall
we?'

He got up and followed her on to the floor, smilagthey passed the girls
who were still gazing at him with starry eyes.

As they circled the floor a man walked over to theemd tapped Paul on the
shoulder lightly. ‘Mind if | cut in?’

Helen gave him a startled look. Paul halted, logkah him with a fixed,
polite smile. '‘Be my guest,’ he said lightly, hisnds falling away from
Helen.

The other man swung her into his arms. Stiffly pkeemitted it, her eyes
curious as she looked over his shoulder to sebusyand weaving his way
through the tables to where the three companiohsmgbartner sat watching
them with curiously blank expressions.

'‘Doesn’t your husband mind if you go out with mika Eastwood?' he asked
suddenly in a low, terse voice. 'Or doesn't he kadwere you are tonight?'

She switched her eyes to his face, her browsdiftingrily and coldly. 'l beg
your pardon?’



His blue eyes held a glittering contempt. 'Whatsibe man have? Even the
sanest women seem to be taken in by him!"

Helen was angry but oddly filled with cold amusemmeéte had no idea who
she was, she realised, and she ought to tell hunb@dore he said anything
which could embarrass both of them later, but smweshe said instead,
'Do you work at Eliots?'

His straight mouth tightened. 'I'm Mark Eliot,' s&id shortly.

The name rang an instant bell. She stared at hemembering Paul
describing the managing director to her with itathpique. 'An arrogant,
big-headed swine!' he had said. 'Thinks he knowad.it.ays down the law
without leaving a loophole.' And she had thought; God, he doesn't sound
like a man who would take much nonsense, and if §taps out of line he'll
be for it. Now, looking at the hard, tough faceg &t her heart sink because
it was obvious that Paul had already given himaelfad name to Eliot.
Why? she wondered. How?

Her lashes lowered, flickering against her flustségh. 'So you're the
boss-man of Ryethorpe,’ she said, remembering idimgrinto the face of
wind and rain like a storm god, his strong bodyspdion the great horse
without effort.

She should have known.

Instinct should have warned her. A premonition $thdwave hit her at that
moment. Instead, she had first been angry, theghkdy and when they met
again she had been too interested in his teasingedsmile to wonder who
he could be.

"You still haven't answered my question?' he askeldly. 'Does your
husband know you're here with Eastwood?'

Her lashes lifted and the misty green eyes statedim, their colour
mysterious against the fine silvery hair. "Yeskhews,' she said.



The dark brows above his eyes jerked togetherfioven. 'He knows?' He
probed the cool oval of her face, the blue eyekatang. '‘And does he know
what sort of man Eastwood is? He's married, yowkno some unfortunate
girl he's left behind in London." His hard moufiteld in an unpleasant sneer.
'She'd cramp his style if she was up here with imongloubt.’

'If you feel like that about him, why do you emploiyn?' Helen snapped,
then was aghast at herself for putting such a thioungo his head. If Paul
heard her he would be rightly furious with her.

Mark Eliot's lips indented, coldness in his fagte tdoes his job supremely
well,' he said with marked iciness. 'That unscrapslcharm of his works
like a spell on the clients he deals with. The worfadl like ninepins and the
men think he's a hell of a feller.’

'l see," she said scornfully. "You use him ruthieés your own purposes
but reserve the right to pass judgment on him adike.'

His eyes narrowed. 'l should have known better timabe frank with a
woman who's head over heels with a swine like Bastly he said.

"You've no right to make snap judgments about eyl barely know!" she
threw back, her head lifted, the green eyes frgezin

'What sort of man is your husband?' he asked, bislsvlike tiny chips of
ice. '‘Apart from being a blind fool?'

The music ended and she moved away from him. #He'snan | married,
Mr Eliot,' she said with wry double meaning. 'A mawore to love, honour
and obey.'

He laughed caustically. 'By having affairs with@timen?’

She met his eyes levelly. 'I'm Helen Eastwood, NiwtE

A hard red colour swept up his face. His eyes dae#leuntil they almost
seemed black. His facial muscles grew tight withearonly just controlled.



"You might have told me!'

"You were enjoying yourself so much,' she saidngl$i. 'It's such fun to
stand on a pedestal and knock other people dowit, ii8 We've only
spoken to each other very briefly once beforeygetwalked up and started
insulting me without waiting to find out who | was anything about me.
You deserved what happened.’

He listened, his eyes on her cold face. 'You werang a peculiar fun of
your own, | suspect. You could have told me atdtaet that you were his
wife, but you deliberately let me think the wrormgngs.'

Helen lifted her chin defiantly, not answering.

His eyes narrowed to dark blue slits. "Were yoingyo find out just what
your husband had been up to while you were in Lafitlo

Helen turned away without answering, walking tovearter own table,

pretending not to see Paul waving a hand at har the table where he now
sat with Mark Eliot's party. A hand came up benéehelbow and that curt
voice said quickly, 'Do you want to make a scenerfone here knows me.
There's enough gossip about your husband ashtrgsEastwood. You can
come over and have a social drink with us.'

'I'd rather die," she said huskily.

The hand tightened, propelling her willy-nilly ihe direction of his table.
'‘Don't be so melodramatic,’ he said with infurigtamusement.

It maddened her to admit that he was right. She lvedmaving in a silly
fashion. She had always prided herself on hercgeitrol, but she knew she
had lost it at this moment, angered by this stramgem she had only met
once or twice.

As they reached the table, Paul half rose, smiliwvgll, you've introduced
yourself to Helen, Mark, but Robby here is dyingrteet her. Helen, this is
Robby Eliot." He grinned at the younger man whodtop to offer his hand,
his eyes admiring.



She smiled at him. 'Are you Mr Eliot's brother?'
Robby grinned. 'For my sins!'
Tor mine,’ Mark Eliot said drily.

Helen ignored him, her eyes on his brother's fadeere is a resemblance,’
she said slowly, although the hard control and dyam in the older brother

was not repeated in the younger. Their colouring good looks were

similar, however.

Her eyes moved to the girl beside Robby Eliot, wias regarding her with
distinct coolness. Mark Eliot said politely, 'S&ampton, Helen,' he gave
Helen a quick, impudent look meant to underlineftw® that he was using
her first name while she was deliberately usingshimiame.

Sara Compton gave Helen a brief nod. Thoughtfidlglen smiled back,
suspecting the girl's coolness to originate fronblRoEliot's admiration
which was still obvious from the way he was staring

'‘And this is my sister Joanne," Mark Eliot went mdlicating the other girl.

Helen tensed. She shot Paul a quick look, haleddiy her lashes, but felt
Mark Eliot observing her and looked quickly awayig

Joanne Eliot lifted over-bright eyes to Helen'sefamd briefly smiled, a

smile which did not touch her eyes, a facial camarwhich passed at once
into sombre stillness. Helen felt her heart sinkisTgirl was unquestionably
miserable, every line of her pale little face casiag it, and Helen could
guess why Paul was looking so carefully in anothezction, a fixed smile

on his face.

She sat down in the chair Mark Eliot pulled outlier and, as he sat down
beside her, their eyes met.

She looked away hurriedly from the cool probe af $tare. This man saw
too much.



'Paul tells us you want a job," Robby Eliot murniljdeaning over the table
with a little smile.

'Yes,' Helen agreed, catching her husband's qui&icg. They would need
the double income, she thought wryly, especialBatil intended to keep up
this sort of life style.

'‘Come and see me on Monday at ten," Mark Eliotreda the sort of voice
which brooked no argument.

'What sort of work are you looking for?' Sara asked slow drawl. 'What
can you do?' And her tone suggested that she dbiftiielen could do very
much at all.

Helen smiled politely, pretending not to have pathke that deliberately
insulting nuance. 'Vaguely secretarial, | suppdshave shorthand and

typing.'

The waiter arrived with the drinks. Mark Eliot stbop, extending a hand to
Sara. 'Dance?'

Sara rose with a sensual little smile and drifteéyawith him across the
floor, their bodies moving with long-accustomedeeddelen found herself
watching them. Over Sara's shoulder Mark Eliot géghat her and Helen
flushed, looking hurriedly away. Joanne sat withr he@nds clenched
nervously in her lap staring at the flickering clenid the centre of the table.
Poor child, Helen thought, watching her. What elydwad Paul been up to?



CHAPTER THREE

HELEN and Paul remained at the table with the Eliotypfant a quarter of an
hour. Conversation was strained, filled with underents of which she was
aware, and she was glad when Paul finally madexeuse to leave.

When they got back home Paul tried to kiss her, Hasds roughly
demanding, and she wriggled out of his arms. Siightoxicated now, he
glared at her and she asked him coldly, '‘What auebeen doing with that
Eliot child?'

His face showed sullen alarm. 'Eliot said something
'He had no need to say a word. It stood out a ‘mile.
Paul scowled. 'Is it my fault she lost her headr avkiss?'

Sick at heart, she turned away. 'She's a childl! Faw had no business
laying a finger on her.’

'She begged for it," he muttered, his lower ligktaut.

Helen winced. "You must have given her encouragérsaw could you be
so cruel? Common sense should have warned yowave leer alone. She
happens to be your boss's little sister, remember.'

'Eliot has no call to sneer,' he retorted. 'He dpaige a reputation himself.
Women chase him morning, noon and night, and hewjeat he can out of
them without ever being fool enough to marry onethedm.' His eyes
stabbed her furiously. 'That's what | should haweedwith you, taken you
and left it at that. Instead | was fool enough takm it legal, and I've
regretted it ever since.'

‘Say the word and I'll pack now,’ she flung baekjrig him, her eyes chill. 'l
should have gone long ago. This marriage is adi¢orpse!



For a moment he seemed speechless, his mouth gh#ékenhands at his
sides clenched into fists. "You've never loved me!'

'l did once,’ she said sombrely. 'You made sutefdped.’
"Your mother was prepared to forgive and forgetyWén't you?"

'My mother wasn't married to you," Helen said ind¢dlat tones. 'We've
been through all this before, Paul. There's noréutn discussing it. You
have no intention of changing and | have no intentf putting up with a
husband who constantly chases other women.'

He walked out without another word. Helen slowlynivap to bed and fell
asleep at some time in the early hours. Paulkstidl not returned by then.
She imagined he had gone back to the club and diatcthe thought. Mark
Eliot might still be there. He would stare when P@ame back alone and
that cool, quick brain of his would start workivgould guess and probably
guess shrewdly. He might very likely envisage thwM scene which had
taken place between husband and wife before Pawd) fbff in a temper.
Mark Eliot wastoo shrewd. Helen did not want him knowing so muchubo
her and her marriage. For some reason the prosgedflark Eliot
comprehending the situation made her want to any,she had cried too
much in the past. She would not cry tonight. Grirshe turned over and
forced herself to think of other things.

Whatever Paul did that night, he was placatory deyt his mood sober, his
eyes begging her to forgive him. Helen strugglecketain a cool temper; it
would do no good to lose it. She spoke quietlyito Whenever he spoke to
her. She did not shout or remonstrate. She meratghad her mood to his,
her face remotely civil.

During the next few days they managed to reachianbad form of truce,
neither wishing to enter one of those destructbayage rows with which
their marriage had been punctuated. Paul came kagtenight punctually
and Helen sat opposite him at the dinner tablehaxging limited

conversation which held no seeds of menace to thairiage. They talked
like strangers most of the time, but it was a fabeboth of them to do so,
and Helen gradually began to hope that this arneetrality between them



might slowly pass into something less unreal. Sag still prepared to make
an effort to shape their marriage into a real bokds Paul?

His character was not entirely his own fault, sheught, watching as he
read a newspaper one evening. His mother had ruimadfrom early
childhood. Paul had been too beautiful as a chilhad grown up into too
beautiful a man, his features still riveting behetiiat gold cap of hair. Life
had been too easy for him. It had showered gifis ms lap and now he
expected those glittering showers to continue Y&r.eHe saw little beyond
the narrow circle of his own needs and desiresndst have grown up with
the words 'l want' on his lips, always sure that desire would be fully
satisfied.

He had made a mistake when he married Helen. Helghmve found

himself a weaker wife, someone who would be totefuathat he married
her at all to protest if he strayed outside thearnage bed. Many women
would have turned a blind eye to Paul's little aduees. Helen's own
mother might well have done so. She had often diate much, urging
Helen to forgive and forget, begging her to makevednces.

Helen knew all that, but it made no difference. Havn sense of
self-preservation, her personal integrity as a hunb@ing, made it
impossible for her to pretend that it did not matteat Paul took other
women. It mattered. The love she had felt for had largely leaked away in
vain regret, but the pain, the jealousy, she hatk guffered had left an
indelible impression on her. She would never trbgh again. Their
marriage was finished and she knew it, yet shiedstilnot know what to do
about it.

Divorce was an obvious way out, yet she hesitdtaglas a high fence to
take without long thought of the consequences, fandhe moment she
knew she was marking time, waiting, giving herseifl Paul time for the
situation to become crystal clear.

On the Monday Paul glanced at her oddly acrosbibakfast table. '‘Going
for that interview today?'



Helen nodded. Throughout the weekend the prosgesseing Mark Eliot
again had been eating into her. She dreaded ishig, clever eyes would
probe deeply whenever he looked at her. He mightsasne more of his
shrewd questions and she would have to parry atestree answers.

'l suppose we need the money/ Paul said reluctarnymouth twisting.

Helen glanced at him, purposely cool. "You knowdee' They needed it
solely and simply because Paul spent money likeenwdt she had the

management of their budget they would live very fartably on his quite

generous salary, but Paul only gave her a smalluameach week for

housekeeping. She knew how much he earned andnsweow much he

kept for himself. The difference made her angry,dhe knew there was no
point in saying anything.

Paul read her glance, however, and his eyes flamhgily. 'There's the rest
of your mother's money | What good is that doing imank?"

'I'm keeping that for a rainy day,' she said drily.
Paul glanced out of the window pointedly. Rainlsplilcopiously down the
panes, streaming into the gutters with a rushingndavhich was becoming

painfully familiar to her here.

Helen gave him a brief smile. 'You know what | me@re may need the
money one day.'

"You mean you may," he said, watching her.

She was preserving that money in case she leftamignwanted to divorce
him and he knew it. It lay between them in a steéggnce. Helen shrugged.

'Hadn't you better leave for work? It's gettingglat
He stood up, carelessly, brightly handsome in geesive suit and shirt, his

clothes immaculate as always. Helen felt him hdweside her chair and
turned her cheek as he bent. His lips brushedulirer s



Paul still hesitated. 'l got the impression Elemdied you," he said suddenly.
'‘Watch him, Helen.’'

She turned, eyes wide in surprise. 'You're joking!

For a second or two he stared down into her fasehrows close together,
then he gave an edged laugh. 'l must be," he s#idbitter emphasis, and
walked out.

Helen dressed carefully for her interview, choosranarcoal grey suit with
a straight pencil skirt and tight-fitting little get, a fine white silk blouse
beneath it. Her silver-blonde hair was swept ugrmeher head to reveal the
long pale nape, giving her a cool patrician elegamtich her features
emphasised.

The secretary in Mark Eliot's outer office had stidicted look as she asked
Helen to wait. 'He's seeing a representation frioenunion. He won't keep
you long.’

Helen sat down, crossing her long legs, and tHeslgat her a curious look.
'‘Are you applying for my job?"

Helen's brows lifted. Before she could answer tikelaughed. 'Oh, don't
worry, I'm going anyway. I've got a job in Londdrtouldn't stand another
month in this place—I'm bored stiff.’

'It does seem very quiet,’ Helen agreed politely.

'Quiet? It's dead, and the corpses don't seentitefio

Helen laughed. 'What sort of job have you got taajm London?'

‘A big firm," the girl replied. 'Better pay thanreethough, and much shorter
hours. | can't wait to get there." She eyed Helarouasly again. 'You're a

Londoner, aren't you?'

'Yes.' Helen made no effort to expand on thatfée calm.



'How can you stand it here?'

Helen shrugged, saying nothing, her smile puretgraatic. The girl would
have gone on asking questions, but suddenly theajmmed and some men
began trooping out with heavy tread, their facegessive and unsmiling.
Mark Eliot glanced across the office at Helen. '‘@am' he said brusquely.

She walked past him and heard him close his ddwe.office was large and
light, the sky grey beyond the window, but it sedme longer to be raining,
there were clouds drifting away before a cool wind.

'Sit down, Mrs Eastwood,' Mark Eliot said behind.he

She sat and he walked round the desk and tookhis, €éacing her with his
hands on his desk top.

'So," he murmured. 'What are your qualificationgia®

She quietly gave him her previous experience, aaingg and shorthand
speeds, her knowledge of book-keeping and othareofiork.

While she spoke he leaned back watching her, hiss eyarrowed
thoughtfully, their gaze never lifting from her &ac

'My secretary is leaving,' he said. 'Do you wantjbb?’

The question threw Helen. Although she had knovengil was going she
had not somehow expected Mark Eliot to offer herjtb and faced with the
prospect of working with him she knew she did nahto see any more of
him than she could help.

'l ..." Her stammer broke off under his watchfarst What possible excuse
could she offer for refusing what was obviouslyeayvgood job?

His dark brows lifted pointedly. 'Yes?'



Her colour rose. 'l suspect the job might proveeatoo demanding for me,
Mr Eliot," she said in an attempt at calmness.aswxpecting to be offered
something less testing.’

He picked up a pencil and played with it, his egashis own hands. 'I'm
quite sure you're more than capable of doing thekwo

"You haven't tested my speeds yet,' she pointed out

His eyes lifted, a wry sarcasm in his face. 'Thattaere quibble. I'm sure
you wouldn't lie, Mrs Eastwood. Your speeds soued/\good to me. My

present girl is hopeless at the job and I'll belgtaget rid of her. I'm afraid
we do not get highly skilled secretaries growingtaes in Ryethorpe. |
realise you would expect a London scale salary, lahthk we can offer

one.' He named a figure which took her breath awayl had warned her
not to expect anything like the money she coulch @ar London, but

apparently he had been wrong. Mark Eliot was pespao pay well. He

threw the pencil across the desk and watchedraat back towards him.
‘Well?'

She knew that Paul would be incredulous if shesexduthe job. If she did
refuse it, Paul would demand to know her reasams she did not want him
to suspect that one of them was a secret desiite spend too much time in
Mark Eliot's company.

While she waited, trying to summon the courageefose, the telephone
rang. Mark Eliot picked it up. 'Hold the line," baid abruptly, then glanced
at her. 'Well?'

Somehow the cold, level question made it easiee. t8bk a deep breath.
'Very well," she said, and at once wished she baced.

Their eyes met and she sensed that he was perigetlyaware of her
feelings. 'I'll let you know the other condition$§ employment,’ he said
flatly. 'You start next week. Good morning, Mrs &&sod.'

For a second she did not understand, the disnhssbbeen too abrupt, too
unexpected, then she found herself out of the @radron the way to the



door. Behind her, his voice spoke into the teleghamd she closed the door
without looking back at him.

The girl was bending over a long sheet of type@igrfegures. She glanced
up curiously. 'No luck?'

'l start next Monday," Helen said a trifle breasislg. 'At least | think | do. Is
he always that terse?'

The girl made a face at the closed door. 'He camdeeenough, but he can
be a swine, too. He expects a lot for his money.’

'Don't we all?' Helen said drily.
The girl laughed. 'I'll show you round, if you liké you've got time?'

'Please,’ said Helen, glancing around the officth waterest. She could
hardly believe that she was to be working hereyestay from the following

Monday. When she came for this interview she hadetmw expected to
get a very minor job, something she could combiasilg with her

housework, something which did not ask too muchiggnand time of her.
She had the suspicion that what she had actuallyrgght prove very
demanding indeed.

'I'm Deirdre,' the girl told her, holding out adndly hand, her brown eyes
smiling.

I'm Helen.'

For the next ten minutes she followed Deirdre adotlne office, listening to
the rather brief explanation the girl gave, undgerding why Mark Eliot was
not sorry to see her go. Deirdre showed little redrest in the work and
none at all in her own capacity to do it. She obslg regarded work as an
annoying interruption in her private life. All thaterested her was what she
did outside the office.



It was, Helen decided, a relatively interesting, jlaogely consisting of the
usual secretarial tasks, but it was varied enoaddeép one interested if one
was even faintly curious about life.

‘The trouble is the people we get trooping in ant' ®eirdre complained.
'‘Union men, managers, salesmen, personnel pedpdg.all go in to see Mr
Eliot. Some days it's nothing but interruptionst, e still expects me to get
the letters done and the filing kept up to date.’

As she spoke the door swung open and Paul stioledhe room. Deirdre's
eyes brightened. 'Hi, Paul,’ she said with a beam.

His handsome face returned the smile automatictiky,charming mask
imposed for the few seconds it took, his eyes Ingldnat personal intimacy
he gave to every attractive female he met.

Then he looked at Helen and his face changed. 'Seeget?’

Deirdre answered for her. 'Not only seen him. Stetige job—and good
luck to her, she's welcome to him!"

Paul stiffened, his head sharply lifted, thrown kbao that the sunlight
glittered on his bright hair. "'Welcome to him?' stared at Helen. 'Did he
offer you the job here, in this office?'

'She's got my job," said Deirdre, laughing.

Helen moved towards the door. She sensed the bpildf Paul's
displeasure and did not want to discuss it in fidrthe other girl.

Deirdre's smile vanished as she began to catctetisgon between the two
of them. She eyed them curiously. As Helen passad Re caught her
elbow to halt her and she looked at him, her face t

"You're going to be working for Eliot?' The wordsrst out of him harshly.

She pulled out of his grip and walked out of therddaul followed and
caught up with her, wrenching her arm towards him.



'‘Not here, please!' she muttered.

His blue eyes were narrowed in a stare which miaém tglitter like snow
crystals in sunlight. 'l don't want you working fom! Why did you accept
the job?"

Bitingly she told him how much Mark Eliot had oféer to pay her and saw
his astonished face and then the struggle whichrbetside him. Paul was
taken aback by the amount, tempted by it. He kn®svceuld never get as
much anywhere else.

'Why did he offer you so much?' he demanded.
'My qualifications impressed him.'

'l bet they did," Paul said savagely, his eyeifiig from her smooth hair
down her slender body. 'And | can guess what hg¥snlg to get for his
money.'

'Don't judge everyone by your own standards!" Hdl@d him with a
half-savage smile.

His mouth twisted coldly. 'No, of course, Eliot &ove such ideas, |
suppose. He wouldn't fancy you, would he?'

'He wants a secretary, nothing else!'

Paul laughed unpleasantly. 'I've a very shrewd vdeat Eliot wants, thank
you.' He bent towards her, violence in the flasthefblue eyes. '‘And he isn't
getting it from you!'

Helen stared at him. "You don't know the first thabout me, do you, Paul?’
She turned and walked away and Paul stood themngtafter her without
moving.

When he got home that evening he was in a moodestognised on sight.
She had had time to think and she realised tisdisftook the job with Mark
Eliot she was putting herself into an intoleraliteagion. Not only would



Paul bitterly resent it, but she herself would beder considerable
temptation the whole time. Mark Eliot was far tdtvactive and she was far
too vulnerable.

She did not wait for Paul to launch the angry &ttsice could sense was
coming. 'lI've decided | won't take the job," shiel $latly as he opened his
mouth to speak.

Paul stared at her, visibly taken aback. She heghtéhe wind out of his
sails and the aggression leaked out of him as tveged her. Calmly Helen
turned and began to prepare the table for the rgeneal.

Paul caught hold of her shoulders, whirled herat®fhim, staring down at
her. 'He does fancy you, doesn't he?"

''ve no idea,’ she lied.
‘Do you fancy him?'
Her eyes held no expression. 'I'm rather off memet frank.’

He drew a long breath. '"You're not frank, Helen w@ brutal." The blue
eyes grew ugly. 'But you're my wife.' He bent amgs&d her, hurting her
mouth. Helen did not struggle. She merely stootkthéthout responding or
denying, passive, a cold victim.

Paul drew back his head, his face white. 'My Gad lyate me, don't you?"

Helen did not answer. Their eyes held in silenageaftong moment. Paul
released her, shoving her away roughly as thoughidudd like to hurt her
far more than he had.

'Very well," he said. "Take the job with Eliot. Weed the money, damn you.
Just remember, keep him at a distance. You may hatheng to lose, but

Eliot could lose a lot if he got involved in a sdah and if | suspect he's
playing around with you, believe me, there'll becandal. I'll break his

neck!



Helen doubted if Paul was capable of laying a firegeMark Eliot. The man
would be more likely to break Paul's neck if hedriHowever, she shrugged
coolly. 'I'm quite happy to look for job elsewhetdeave the decision to
you.'

"You always do," Paul said bitterly. 'Ever sincegeémarried you've laid all
the burden of the marriage on me, Helen.'

That was laughable, but she did not laugh. Sheddak him in sombre
realisation, her eyes almost pitying. He reallyidbadd it, that was the
trouble. She was Paul's excuse. Whatever he didpulel say she forced
him into it, it was all her fault. He was guiltlesswronged innocent.

As he read her expression his face almost writhesentment, jealousy,
misery in his eyes. 'You're made of stone, Helenld;amforgiving, above
temptation. Why can't you be human, like the résts@"

Above temptation? Helen shivered. Was she reallgf?eijes moved away
from Paul, a shadow passing over them. She hop&ddcshe was, because
if ever she had seen temptation it was Mark Eliot.



CHAPTER FOUR

Two days later Helen straightened from a kneeliogitpn, having just
polished the grate until it shone, putting a wdaagd to her protesting back.
She had been working in the house all day. Whanskeeed, she thought,
was some fresh air. Paul would not be home foram;Fshe just had time
for a short drive up to the moors. Finding an akgoshe let herself out of the
front door and climbed into her car. The late afven was cool and clear,
the skies washed bright after earlier rain, a femtfgleams of sunshine
touching the windows of the grey little houses abher.

She drove out of the town, turning into the sidadrevhich led across the
moors, her gaze on the dark, heather-covered sitle land, the contours
rolling smoothly against the sky. She found hersefir the ruined abbey
she had seen on her first day and drew up bestd®#u, staring at it across
the fields. Murthering Lane, she remembered, sqildhe had failed to

discover the reason for the name.

A rough footpath led, muddy and little-trodden,ideghe low stone walls to
the abbey.

Helen felt a sudden urge to investigate the plagthesitated, realising that
it was growing late. She ought to get back, sheght For a moment she
hesitated undecidedly, biting her lip, then she enagl her mind with a little
grimace. Why not?

She got out of the car and locked it, then tookftdwpath, her Hat shoes
slipping a little as she carefully made her waytigh the field. The abbey
ruins were startlingly remote, their broken wakeljagged teeth sticking up
from the rough grass, the Norman arches of windogvdoors outlined in

smooth red brick which reminded her of Roman tilesme old churches
had used reworked Roman remains and perhaps thisazhbeen built on a
Roman site. She paced around it, staring up thrtughoofless ruins at the
darkening sky.

She had asked Karen about it and received littgnmation. The other girl
had shrugged. 'l think it was pulled down years. ddgrey say it's haunted.’



Helen had laughed. 'They always do!

Karen's eyes had danced. 'I'm an ignoramus— dskitn@! I've never been
near the place. I'm not much on history.'

The ground was soggy with rain, giving beneath fomtfall. A few
windswept little trees grew in the shelter of thedlg; their leafless branches
sweeping the stone with a scratching sound. It tridghquite charming to
have a picnic here in the summer, she thoughtatnis time of year there
was something both melancholy and awesome aboupldwe. It held
echoes of the past.

Suddenly she heard a sound and turned, eyes wigdére behind her into
the rapidly falling twilight. A shape was suddemytlined between the
ruined walls, standing in an arch. Her heart leafii her mouth and she
gave a scream, moving back instinctively.

She was too taken aback to realise that a hedpmdéslay behind her, and
she fell heavily, her head striking against a pgtpiece of stone.

Dazed, she lay unmoving for a moment. Her eyesrsdwuns whirl before
them. Pain stabbed between her brows.

Someone moved beside her and a hand touched thefdmgr face gently.
She moaned, her lids flying upwards.

Recognising Mark Eliot she gave a gasp, her faceibg with shame and
irritation. Who had she expected to see? She fielbla Why on earth had
she screamed like that? Her mind had been so prp@ctwith images of
the past that she had behaved like an idiot atideipresence of a man she
distrusted!

'l tripped,’ she mumbled, hoping that he wouldreatise that his arrival had
precipitated the accident.

'So | saw,' he replied coolly, moving her headhasijh testing it for injury.
Her long silvery hair spilled across his arm, fréean its amber comb in the
fall. The wind blew strands of it across his moatid he put up a hand to



them slowly. He smelt of rain and grass, as if &é been riding in the rain.
Helen saw moisture on his tweed hacking jacket. ifagerial had that
familiar smell, like the coat of a dog. The rouglaterial of his sleeve
brushed her face as he slid his hand under her head

"You hit your head when you fell. Does it hurt?SHingers felt their way
across her nape experimentally.

Suddenly her mouth was dry and she angrily recegnise symptom. She
shivered and his blue eyes sharpened.

'I'm fine," she said in a husky voice, and strudgle
to get up, to get away from his oppressive nearness

He caught her as she swayed, her leg buckling uretereight. She made a
sound between anger and pain, head bent.

"You've sprained your ankle, | think," he saidlflatCan you stand?'
'Yes,' she lied, putting down her hurt foot ananigither lip.

He gave her a curious look, then knelt and rollackther tight white cords,
his long fingers feeling her ankle. 'lt's swellinge said, 'but no bones
broken. My horse is tied outside, I'll take you lem

'My car is across the field,’ she said. She wasyanigh herself for that brief
experience of sexual attraction.

His body straightened beside her. She gave himlite pittle smile which
did not touch her eyes. 'I'm fine now, thank you.’

‘That isn't true," he said casually, his mouthingrin contempt. 'However, if
you prefer to walk back to your car alone | shiamérfere. You'll be in great
pain and you'll make the sprain much worse thabefore you get to your
car, of course, but that's your business.'



Her colour rose and she turned away. The first at&p agonising, but she
made it. The second had her half fainting. Shiedtihe moan which rose to
her lips and the next moment Mark Eliot had swegtup into his arms like
a child, her head falling against his shouldersHede through the Norman
archway and laid her on to the saddle. She satlufching at it.

He led the horse across the field. The sky had grquite dark. A faint
white glimmer in the east showed where the moon negasg, but clouds
masked its shape. The wind flung bushes and inte®xaggerated shapes,
rustling among them as if they were lace petticdatsm the copse on the
left of them a barn owl suddenly flew on steadigabng wings towards the
dark shapes of farm buildings a few fields awaye Weird call it gave made
Helen jump and he glanced at her ironically.

'‘An owl, that's all.'
'I know that,' she said, ruffled. What sort of iditid he take her for?

'Who did you think | was?' he enquired coolly. Aogt? That scream you
gave made me jump myself.'

'‘Anyone would be startled to see someone at sydace and time!" she
shapped.

'l ride that way every day.'

"You must leave work early,' she said, giving hisharp look. Was he the
sort of boss who worked short hours and left hisplegees to do
everything?

He gave her a comprehending smile, his teeth sirad@ven. 'l work longer
hours than anyone in my employ, don't worry. |tstesrk while most of
them are still in bed.’

'Early to bed, early to rise?' she mocked. 'Andyare healthy, wealthy and
wise, Mr Eliot?"



'I'm wealthy," he said mockingly, in response, ddgin amusement in the
blue eyes.

They reached the car and she handed him the igrkiég. He unlocked both
doors, then lifted her from her horse and sat iéine passenger seat. 'l can
drive,' she said.

‘Not on that foot," he contradicted. 'lIt would be

too painful, and rather dangerous for other drivers

'What about your horse?"

He shrugged. 'Wait here.' He walked back to thdimgaanimal and deftly
unsaddled him. She heard him open her boot anglttie saddle and bridle
into it. A few moments later he had shut the hang@ one of the adjoining
fields and was climbing into the car beside . gave her a quick grin.
‘There's always an answer to every problem,’ lte $20n Googe is a friend
of mine. He won't mind if | leave Brutus there #onight.’

'It's very good of you to take the trouble,' shid saluctantly.

His eyes mocked her. 'So it is,' he said. 'Why dmothering? You're the
most ungracious female I've ever met.’

She felt her skin flushing. 'I'm sorry.'

‘That's all right, Mrs Eastwood,' he said coolkou can't help it if you
resent the fact that I'm aware that you're maraeal complete swine.'

‘That's enough!" she said sharply, sitting up.

Ignoring her, he went on in a brusque cold voigad'that you're sick and
tired of your pretence of a marriage but can'tdpgiourself to get out of it.'

Ice penetrated her. 'Shut up!" she muttered irk ioioes.



He started the car, the engine racing. 'l've fmikhhe said. 'It had to be
said.’

"You had no right to say it or even to think it.0vdon't know the first thing
about my marriage.’

The car shot away down the road, his eyes on the'lsle seen enough of
Eastwood to have a pretty good idea of the samanri he is—they aren't so
unusual, you know. Plenty of men stay adolescédhtisaar lives. Peter Pans
who don't even want to grow up. Eastwood has the cfolooks which
attract women like flies. He's traded on his loaksis life, | imagine.' He
gave her a brief, oblique look. 'How long have yeen married?’

‘Three years.'
He nodded. 'How old are you?'
"Twenty-four.'

'And he's almost thirty," he thought aloud. Theesa silence. "Were you in
love with him?'

"I still am," she lied.

He gave her a faint, wry smile. 'Yes?' And she kiaswf he had denied it
aloud that he was aware that she lied.

For a while there was silence between them as ¢haye down into the
town, hitting the first orange street lights, hgeed rising as he shot down
towards her street. The house had been part gddhes of the job—it had
been an advantage to them, saving them the probidimding somewhere
to live.

He drew up outside her house and as he openeddbeske said quickly,
'Please, let me walk in!" She could not bear tceettae neighbours watching
as he carried her.



He gave her a shrewd, comprehending glance and bamk. She made it to
the front door with pain while he walked close bedner, watching to make
sure she did not fall. She was trembling as stalyitalf fell into the house.

"You stupid little fool," he muttered under his ditg his blue eyes caustic
about her folly. His hands moved to catch her arelwseakly abandoned
herself to their hard strength as he lifted her.

She closed her eyes, the hall going round.

'Pride is a poor substitute for sense,’ he saidyiog her up the stairs.
'Which room?’

'On the left,’ she said. He pushed the door opehcamried her into it,
depositing her on the bed gently. He walked ovet d@rew the curtains.
Helen struggled over on one elbow to light a lamjzk]y, and he threw her
a curious, searching look.

‘Thank you," she said hurriedly. 'l won't keep Yyou.
'‘No, you won't," he said in a hard voice. 'Andiiat going. I'll call the doctor
and get you a cup of tea. You're white, Mrs Eastiy@nd you look like

someone who's going to pass out.'

‘This is a small town,' she said wearily. 'Everybeee knows you. You can't
stay here alone with me in my bedroom.’

His eyes were bright and mocking. 'Yes, your benrobe said, glancing at
the small single bed. 'Neat and nunlike.'

Scarlet flamed in her white cheeks. She drew arffitteath. "Will you please
just go?'

'I'm beginning to wonder if Eastwood is the onlyeda blame,' he said, and
her green eyes burned with hurt and anger.

Mark Eliot waited, watching her, as though antitipg some retort, but she
felt it wiser to be silent.



He grimaced. 'No rising to it? Well, it leaves me draw my own
conclusions.’

'Wouldn't you do that anyway?"

'If you told me the truth | would believe you,' $&id, his eyes searching her
averted face.

'| refuse to discuss my marriage with you.'

He came over to the bed and her whole body termszceyes flying to his
face with alarm in their green depths. His moutidbaed.

'Don't look at me like that or you may precipittte very thing you're most
afraid of,' he said harshly.

Her face flushed deeply. 'Please just go ...’

He sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled dbezip of her anorak.
‘Trust me, Helen,' he said more calmly.

Her hand had risen to push his away, but now ipped. She slowly
nodded, surprising herself. 'l do.’

He smiled then, brilliantly, his eyes a vibrantdglihe strong lines of his
face filled with charm. He drew the quilt over leerd walked to the door.
'l call the doctor.’

‘There's no need,’ she said. 'Please ... Mr Fliegse!

He halted, turning his black head. 'Please ... Mark

She swallowed. 'Mark.'

There was a moment while they looked at each @bess the room. 'Will
you trust me to bandage your ankle, then?'

She nodded.



'l get that tea,' he said, going out, and Hdenback against the pillow,
sighing. He was a most disturbing man, and she khevas madness to
allow him to stay here in the house alone with bet,she was tired. Her
ankle throbbed with a pain which seemed to havaded her whole body,
weakening her usual strength of will.

With luck, she thought, Paul would be back at amymant. He should have
left the factory by now. She bit her lip, hopingweuld not fly into a temper
when he saw Mark Eliot. He would very likely coreidit a strange
coincidence that it should be Eliot who found héeraher accident.

The door opened and Mark came into the room withya He glanced at her
quickly, his eyes so shrewd that she felt he coe&tl her mind, looking

away, flushing. He handed her a cup of tea and blegian to attend to her
swollen ankle. She tried to suppress the wince kwhis light touch brought

and he said curtly, 'Drink your tea," as thougtwlae aware of her pain and
annoyed by it.

Helen drank the tea, eyes lowered, while he basimedthen bandaged her
ankle with cool, expert fingers. 'Keep your weigfftit for a few days," he
said. 'No bones broken, just some bruising.'

'It feels better already," she said. 'Thank youbfging so kind.'

His hands stroked her exposed calf and she feltiveersof response run
through her, despising herself for it.

"You should go now," she said huskily, drawing advayn him.

He surveyed her with a strangely sardonic faceu'™éoscared stiff of me,
aren't you, Helen?'

Pride stiffened her body. 'Don't be absurd! It filnat the neighbours will
talk.'

‘They've been talking ever since that husband ofsyarrived here,' he said
calmly. 'Is that how it's always been? He's haddhobs in as many years.
He had good references, though—that puzzled me, Wasked myself, did



he move so often? Since he started working for thre answer's been as
plain as the nose on your face." His words broKeaofl his blue eyes
teasingly inspected her features. 'Except that yappen to have quite a
delectable little nose, Helen.’

'Don't,’ she muttered, turning her face away.

His hand came out to pull her head around towairts He leaned over to
look into her eyes. 'Helen ..

The door opened behind them and Mark's hand tath fner. He turned and
rose at the same moment while she stared at Bad,emormous in her hot
face.

Paul was frozen in the doorway, his eyes narrowhdre was a long silence
which seemed endless to her.

Then Mark said lightly, 'I'm afraid your wife haadan accident, Eastwood.
She fell in the abbey ruins and almost knocked diiexaut. She has a
sprained ankle. It would be wise for her to stapedl for a day or two.' He
walked to the door, his body held tensely. Paulndiimove, watching him.
At the last moment, though, he shifted aside andkMedded to him.
'‘Goodnight, Mrs Eastwood," he said politely to beer his shoulder.

Helen somehow managed to make a conventional r&pbodnight, Mr
Eliot, and thank you for your help. You've beenpend.'

'How did you come to meet my wife right out there?'|Reked as Mark
was about to walk from the room.

Mark looked almost bored as he faced him. 'l waisig, as | always do, and
| saw the accident happen, so | went over to see Wwkvas—she was
wearing an anorak and | thought it was a childefonoment.’ -

Paul nodded thoughtfully. ‘Lucky for Helen you caateng, then.’

'I've bandaged her ankle. She should be all rigthere's any bad pain she
should see a doctor.' Mark gave him a brief nodotaight, Eastwood.'



His footsteps sounded in the silence between tkbdnd and wife. When
the front door closed Paul gave her a dark smileat was Eliot up to when
| so inconveniently arrived, my darling?’

She had had time to control her face. Calmly, she, s$He'd just finished
bandaging my ankle.'

'l thought | detected an atmosphere,’ Paul saiblipgty, watching her. 'Had
he made a pass?'

She met his eyes unflinchingly. ‘Don't be stupid!

His mouth thinned in that cruel smile. 'Yes, it wibbe stupid of him, but
then he wouldn't know what a cold-blooded littleeteh you are, Helen.' His
eyes suddenly sharpened, anger in them, as heeglancund the room. 'My
God, you let him bring you in here ... you bitch!

She lay very still. 'What?'

His face had a glazed red hardness. 'What do yok tle deduced from that
bed?' he asked unpleasantly.

She bit her lip, remembering Mark's probing look$ia took in the nature of
her room.

"You're usually so keen on keeping up appeararidelen,’ Paul added
spitefully. 'What made you so careless?' He watdhedwith a sharp
expression. 'Could it be you wanted Eliot to knaw yvere available?’

Helen clenched her hands into fists, then closeeédyes and let tears force
themselves between her lids. 'l was in too muck paicare what he
thought," she flung furiously. Her head ached, d&dle throbbed. Paul's
malice and cruelty seemed intolerable to her.

Paul came over to the bed and stood there, watdtengShe opened her
eyes and found him staring at her loosened ha&ffjile silvery fall of it over
her slender shoulders.



'Eliot is a womaniser,' he said. 'And you're a biéduwoman, Helen. It
wouldn't surprise me if he fancied you. So | hopa gidn't encourage him
to have hopes.’

'Please, go away, Paul,’ she said drearily. 'fedtand I'm in no mood to
listen to any of your scenes at the moment.’

He knelt on the bed and both hands closed arounthtwat, startling and
alarming her. The bright, pale eyes stared intodvemn. 'Stay away from
Eliot, Helen, or I'll make you sorry." His fingetightened like steel claws,
hurting, impeding her breathing. She gasped pdinftiying to pull his
hands away, and they tightened again.

'Paul,’ she muttered, half choking, 'you're hurtimg}"

A peculiar brightness had come into the pale eisslaughed with an
excited undertone. 'Poor Helen, am 1?' He was ngakim of her, she
realised, enjoying the pain he was inflicting on.l@ne of his hands moved
away, stroking down over her body until it closeeeioher small, high
breast. She stared, riveted, into his watchful eles fingers deliberately
hurt, biting into the warm soft flesh beneath them.

A moan escaped her. 'Please, Paul, don't!"

‘Just remember what | said, then,' he said sdftly.can't have you, Eliot
can't either.'

She shivered at something in his voice.

'l don't like the idea that Eliot knows you dotéep with me," Paul said. He
released her and walked to the door. 'We must désahim some time,' he
said ambiguously as he left.

Helen lay back, shuddering. It was not the firsteihe had been sadistic.
Those moments of deliberately inflicted pain cammenf time to time. He
was like a little boy pulling the wings off fliegleasure in his face, enjoying
the sensation of power over something weaker tivagdif. Paul was aware
of his own weakness, angry about it, resentfuheffact that she recognised



his failings. He preferred to see the bright gaoellinage other women
reflected as they looked at him. That was the Iselfvished to see. Her
clarity of vision angered him, and anger made hiaelc

Despite Mark Eliot's advice she got up next day haldbled around the
house. Paul would never get up if someone did albthan. He got far too
little sleep to be capable of waking himself. Heswsullen again that
morning, ignoring her, and she was relieved whehdtkgone.

Karen left Terry with her that afternoon. It gaveleh enormous pleasure to
see the child playing with a pack of cards, buidirail houses with it with
concentration, muttering as they toppled. She toakinto the kitchen and
they made fairy cakes together, icing them in défifie colours. When Karen
got back Terry was triumphant, displaying the ptzfteakes to her mother.
Karen admired them, winking discreetly at Helerd had to taste one with
a cup of tea.

Helen was surprised when Paul came home quite eatlya bunch of
winter roses for her. He kissed her cheek as hddththem to her. 'Helen
darling, forgive me.' His pleading was childishiypaaling, the pale eyes
wide.

She smiled. 'Thank you, Paul. They're lovely.’

'You sit down while | get some supper for us,' h&ls'You shouldn't be
walking on that foot.'

He opened a tin of soup, made scrambled egg towall, and they ate
together in a relatively friendly atmosphere. Thetched TV together for a
few hours, then he insisted on carrying her upet. e left her there and
she undressed and got between the sheets. He suddere back with a
glass of brandy. 'Now, you must drink it," he sdits medicinal.’

Protesting, she let him lift it to her lips. Thenwdh flooded through her and
she lay back smiling. Paul bent to kiss her andisnly she could feel the
intention hidden behind his handsome face. Her #gesto his face. He

gave her a peculiar little smile, his hands ongteulders.



'‘Goodnight, Paul.' She tried to control the shiveming over her body.

He did not stop smiling. 'Not tonight, Helen,' ha&igpered, and the pale
eyes had a high glitter of excitement. His moutmealown and forced her
lips apart. Helen tried to drag her head back, jmgshim away, struggling
against the avidly possessive hands.

She had no need to search his eyes for signs ef #ive had known for a
long time that Paul did not love her, did not knaeivat love meant. He
called it love when he meant a greedy desire toyeng¢r body.

'‘No," she muttered, sickened.

'You exposed our marriage to Eliot. | can't stam&lrhan. | won't have him
knowing that my wife won't share my bed. You shawdder have brought
him in here, let him see you sleep alone.’

'‘Mark Eliot has nothing to do with this! Our magewas a desert before we
came to Ryethorpe.’

'You made it onel!'

'l did? I've been the one who held it togethertfo last two years, but
you've never tried to make a real marriage out.of i

'I'm trying now,' Paul said with a tart smile.
"You call this an effort to make our marriage workielen looked at him
with contempt. 'I'm in pain, I'm tired and | jusamt to go to sleep, but you

want to force yourself on me?’

He drew back, his face glazed, his eyes searctantabe while he still held
her immobile against her pillows.

‘You're my wife. | need you.'



'You need a woman, any woman. You've never nee@edaul—not me as
myself, just my body to relieve a temporary urgest jas you've done with
others. That isn't marriage, it's legalised praogon! '

Paul's face flooded with dark colour. He actuatigked shocked, his blue
eyes widening and darkening.

"That's a rotten thing to say!
'It's the truth.'

'No!" He shook her violently and her hair flew a&3dhe pillow in a pale,
glittering swathe. 'l love you!'

'Did you love me when you slept with my best frieghd

'She was never your friend or she wouldn't haveegdter me.'

Helen closed her eyes, shivering. 'Paul, for Geake! Don't blame her. Are
you always the one who's innocent? Grow up—stagingethings as they

really are.'

There was a silence. Paul's hands tightened oriher slowly relaxed and
released her. He straightened, staring at her. héb& me, don't you?'

She looked at him sadly. 'No, Paul, | don't hate.'yo
Their eyes held in a wordless knowledge. Paul'®boightened beneath the
pale skin of his face. 'You're just indiffereng'tnanslated slowly, seeing the

tired greyness of her features.

Helen didn't answer; her face was even whiter tianher eyes filled with
regret. 'I'm tired.’

He pushed a shaking hand through his hair. "Yolodiel me," he said almost
to himself. "You could again.’



They had reached the first moment when Helen réalliyhat Paul might be
beginning to take their marriage seriously. Sloghe put a hand on his arm,
looking at him hard. "You know how | feel about alige. | don't want to
leave you, Paul, but it's no good if only one otnisss to make the marriage
work. You aren't trying. You never have.'

His eyes moved away, then came back to her fand.ifA do try? What sort
of marriage are you planning, Helen? Is it paryafir scheme that I'm to
sleep alone for the rest of my life?’

'‘No," she said with a reluctance that tasted sourer mouth. '‘But you've
made promises before and haven't kept them.'

'So | must wait, must I? Prove | love you?' Hisceohad a sharp ring, his
face was empty.

Silently she shrugged. He knew precisely what seant Paul studied her
as if she were a strange creature about whom heuwvamis. After a pause
he said: 'While you're working for Eliot | don't mtahim learning any more
about our marriage than he already has, Helen.eMgilwas here | saw the
way he looked at you. Stay away from him.’

''ve no intention of getting involved with anothaan,' she said drily. 'I've
had all | can take from you.’

His face empty, he stood up. 'How long am | gomave to wait?'
‘Until I'm sure you mean what you say '

He nodded and walked out. She shivered as shealsaatée closed door.
She had told the truth when she had said she didate him. She was sorry
for him. She was saddened by him, but if he hadrtdier she would have
hated it. She found his lovemaking repulsive—it \@agpty of everything

which had any connection with love as Helen recegphiit. It was

self-willed greed, a. physical urge which would éacarred her if she had
been forced to submit to the possession of thatldwne, selfish and
loveless man. She had promised to stay with himmped to make yet
another attempt to help their marriage to sunvivBaul kept his side of the



bargain she would keep hers—but she did not know $tee was going to
bear it.



CHAPTER FIVE

ALTHOUGH she was able to hobble around the house, her avdgenot
strong enough for her to begin work as arrangedaite@ving Monday, and
Paul brought her a message from Mark Eliot insgstimat she should not
start working for him until she was able to walkmally. It was a fortnight
before she took up the job. She arrived to findoffiee empty. Deirdre, she
already knew, had gone; departed for London andoee rexciting life,
promising to leave Helen a list of instructions.létesearched for it but
found no trace. Deirdre, she assumed, had forgotten

Standing in the centre of the room, Helen felt nassapprehension. This
was going to make her new job difficult—she hadidea how to run this
office apart from the usual little routine of opegimail and answering the
telephone.

Mark Eliot strode into the room but halted as he kar. 'Good morning.' He
was in shirt sleeves, a smudge of grease alongloeek, his hair ruffled,
and had clearly been working for some time.

'‘Good morning, Mr Eliot,' Helen said politely. Ugpose you wouldn't know
if Deirdre left any notes for me? | can't find them

He laughed curtly. 'You don't surprise me.' Thestdyes stayed level on her
face. 'Hang on while | wash, then I'll help you aestfar as | can.’

She heard water running in his office. Sitting dpwhe waited. He came
back, his sleeves rolled back to his elbow, dnhgyhands and face on a
towel. 'One of the machines went haywire.' He tdske towel through the

door with a casual gesture and turned back to'Mew," he said, surveying

her. 'l have a pretty clear idea of the routine.'

He had more than that, she realised, listeningimo for the next ten

minutes. Helen wondered if he knew as much aboetyesther job as he
did about this one. She had never worked anywhef@é where the boss
knew the office routine as well as any secretagudlly they waved a vague



hand and said: 'You'll pick it up." Mark Eliot nainly knew where
everything was kept; he could use it. Sitting dawher desk, he typed out a
brisk list which she could use as a guide in fuamd his speed was almost
as rapid as her own.

Looking up, he caught her eyes on him and grinnedenly at her surprise.
'Yes, | can type. | can use any machine | havenerptemises.' Spreading
his long fingers, he said with dry self-amusemi&ince | was able to walk
I've been fascinated by machines. | love to getarnyds on a new one.'

‘A useful interest."

He nodded. 'lt comes in handy. | can also mend tifiehey start having
hiccups. Of course | have mechanics and engineerthe staff, but |
wouldn't ask them to do a job | can't do myself.’

‘They don't mind if you do their jobs?'

He grimaced. 'The unions occasionally get tempensahabout it, but I'm
careful not to antagonise them too much. | domniehauch trouble with
them. We treat each other warily.'

Anyone with any sense would treat this man warliglen thought,

watching him as he finished typing the list. He gaif a hum of energy like
a machine, his mind and body tensed and poiseddton, the blue eyes
quick and keen, the hard face betraying deterngnati

He got up, glancing at his watch. 'Well, I'll leay@u to deal with things as
well as you can. | shan't expect miracles at tiaiges If you need any further
help, shout. I've got some phone calls to make.’

He gave her a brief smile. It was polite rathenth&ndly. Helen watched
him close his door. She felt relief. She had béemdashe would not be able
to keep distance between them, but it appearedvthet Eliot intended to

do that of his own accord.



There was a world of difference between the chagmshightly impudent
man she had met on her first day here and the nfanhad just gone
through that door.

Now that she worked for him she came, it seeméd,amew category. She
need not have been alarmed.

As the day wore on she grew more and more at &sdimg, in fact, slightly

foolish when she remembered her uneasiness bef@reasived. Mark

established a working relationship calmly, cooillythout haste or undue
emphasis, and she found it easy to slide intodhgesmanner.

Office routine differs little from place to placéhe same tasks need to be
done, the same necessities dictate a pattern. Helerd she was soon
adjusting to her new role. Gradually as the aftemturned towards an
autumnal sunset she found herself enjoying the wideken liked doing
things well. Even in housework she needed to fleelgas capable, abreast
of the job.

Glancing at the clock, she began to tidy her dskltk came out and stood
watching her covering her typewriter. 'Well dorteg' said quietly. "You
picked it up with remarkable speed.’

‘It wasn't difficult.'
He smiled. 'Deirdre wouldn't have agreed with you.'

Helen swept a glance over her clear desk. 'ShalfRyethorpe too quiet for
her, | gathered.’

‘Yes, the big city lured. | hope she finds whatskmoking for." He sounded
cynical, dry.

'l expect she will." Helen was half thinking of setmng else, her mind on
what she would meet when she got home. Paul wasygoi be extra
difficult tonight; she had seen it in his eye tmsrning. He was annoyed
because she was starting work for Mark Eliot. She half feared that he



would come into the office during the day, but hadfit put in an
appearance.

"You think we all do?' Mark sounded wry.
She glanced at him, baffled. 'Do what?'
'Find what we're looking for.' He gave her a loteyes, his eyes sharp.

Helen flushed at something in his eyes, his tdrsagpose that depends on
what we're looking for.'

He pushed his hands into his pockets, standing theised and casual, a
very tall lean man with a hard-bitten face. 'What you looking for?’

'My coat, at the moment,’ she said lightly, glagcatross the office at it.
‘Time | went.'

He neither pressed the matter nor commented, bighed her as she got
ready to go. '‘Goodnight,’ she said, and he answeradone as calm as her
own.

Paul arrived an hour after her and as soon asesdrel the bang of the door
she knew what sort of mood he would be in as h&edainto the kitchen.
His eyes leapt at her across the room, searchinigte as though he would
find evidence of her feelings in it. Helen carefkept it blank.

'Enjoyed your day?' he asked with a sneer.

'It was difficult at first, but | coped." She camied to get the evening meal
ready, aware of him watching her all the time.

'l hope you kept Eliot in his place." That came with a hiss and she shot
him a quick look.

'l didn't need to—he's my boss and he made it plain



Paul's face worked harshly. 'l hope you're tellihg truth. If | find out
you're lying ...'

'How much longer are we going to keep this up?'t8heed on him, her face
flushing. 'If you want me to chuck the job in, sy If you don't, shut up!'

She saw the surprise in his face. 'Don't talk tdikeethat!"

'l just want some peace,’ Helen said sharply. 'Mgkgour mind, Paul. You
can't have your cake and eat it. If you want to enauble about the job I'll
give in my resignation tomorrow.’

He drew in his lower lip, sulkily staring at heaW liked having a stick to
beat her with and he did not want to give it upla&t he shrugged. 'O.K.,
forget it. You haven't got enough blood in youmeeio start anything with
Eliot, anyway.'

They ate their meal in an almost unbroken sileReil got up afterwards
and hovered, looking restless. 'Shall we watclviglen?' Helen suggested.
‘There's a good play on tonight.'

'| promised to see a customer,’ said Paul, notaquéeting her eyes. 'l won't
be long.'

When he had gone she felt a deep relief. They b#dng, she thought. Not

a thing. They might as well be total strangers.n&lahey never spoke. Paul
knew as much of what went on inside her head agduéd do of someone

he saw in a bus, and she knew too much of what aremtside his head. He
was a shallow Narcissus; vain, childish, needingstant distraction. He

had the attention span of a child, always growioget, always restless,
needing the constant reflection of himself in ng@sein order to find even

himself real. The open vanity of children couldtbaching, lovable. In a

grown man it was saddening.

That first day established the pattern of all ttleecs. Each morning Helen
drove with Paul to the factory, opened up the effisorked with Mark Eliot

on the same calm, friendly level and went back hontlee evenings to do a
little housework and cook an evening meal. SometiPaul came home;



more often he didn't. Helen never asked where he avashowed any
interest. Slowly she realised that Paul was inviblwéth someone else. It
didn't hurt this time; it was merely a relief. Higerest in her lapsed into a
vague hostility tempered with faint uneasiness.aMeided her eyes when
they were alone. He had always done so when hes@&asg someone else.
In the past it had hurt; now Helen couldn't caesle

She had known it would happen. If she had giveio ims temporary desire
for her, sooner or later he would have strayedmadaul could not maintain
a relationship for long. He grew too bored. Thdydaiutine of work irked
him; he needed the constant excitement of new fae®g pursuits. Had he
had any real feelings for her he would have stdg#hlful. He hadn't even
been able to pretend for a matter of days.

It gave her no particular satisfaction to know Bhd been right. She merely
noted the fact wryly, grateful for the relaxatiof t@nsion which his
distraction gave her. Paul was easier to live witien he was elsewhere
absorbed. He would only become spiteful, difficslllen when his new
affair palled and he began to look around for nenterests and to feel both
guilty and irritated with her.

Three weeks after she had begun to work for Maidt Ehe found Paul busy
packing a case one morning. Helen stared at himharghve her a brusque
look. 'I'm going to Tokyo," he said. 'My flight & eleven. Can you give me
a hand?’

'When was this decided? You didn't mention it befd8he went over and
glanced into his case with lifted brows. Liftind #le things out, she said
drily, 'I'll do it. Just get what you need and lagn the bed. If you pack the
clothes like that they'll be creased by the time yopack them.’

Paul moved around the room, fetching clothes.BBllgone for around a
week.'

'Was it a sudden decision?'

'No. | just forgot.'



He had forgotten to mention it because they neal&ed, they never said
anything to each other but the brief remarks @frgjers living in one house.
Helen deftly, quickly packed his things. He watchHest, now and then
looking at his watch, his movements restless. Wstem had finished he
came and locked the case, lifted it.

'I'll send you a postcard,’ he said. After a lifgeise he added with a touch of
spite, "You won't miss me.’

She didn't answer that. What could she say? Howdomu miss someone
who was never there anyway and even if he was rsadranything?

When he had gone she went into his room to tidywrexkage he had left
behind. A trail of confusion lay across the rooneléth hurriedly picked

things up, folded them, put them back into drawaerd cupboards. She
hated untidiness. She had an orderly mind. It aeddaul who didn't care
if he lived in a whirlwind of disorder. Helen's tmxts were always to

organise, to bring order out of chaos. She coutdsitalown in an untidy

room. It nagged away at her all the time until Bhd to get up and make it
tidy. The beauty of order seemed to her importslaichines ought to work.

Rooms ought to look elegant and comfortable. Higkexl things in a proper

place, a place designed for them.

When she was at work later the thought was stihen head. Mark came
into the room to give her a memo to type and watcher delicately
cleaning her typewriter keys. 'Having trouble?’

'No, just making sure the type cuts cleanly.’

'I'd noticed how much better the letters look theteyes," he said with a smile.
‘Thank you," she said, smiling back. 'l like thingsvork as they should.’

'Machines repay attention,' Mark said drily. 'Pealen't so easy, are they?"

'People aren't predictable. Machines are."



'‘But much as | like them, machines aren't as reivgrds people,’ he said
quietly. 'Don't get sidetracked, Helen.'

She looked at him in bewilderment. Sidetracked?'

'Into imagining that you can exist without peopf@u can't—none of us
can.’'

Her colour rose suddenly. 'l didn't suggest we @oul
"You didn't have to. It's implicit in your wholetiatide.'

Helen looked away from him. They were treading lun tce. He saw too
clearly. He saw too much. It was not the first tishe had realised it, but the
calm working relationship they had achieved haalwa it from her mind.
Now her awareness of him came back and with iféeding of alarm. Mark
Eliot was dangerous to her.

Softly, behind her, he said: 'You're a very ordergature, Helen. You like
rules and you keep them religiously, don't you? Yweauldn't still be
married to Eastwood if you didn't.’

'‘But | am still married to him,' she broke in hugki

'Is it a form of masochism?' His voice was dry.eBdt give you a perverted
pleasure to take what he dishes out?'

'My marriage isn't a subject | want to discussledeclosed the typewriter
and stood up, coming too close to him in the moventeer eyes meeting
his in a straight and level stare.

"You're building on sand, Helen. The house willnchle.'

‘That's my affair.' She kept her eyes expressisnlBtease, don't talk about
it. We agreed that it had nothing to do with you.'

'l didn't agree to anything of the kind. No manais island." He smiled
abruptly, the blue eyes dancing in that wicked, sedusmile he so rarely



gave her these days. 'No woman, either. We'reatlved with each other.
Indifference is a form of blasphemy, to my mind. W&ve no right to see
others suffer and not care.’

'I'm not suffering!

'Don't prickle," he said gently. 'It's no sin torbdeelings, to be human. We
all breathe the same air, Helen."

She looked away. 'I must wash my hands. Theytteyfil

He smiled with dry appreciation of the change dfjsat and moved back to
let her pass.

When she came back and typed his memo she tookathim and Mark's
manner had returned to the usual formal courtesghwinade life easier for
her. She was grateful, realising how careful he Wwamg to keep that
distance between them. Their brief exchange edréidrshown her only too
clearly that if either of them moved an inch cloiegre could be a real
problem. The sexual attraction which she had beereaof from the start
was only the tip of the iceberg. Beneath the calatevs of their daily
relationship moved something far more dangerousnfare destructive in
potential.

It was comparatively easy to douse down the sestwalldering which she
knew Mark had aroused in her, but she would nat fireasy to fight that
other, more powerful knowledge. The chill emptinesiser marriage had as
its cause the total lack of understanding, memtatact, between herself and
Paul. All that was missing between her and Paul prasent between
herself and Mark. Without speaking they could comivate. A look, a
word and their minds lay open to each other.

That was where the danger lay. One could ignoreltag of the senses, but
one could not shut off that other magnetism. It i@mall the time beneath
their quiet faces, their restrained manners. Déay grew to know each

other better. The more she knew of him the morelikad him, respected

him, admired him.



It was something she had not bargained for whersttreed work. She had
hoped to resist the physical temptation. She hademen suspected the
permanent draining temptation which real mentabetcould offer.

Loneliness was sapping. Helen lived and breathedhiallow world where
she was neither free nor bound by any real ties. rHariage to Paul
chained her, yet left her alone.

Seeing Mark every day, talking to him, knowing telaé got back from him
the mental spark which had never flowed betweesdtieand Paul, she
came to recognise with an even greater despametioneliness.

People need people—it was a trite little phrase.

but it summed it up. She was so tired of existingam emotional desert
island, fruitlessly sending out messages which ndkaw a reply.

Paul's absence in Tokyo meant nothing to her. Shelyonoticed he had
gone. The only difference was that his room stayey his possessions
were no longer scattered idly around the houseywstsenot woken at some
unearthly hour of the night by hearing him stuméplaround swearing.

While he was away she took the opportunity of daiogne decorating in his
room. It occupied the evenings, and Paul wouldyedhere to complain that
he couldn't stand the smell of fresh paint or st had interfered with one
of his possessions.

It took her three nights, but when it was donewshs pleased with the way
it looked. She had carefully chosen wallpaper sloeght Paul would like
and she had bought new lampshades and curtaitisefooom.

It would be a surprise for him when he got bacle #tought, looking
around the room with a smile.

One of the things Helen felt the lack of most dfaads of that giving which
comes with a loving relationship. Her parents facd birthdays, getting
ready for them for weeks beforehand, smuggling gdarmto the house,
going around with secret smiles. Helen had beeghtaiio get happiness in



giving as well as receiving and had found it thepst pleasure to give. She
remembered so many times when her father had gpepthind her mother,
winking at Helen over her unsuspecting head, wihedtily wrapped parcel
in his hands. The joy, the laughter, the sharejldielhad given a golden
light to all their lives. Paul had never known htangive or even to receive.
He took as if by right and seemed to imagine that was all he had to do.

The morning after she finished her decorating she typing when a young
girl bounded into the room following an enormousgdy grey and white
dog of some indeterminate ancestry.

Helen looked up, surprised.

'Hi," the girl said. 'Uncle Mark in? You must belele We've all heard how
efficient you are. Uncle Mark is much happier siDegrdre went. She was a
terrible drag, wasn't she? Buster, sit! Sit, Busiuster lolled a vast pink
tongue and tried to climb up Helen's desk. Thegane her a deprecating
little grin. 'Well, sometimes he sits. I'm trainihgn.’

'He can do with it." Mark's voice was light and a®d. 'What are you doing
here, brat?'

Girl and dog went across the room in a great tidsh and both ended up
attached with loving enthusiasm to him. Over theads he grinned at
Helen.

'‘Down, both of you,' he said in mock wrath. 'Heldns is my niece Patsy.
Patsy, this is Helen Eastwood, my secretary.'

Patsy disentangled herself from the lead on whaahdiog was dragging as
he tried to cover Mark's averted face with pasd®hkesses.

'Sit, Buster 1' she said desperately.

'Sit!" Mark's roar surprised the dog into obedience.dwested his rump to
the ground and panted cheerfully as he gazed & Wién open admiration.

Patsy smiled at Helen. 'Hello again.’



'Hello." Helen remembered Mark saying that his @idoved treacle

pudding. The girl was still faintly plump, her ddrkir flowing loose from a

small, sallow-skinned little face which had a certeharm. Her eyes were
as blue as her uncle's and held laughter as skeda Helen.

'Buster has a mind of his own.'

'She can see that," Mark commented drily. 'Andstithwaiting to hear what
you two are doing in my office when I'm busy.’

'I'm taking him for a walk and we were passingg said with a hopeful little
smile at him.

"You're takinghim, for a walk?' The dark brows lifted ironically. dts a
fable, Patsy. That monstrous animal is taking yilhy don't you put a
saddle on him and ride him? He's as big as a donkey

Patsy laughed. 'You're cruel. Isn't he cruel, H2lRoor old Buster | Look at
him gazing at you with loving eyes.' She rumpleel tbugh thick coat and
the dog turned to gaze at her instead. Patsy ddopgéss on his enormous
head.

'Shall | get some coffee, Mr Eliot?' Helen suggeste

Mark smiled at her. 'l suppose we must entertainguests. Thank you,
Helen.'

Patsy greeted the coffee with enthusiasm when Hedewed her the cup.
She was sitting in Mark's office with Buster lyiagross her feet. Helen
produced a plastic bow! of water and the dog esgrdnk some.

'Now how did you manage that?' asked Mark, grinning

'It's the base of a flower pot,' Helen explained.

‘Very clever,' he admired, and she laughed as &mt out.



As Patsy departed a quarter of an hour later shegoto thank Helen for
the coffee and Buster's bow! of water. 'See yte 'ssiid as she vanished in
the dog's plunging wake, and Helen smiled afterasehe door slammed.

'What do you think of her?' Mark asked from therdoo

'She's very sweet.' Helen turned her head anddiieg met. Mark smiled at
her again, slowly, and her heart missed a beatvétd back into his office
and she stared at the door, her eyes haunted.

Later that afternoon while he was dictating to Irepaused between letters
to say. 'My mother would like to meet you. Will yamome to dinner,
Helen?'

He had phrased it in a way which made it hardfisseewithout discourtesy.
Slowly she said, 'Thank you, I'd like to.'

Mark's blue eyes were keen. 'Don't sound so warfied whole family will
be there. You won't be exposed to any danger.'

She flushed. 'l didn't...'

'Oh, yes, you did," he said in that dry voice.'$.be honest, Helen. We both
know why you hesitated before you accepted. I'tmtglou the truth —my
mother did ask me to invite you. When you meetyloerll know why.' He
grinned abruptly with the amusement which alteredwhole face. 'My
mother likes to keep her finger on the pulse offthme. She's a matriarch
and proud of it.’

"You aren't the eldest?' Helen thought of Patsyufhiece doesn't live with
you?'

'Patsy's mother is three years older than me. Avaeea twin—her twin
died at birth. I've often wondered if that affectest.’

Helen looked puzzled. 'In what way?'



'‘Anne has never seemed complete.' He had a serxpusssion. 'She has a
sort of vagueness as if she wasn't sure she wi's rea

'l know the feeling.' As soon as she had said Ien@ushed, wishing she
hadn't. Mark looked down at her, eyes narrowing.

'l thought you might," he said calmly.
Hurriedly she asked: 'Where does your sister live?'

'In the town, about half a mile from here. Anneisstband Frank is a
solicitor. They won't be at the dinner because'teen London. Patsy is
staying with us while they're away.'

'Hence her visit?'

He smiled. 'Hence her visit.' He paused. 'Tonighth suit us if it will suit
you.'

Helen felt an instant rush of alarm and strugglét w. She did not want to
get any more involved with him than she already,Wwas$ she could hardly
say so.

'Or are you fully booked up for the near futurealsked in a sardonic tone
which made it clear he knew very well she wasrt eould read her mind
as clearly as if her head were made of crystal.

''d love to come,’ she made herself say as ceasllye was speaking.

'Right," he said without emphasis, and at onceicoad with his dictation.
When he had finished he told her he would drivetbdris home when they
had stopped work. Helen looked doubtfully at herde grey dress and he
said lightly, "You look fine." A pause and he ad@sdcalmly, "You always
do. I never tire of looking at you.'

Helen could find nothing to say in reply to thaerHheart missed another
beat and did not slow down for a long time aftedgaiShe wished Mark
had not said it, and yet she was stupidly happylse he had. It was a



feeling she had had for a long time. She was ninest of looking at him,
either. Whenever she thought he would not reatliska looked at him with
pleasure and sadness. Her eyes constantly traeedtrttng, hard bones
beneath his weather-beaten brown skin, the farngance of his nose, the
humour his mouth could reveal, the determined thotiis jawline. It all
added up to a portrait of a man complete in himselnan of enormous
willpower and certainty, whose charm was never lsstit or conscious,
whose kindness was unforced and genuine, whosegitreame from an
inner source unpoisoned by self.

Before joining him to drive home that evening sperg some time giving
her reflection in the cloakroom a coolly immaculdiscretion which she
hoped would get her through the evening.

Mark surveyed her when she returned for a long nrmbn@efaint dry smile
on his lips. 'Charming,’ he said on a note of mogcke

She could not hope to hide from him what had beeher mind as she
brushed back her hair into a taut chignon. Hertquabmness held no secrets
for him.

Don't come so close, she thought, looking away ftum. He had not
moved and yet she felt an intangible connectiowéen them, as though his
hands had touched her cheek or brushed her hair.

They drove through a grey evening, mist blowinglyviet gusts across the
car windscreen. 'Does it ever stop raining?' skeds

'It has been a wet autumn,’ he agreed.
'‘And looks like being a wetter winter.’

He smiled at her sideways. 'Wait and see. | neaee to prophesy the
weather here.’

His home lay just outside the town on a long s€¢an@orland which should
have dwarfed and silenced it and yet which meralyegthe strong stone
outline a defiant look, as though it faced the eleta and challenged them



boldly. Weathered to a mellow cream, the walls bade been painted
white. They were deep and thick, Helen was to discdater, built to
withstand anything the wind and rain could throvthem.

The dripping trees bent over the car as they speteidrive, brushing long
wet fingers against the top of it with a melanchddicacy. Mark drew up
outside the house and looked at her. 'Welcome tdhomye." The words
were coolly uttered but deliberate. The blue eyeplasised them.

'Is it old?' she asked, turning away from what gzl in his gaze.

'Old enough. This particular version was built 854, but there was a
house here before that—it burnt down, I'm told.r€hgere thatched stables
at the rear and a groom set them alight one nighteandle blowing over,
probably. The fire spread from them to the house.'

'Did the horses escape?' Helen asked, and Marklganvan amused smile.
''ve no idea. | never thought to ask.'

'l remember when | reaBlack Beautythat | had nightmares for ages
afterwards because of the fire in the stables.&fasomething so terrifying
about fire.'

'Yes,' he agreed. 'All uncontrolled forces tertify.

Helen felt a shiver run down her spine. Mark's hieaded and they looked
at each other in a silence which was like a vacaumind them, enclosing
them alone for that moment.

'Shall we go in?' His voice broke the silence drarood. They got out of
the car and ran through the damp mist to the holls®.moment the door
opened to admit them Helen felt the warmth, theoaphere of a family

home. It had an elegance which was unstraineddfadecades in delicate
colours, deep cushioned chairs and couches, datgsfoot, fires leaping in

grates, people talking all at once so that Helaricconly stand and stare
and try to sort them all out.



She had met Robby Eliot several times since thiet tiigey were introduced
at the country club. He grinned at her admiringlyhand holding Buster
back as he surged eagerly to get at Mark. Joanpne was immediately
recognisable, her pale beautiful little face wistiatween those strands of
straight dark hair. Patsy she found smiling atvagh the warmth she had
been shown earlier that day. From her Helen's eym&d to the thin white-
haired woman in a blue dress who was pronouncihgmently, ‘Mark, the
chimneys need sweeping. We've had a torrent ofisdbe drawing-room
and it's taken an hour to clear it up.'

Patsy chimed in, 'The dogs went crazy. Buster Iddke a sweep's brush.
He dashed about barking like mad.’

'I'll get the sweep on to it tomorrow," Mark prowequls taking Helen's elbow.
'Quiet, all of you | Mother, this is Helen. Heleny mother.’

Everyone was quiet as Helen and Mrs Eliot shooldbabut Helen felt it
was the lull before the storm broke out again. femeily had an aggregate
strength which was far more than their individuaitp. She sensed that they
were a unit, facing the world together, surer eiitinoles in life because of
that very unity. That they all regarded Mark as liead of that one body
was obvious in the way they all moved to meet hihnemwhe came home,
the way in which he was given the responsibility flee arrival of the
sweep.

Mrs Eliot's eyes were piercing Helen's face as sluwemured a polite
welcome. Helen could see now where all the blues @ayghe family had
come from —they dominated and gave an unalteredtpeéa Mrs Eliot's
thin face. She had a strong resemblance to her gbte her jaw and nose as
powerful, even more striking in her thin female daddelen felt her
personality like a blow. Mrs Eliot was not a wonare would forget when
one had once met her.

'l gather you're a newcomer to the north, Mrs Eastly the clear cool
voice murmured.

Helen smiled. 'Yes. My first visit.'



'You've picked a bad winter. We don't always getather like
this—although you may not believe that now.’

'She wondered if it ever stopped raining here,’ Msaid with quiet
enjoyment.

'It does,' Mrs Eliot nodded. 'And when it does tbia very beautiful place.’

'So there," Mark drawled, grinning. 'You've beeld tblelen. Make even a
passing and gentle criticism of Yorkshire and yat gour knuckles
rapped.’

His mother turned her blue eyes on him with regspldasure. 'Take her
coat, Mark. She's wet.' She touched Helen's aromé&Xo the fire, my dear.
You look chilled.'

'She is," said Mark with a faint dry emphasis whicade both his mother
and Helen look at him. His mother frowned. Heleokied hurriedly away.

Robby Eliot followed them, but Joanne and Patsyetteafter Mark as he
took Helen's coat away, their voices oddly simalathey talked to him, the
dogs at their heels. Buster glanced round at thager flames of the fire,
looked back at Mark's departing figure and themwigusty sigh followed
him too.

'‘Can | get you a drink, Helen?' Robby asked, sigpéihher as she took a seat
by the fire.

‘Thank you," she smiled back at him.
‘Sherry? Sweet or dry?"
'‘Sweet,' she said without enthusiasm.

He went off and his mother asked Helen: 'If you ldoorefer something
else, we have quite a wide selection. Mark drinkssiy.'



'l really don't drink at all,’ Helen admitted, heyes on Mrs Eliot's
commanding face. Once, she thought, this must bega an exceptionally
beautiful woman. The remnants of that beauty layen face now, was
suggested by her facial structure, the bones areddroportions of eyes,
nose, mouth.

The beauty had not so much gone as suffered ahsege&—having been
transmuted into an ageless appeal which would d@edpen with time. This
is how Mark will look as he grows old, Helen thotigdnd was so deeply
struck by the realisation that she stared in st@rsurprise. Paul, when he
aged, would lose the golden mask he showed thedwbtark's beauty
came from within and would increase. She wonderkdtwn earth Paul
would be like when he lost his male beauty. Théstelhallow nature
would show then, rising like a disturbing scumhe surface of his features.

Mrs Eliot returned Helen's gaze calmly. 'Mark singsir praises very
highly, Mrs Eastwood. Your husband works for us tdaelieve.’

Helen felt herself flushing. 'Yes.' She knew thasMliot must be very well
aware of that. The question had had other purpbs@sto elicit such a fact.

'You have no children?"

'No," Helen said quietly, trying to hide the pamaitt question gave her, her
eyes level.

'‘Would you like some?'
For a moment Helen almost spoke sharply, angereithdoygjuestion. She
drew a shaky breath. 'Yes,' she said flatly, dagido tell the truth. '‘But it
would not be possible.’

Mrs Eliot frowned. 'What a pity! Have you taken advon that?"

Helen saw then what she imagined had been meanalarast smiled in
rage and grief. Instead she said quietly, 'In sseyes.’



The advice she had taken had been her own— theagah that it would
be criminal to bring children into such a troubstliation.

'What do you mean, in a sense?' Mrs Eliot helcelges, her brows knitted.
Helen could see that no question of privacy evégred the other woman's
head. Mrs Eliot was interested in the subject,,@demanded to know the
answers to her questions and never considered Hath a right to ask them.

A movement behind them made them both turn. Maykdsthere, his face
stern. He looked at Helen briefly and then at hathr. 'If the Spanish
Inquisition is over I'll take Helen to see the heus

His mother flushed slightly. Helen was touched && shat proud and
confident though Mrs Eliot might be, she was ygbatde of accepting
criticism, however gently given, from her son.

'I'm sorry, Mrs Eastwood," she said now, her chitad in self-irritation. 'l
had no right to ask you.'

'Please, forget it," Helen said, embarrassed amitised. She smiled. ‘It was
a natural question.’

Mark guided her away, his hand almost under hesvelppet not touching
her. They did not go alone. The dogs and Patsy egtheéhem. Patsy kept
up a permanent chorus of remarks as Mark showeghtégich room. Helen
was grateful for Patsy's presence. It made it eésicher. She felt able to
exclaim with real pleasure as she looked at pistub®oks, smoothly
polished old furniture. The house had a personaltiich the family had
somehow intensified by their choice of possessibioshing was glaringly
new or extravagantly valuable. Slightly shabby,|wept and comfortable,
the house wore a welcoming atmosphere lightlyals @ home and meant as
such, a place where dogs and children were nobfopiice, where people
lived happily.

They ended up in Mark's study, a large book- lire@m dominated by an
old desk covered with papers. He lit a lamp andrdéioen took on a warm
cosiness which emphasised the dark night presdingeawindows, the
sound of the wind crying on the moors. The teleghsuddenly burst into



clamour and Patsy turned and fled, shrieking, fat'ane, it's for me!' The
dogs went with her, barking every step of the wagudden pandemonium
broke loose and Helen started to laugh.

Mark grinned at her. 'Yes, it's a madhouse.’
'l envy you.' The words escaped before she knew siteawas going to say.

His face quietened. They stared at each otherwiing blew rain along the
windows and a branch scraped along the wall outsiééen's heart beat
harshly against her breastbone as she looked isteyes. Mark's hand
moved up and his fingers trailed lightly along lcbeek. It was a gentle
caress, tentative and yet deliberate, intendedmafart. It affected her so
deeply that her heart seemed to stop and then Heglreat fiercely,
demandingly. I love you, she thought, and almost isathe words burning
to escape, and then a tremor of shock ran throeglasshe realised what
she was thinking, feeling. She had fought it sgltdmat she felt tired and
almost desperate to concede defeat. Instead, dyawpnthe last of her
energy, she turned away, and Mark's hand felldcsitie.



CHAPTER SIX

THAT realisation dogged her mental footsteps all eygmiraking the rest of
what happened seem distant and remote, so thdisstieed to the family
talk over the dinner table with a face so expredsigs and shuttered that
even Robby gave up trying to arouse her interegedwas almost unaware
of what was going on around her. She ate, drankegroriefly and was in
all other senses absent.

'‘Buster's claws need clipping,' Patsy told Mark.

‘Take him to the vet tomorrow." Mark poured Helems more wine, his
glance barely touching her face. 'Did you get tit¢ problem sorted out,
Rob?"

'With a bit of a struggle,’ Robby told him. He tadtto his mother and began
to tell her about some union argument they hadihatmorning. Mrs Eliot
listened intently, commented, showed a shrewd goagpe situation.

The ceaseless wind blew and rattled the windows. ddygs lay in supine
heaps around the fire. Joanne caught Helen's elyEeen saw the nervous
way she hurriedly looked aside. In a flash of itaun she recognised the
look in Joanne's eyes as guilt. Was the girl Btidloding over whatever had
happened between her and Paul? The vulnerable dinker young face

made Helen's heartache. How had Paul been cruabkrto cause such a
young girl any pain?

Looking down at her food, she suddenly wonderethéf guilt were all
because of a past, brief romance. Surely Paul tsislh'seeing Joanne?
Helen had somehow imagined that that had all etwleglago. Or had it?
Was Joanne the unknown who was keeping him solatedy? She looked
up and again found Joanne looking at her, againgttidooked hastily
away. Oh, no, Helen thought. Surely she can't li®@isd, so stupid, as to go
on seeing him?

Joanne was so young. The young are blind, theis eygaled by the
generosity of their spirit, the optimism which has yet been shattered by



experience. It was sickening that only someone@amg and vulnerable
could be open to the sort of pain Paul could ibfli€ougher, more
knowledgeable women could get amusement and temyppleasure from
him without getting hurt. Paul flirted without dretion or selection. Helen
did not care if he was having an affair with a womas shallow and
heartless as himself—nbut if he had embroiled aldiké Joanne it would be
shameful.

Considering her wine glass as though fascinate, lsjhhe wondered how
she was to find out. She could hardly ask Joanmejfashe asked Paul he
would lie and smile, imagining jealousy.

She could drop a hint to Mark, but if her suspisiarere all unfounded she
might cause Joanne further unhappiness, and sheotliddant to do that.

Frowning, she fingered the stem of her glass ang joist managed to

realise that Mrs Eliot was speaking to her.

'Do you miss London, Mrs Eastwood?’

Helen looked up, startled. 'Not really,’ she angadrurriedly. ‘London has
its own attractions, but | like it here.'

Mark laughed softly. 'Clever Helen! You gave thghtianswer. Any other
and you would have had to do the washing up.’

"You don't miss the theatres, the shops?' Mrs plissued, ignoring his
teasing.

'Helen is more interested in a quiet life,’” Markdsavith a sardonic
inflection.

'‘Are you, Mrs Eastwood?' His mother gave him a fiwok. 'She can answer
for herself.’

'Speak up, Helen,” Robby grinned. 'You're underssexamination,
remember.’



'‘Anything you say will be taken down and used asfayou,’ Joanne said
suddenly, a faint bitterness in her voice.

'‘Buster wants my chicken bone," Patsy said husjedlth a tact which
Helen admired. 'Can he have it, Mark?'

'‘No, he cannot, and well you know it. Chicken bocees choke him. Buster,
go back to the fire and leave Patsy's plate alone.’

Buster departed with melancholy dignity, wagging taiil to show no hard
feelings.

'He understands every word you say, Mark,' Pategratulated Mark. 'That
shows how smart he is.'

'He doesn't need to understand what | say,' Marledaack. 'He knows what
| mean.’

'One look,' Patsy said in a deep, deep voice,Harftkars the master's voice
and obeys.'

'l wish you did," said Mark with amused reproof.

'Didn't your mother ever teach you that childremwdtd be seen and not
heard?’

'What children?' Patsy looked around her with eragtgd amazement.
'‘Where?'

'Funny qirl," grinned Mark, pinching her ear. 'Noyou can do the
washing-up.’

'Load the machine, Patsy," Mrs Eliot agreed. 'Aledrcthe table.'

The woman in a neat brown dress who had servech#ia® came in to help
Patsy while the rest of the family withdrew. Hekat with Mrs Eliot by the
fire in the drawing-room which still had a veryriasmell of soot lingering
in the rain- freshened air. The windows had beénolgen to clear it, but



now that they were shut again the air was fillethwie twin scents of soot
and rain. Mrs Eliot talked to her calmly about tlven, the town, the
surrounding countryside.

Helen was relieved when she felt she could loothatclock and say in
pretended surprise, '‘Goodness, it's getting late!

'‘Goodness, it is," Mark said derisively, risindl take you home.’

Helen made polite farewells, thanked Mrs Eliot wigal pleasure for the
meal and was glad to get away from the house wshetfelt so deeply and
which made her all the more bitterly aware of thgpgness of her own life.

Mark drove silently through the dark, rainy nighittwhis headlights

streaming over the wet roads ahead of them. Heedipipem whenever he
saw another vehicle coming so as not to blind th®m either side of the
road the grey walls meandered with unseen fieldsgang behind them.

Coming round a corner they almost ran into a sganbite object which
turned out to be a sheep which had strayed intadad. Mark pulled up
abruptly with a jerk and a muttered swear-word.bdaged his hand down
on the horn and the night was split with raucougngp but the animal
merely leapt up into the air and then turned, olasgily four-square, facing
them, a pair of horns visible now in the light betcar. Mark muttered,
'Stupid beast,' and wound down his window. He fiatpa hand out of it and
shouted, but the long, stupid face merely glargdnge eyes illumined by
the headlights. Helen began to laugh. For a mortientaughter was real
and a strange release from the tension which hladhee all evening, but
then it changed appallingly, grew higher, tearsngjing from her eyes.

'Helen, for God's sake!' Mark swung to her, lookimglf angry, half
distressed.

'l ... I'm sorry. It looked so f—f—funny ..." Shded to halt the shaking
laughter, the flow of tears, and her body tremblietently.

Mark moved, catching her shoulders, shaking hewp'8, Helen I' Her fair
hair flew back as he shook her and the wet eydsetbat him desperately.



'Oh, God," Mark said suddenly, hoarsely.
'‘No!" Helen moaned as he moved again.

The hands holding her shoulders tightened. His Hadd came down and
their mouths met in an involuntary movement maddahsm both at the
same moment.

The agonising sweetness which flooded into her tearpy deprived her of
the ability to think. His mouth offered so much ste&l never believed she
would ever have—a tenderness which was gentle andg; a passion
which was demanding without selfishness, a lovectwiwas deep and
strangely kind. Mark's hands slid down her armsranged round her back,
pulling her closer. The warm strong mouth gave tat. Helen held his
face between her hands, feeling the strength didme structure under her
fingers, groaning as his kiss deepened even furier rain and wind blew
outside the car. The silence and darkness increths#d isolation, their
shared passion. It did not seem to matter any ihatethis should not be
happening. All she knew was that the more and rheated movements of
his lips were sending her slightly crazy.

Mark's hands gently pushed under her coat. Shehiefh moving on her,
felt him find her breasts and curve his hands ¢vem in a warm gesture
without greed. The fire he had lit inside her waging now. She
whimpered, pressing closer, giving her body tohaisds, sighing, urgently
returning the passion he was revealing.

Mark abruptly pulled back, his body shaking, hiedihing harsh. 'If we
don't stop now we won't stop,' he said thicklyyiataat her. 'Sure that's
what you want?"'

Helen was so feverish she didn't understand himaforoment, staring at
him with wide drowsy leaping eyes, her body tremdpiviolently.

Then it hit her and she gave a choked cry and eovber hot face with
shaking hands. 'No, no," she whispered. Sickne=ss grside her. He was
right—in one more moment they would have been pastpoint of no

return. She thought she had been—if Mark hadnfip&td then she would



have given herself to him without a thought. Sheldatill feel the heat
coiled inside her body, the burning desire for hitmich had raged like a
forest fire in those moments.

'l thought not.' He sounded terse, harsh.

She didn't move, sitting there with hidden facgjng to stop shaking,
feeling both chilled and feverish. As the achingsitke faded a numb
coldness took its place. The aftermath of such ttwous passion, she
discovered, was a dull ache in the centre of hdyhich slowly spread to
take over her whole nervous system.

The rainy night seemed to invade her head. Sheli\ark sigh, heard him
light a cigar, the smoke drifting over her head é&fithg the car with a
faintly smoky fragrance.

‘Leave him, Helen," he said quietly. 'Divorce him.'
She shook her head behind her hands.

'It isn't a marriage,’ Mark said flintily. 'lIt'sraockery of the name. You've
tried. Where's the shame in failing?'

Her voice was muffled by her cloaking hands. 'I'tlknow. You're right, of
course, but some things aren't easy to rationaieny instincts are to try
to fight for it—I married him. | feel it has to kmartly my fault it's gone
wrong. There ought to be something | can do tatpight.'

'l realise I'm only seeing it from the outside, bt say you've done
everything you can—Eastwood isn't worth the trouible

'l married him," Helen said desperately. 'l caxfilain, Mark. | don't know

what stops me. Every time | think of leaving himnantal barrier comes up.
Maybe my parents did too good a job on me. | grpwhinking of marriage

as a sort of final decision. | can't do it, Markeltried, but each time I've
found myself going back to him. I'm responsible iam, | think, as if he

were my child rather than my husband. There allesgings between us—I
can't cut them.'



In the silence that followed she heard the windstdu past and rain
sweeping along the road.

"You still love him," Mark said harshly. 'Is thahat you're trying to say?' He
didn't wait for her to answer but went on, his wmeep and burningly
angry. 'My God, women astonish me! How can thegdblind and stupid?
The man's a first- class swine, yet you take has, lhis adulteries, his
cruelty, and go back for more. Are you trying famartyr's crown, Helen?"

She rubbed her shaking hands over her wet facen&bd Mark's anger, his
contempt, but she knew it was safer to let himewelithat she still cared for
Paul than to have him know that tonight she hadtbdalce the fact that she
was desperately in love with himself.

Huskily she said: 'We'd better go.’

'"Yes.' Mark said that with grinding rage. He fluhg cigar out of the
window and she heard the hiss as it fell into adpeidsaw the glowing red
arc it described as it flew through the night. Matérted the engine, stared
ahead as it idled.

'l must be stupid to let you go," he said heavify.hadn't said anything we'd
be making love by now.’

She caught the quick hard look he gave her, felsgarching insistence of
the blue eyes.

'Lie about that,’ Mark said through his teeth. "Yewere giving me
everything | wanted. Why?'

She didn't answer; she couldn't answer. The trathfer too dangerous, and
she would not lie to him about that. Although sheswdeeply glad that he
had halted the progress of that runaway lovemakimg felt a piercing
regret at the same time because now she knew hdly bhe wanted,
needed, Mark's passion and she knew she couldraphave it.



'Why?' he repeated insistently, his voice harske You frustrated. Helen?
Doesn't he come home to you at night? Why do yeapshklone in that
chaste little room of yours if you still want him?'

'Please,’ she said tremblingly, 'take me home.’

'Home?' He laughed on a savage note. 'What a wottdt empty shell of a
house 1 | could smell the silence and lonelinessrimute | walked into it.
Helen, | could beat you!' But he started the car@ove the rest of the way
without another word. Helen whispered goodnight diveéd from the car
into the house, hearing him drive away as she dltise door. The silence
and loneliness Mark had mentioned came floodingndduer as she stood
there in the small hallway. She felt it as tangiag/the clammy touch of
rain. Outside the night beat invisibly on the wailfgl roof and Helen stood
without moving, an ache growing deep inside hernybod

She was nervous when she went into work next dayyiark's manner had
returned to the quiet courtesy which made it pdssibr them to work
together without strain. She was grateful for that] behind her gratitude,
even more conscious of the strength of characteahahade her love him.
Mark's capacity for self-control was a daily revila to her. She saw him
in difficult situations all the time, his mannereby varying, coping with
insolence, rage, indifference without losing himper.

When they made love in his car it had been Mark \Wwhd broken the
burning chain binding them together. She would néveeve done it; it
disturbed her to admit that. She had been lost lltcsedf-awareness,
swamped by desire. Mark had been as deeply arasethe had—-she
knew that, had felt the hunger in his body as bsdd and touched her—but
nevertheless it had been Mark who had stoppead,Helen's admiration
for him fed on that as it fed on all the other dreaidence she gleaned from
watching him. His strength came from an inner aetya Helen loved it.
Paul, in a similar situation, would have avidlye¢akwhatever he could get.
Mark had drawn back, not because he did not waat Wklen was offering
him, but because he was capable, even at that nipofehinking for her,
seeing ahead and refusing to take advantage otemaporary loss of
control.



Paul returned from Tokyo and to her surprise hadidint her a present, a
small Japanese fan, exquisitely painted on fink wiith a handle of
delicately carved bone. Helen's pleasure was gentier smile for once
warm again.

He was amazed and delighted with her redecorafibis@oom. They stood
in the doorway together while he stared around exdiaimed, 'That was
quick! I like the new curtains. How long did it &alkou?'

The conversation got them over the difficulty otisg each other again.
Paul stayed at home that evening and talked exgitedout Japan,
fascinated by everything he had seen, eager toafatkit it, and Helen
listened, smiling. At one point he asked casudijhat have you been up
to? Apart from decorating my room?"'

'Working," she said lightly.

Paul gave a short laugh. 'You're one of a kindeHleThey don't make them
like you any more.' He sounded bitter, resentfiudl she met his eyes with a
thrust of alarm, but he pushed the moment awaytalkéd about Japan
again, boasting of the success he had had oniis tr

It seemed he had been successful, Mark was veas@tewith the order
book he brought back. Paul came out of Mark's effind gave Helen a kiss
as he passed, stooping to press it on her surpmeedh before he swung
away. The door closed behind him and she stareitl @& movement
surprised her. Looking round, she found Mark watghner with a harsh,
cold face. Flushing, she bent over her work.

That evening Paul did not come home. Helen wertetb at ten and fell
asleep almost at once. She was woken from a deepimefilled sleep to
find herself being shaken violently. Looking updazed confusion, she
found Paul bending over her, his face darkly flashes eyes glittering.

"You lying little bitch!"



She struggled to sit up and he pushed her backstdaer pillows, kneeling
on the bed, his tie half off, his breath thick withisky. 'He's had you, hasn't
he? Hasn't he?'

The cruel hands went from her shoulders to herathrolutching and
choking her. She put her own hands up to pull taey and they tightened
until she could scarcely breathe.

'Paul, don't!" she gasped.

'Don't?" He laughed, his lips curling back from teisth. 'l told you what I'd
do if you let him lay a hand on you.' The brighesylicked down her body
and she heard the intake of his breath. "Yesaitks that thick voice. 'If he
can, | can.'

Sickness rose inside her. She couldn't bear & tbhched her like that, if he
made her give in to him. She summoned all her gmiend asked icily,
'What are you talking about? How dare you bursigre in the middle of the
night and attack me?'

‘Attack you? | haven't even started on you yet. iMhes finished with you,
you won't be using that highhanded tone with meul'® face had an excited
cruelty, his eyes as sharp as steel. '‘And dortt Iree. | know, Helen.'

'What do you know?' She watched, tense, puzzled.

'He took you to dinner with his family the otheghi and drove you home
afterwards.' Paul's eyes flared with a violencecwherrified her. 'And he
didn't get back until three in the morning, yotléititch!

The words took Helen by such surprise that sheeghdpaul glared at her,
his eyes hard.

'So don't try to lie to me—I know. He came in, didre? | gave the pair of
you a perfect opportunity. We don't need any prireguessing what took
so long, do we? Was it in here? Or did you use ed?tMore room for the
fun and games in there.’



Helen was white to the lips. 'He dropped me afritvet door and went,' she
said thinly, her voice shaking. Jealousy was pigrdier with a burning
pain. Where had Mark gone? He had been arousedalbegxcited, so had
he gone looking for someone more accessible? Wrer?elkes flickered
with a jealousy she could not hide. 'He didn't sp#ose hours with me,'
she said hoarsely.

Paul knelt there, his body tense, staring at Meu'te lying,' he said, but his
tone lacked conviction and there was sharp watobgd in his eyes.

'He didn't,’ Helen told him, so angry with Mark tlemehow her voice
lashed like a cold wind. 'He was not with me.’

Paul's eyes narrowed. 'But you wish he had beersal slowly. '‘My God,
you're jealous!

'‘No!" She was trembling violently, staring at him.

'Sick with it," Paul growled in sudden barbed fulhgan see it in your face.
Did you want him, Helen? Didn't he want you? Or dedmake a pass and
get slapped down so went to get it elsewhere?' lde watching her

shrewdly and now he smiled unpleasantly. 'Yes,dligatisn't it? You sent

him away, but you wanted him.'

'l don't want anyone," Helen said with bitter fihal 'Men make me
sick—all of them!" At that moment she meant it,igwsord, her voice harsh
and icy, and Paul looked at her and read the cbarit her voice and face.

'So long as you don't want him," he said slowly.

Helen put her hands to his wrists and dragged &gl away from their
painful clutch on her throat. 'Can | get to slee®’ She was aching to be
alone, to let the agony wash over her. Mark hacegorsomeone else that
night. She had lain alone in her cold bed shivewitg love and desire while
he was with someone else. No wonder he had beeanara polite in the
office next day! The miraculous self-control shel ls@mired so much had
come from a man who had satisfied the needs shé&ehading in him. He
hadn't been aching with frustration, like her.



'Maybe | have other ideas,' Paul said with a retiirinis excited anger. His
eyes moved greedily over the smooth pale shoultleesyhite lace which

left her warm white breasts half revealed. "Yoto® lovely to sleep alone,
Helen. And you're my wife." His hand reached out sime tried to evade the
movement. His fingers curled fiercely around onéerf breasts, freeing it
from the nightdress.

'Don't!" she cried, sickness boiling inside her.

Paul cupped it, turning the small hard nipple wpas him, and Helen saw
his satisfied smile. She might loathe him, but sleld not hide the

hardened flesh which told him she was sexually seduThat it had no
connection with him was something he must not knbler body was

aching for Mark, but Paul was unaware of that.

'‘And you want me," Paul said thickly, laughing 'Rgretend, Helen.' His
golden head bent. His mouth opened around the deacle which was

pulsing with blood. Helen moaned in shock and r&ipual and Paul took it
for a cry of pleasure. His hands covered her bbgyhead moved languidly,
enjoyment in the movements.

Helen struggled to think. She had to stop him st knew that physically
she was helpless. He was lying across her nowsipgeser down on the
bed. How had he found out about Mark driving hanband coming back
at three in the morning? Her body stiffened.

'How did you know?' she asked, pushing his heall.bac

He raised an excited, flushed face. 'Stop tryingatk your way out of it,
Helen. Lie back and enjoy it.'

'Who told you?' She stared at him. 'Joanne?’
The question changed the aroused look in his fae@eshifting uneasiness.
He frowned and his mouth took on a petulant iiotat'A little bird told me.

Does it matter? | know, that's all.'

'‘Are you seeing Joanne?'



'Of course not,' he said, and she knew at oncehthhéd. His face had that
restless look, his eyes not meeting her own.

'Who else would tell you? Paul, what do you thimu'ye doing? She's a
child. How can you do it? What is going on betwgen? Where do you

meet her? What's happened? How far has it gone?qiiéstions burst out
of her in rapid succession and Paul sat up, grdtisdeeth, his face angry
and sullen, trying to interrupt her several timady to have her sweep on
with a new question.

'Nothing's going on,"' he said when she finishekiriglat last. "What are you
talking about? All right, it was Joanne who told.mj@st bumped into her at
the club.’

'Is that where you meet her?"

'l don't meet her,' he said, lying again.

'It's got to stop,’ Helen broke out angrily.

He gave her a quick, half-smiling look, a pleasételglint in his eyes.
‘Jealous?’

'Disgusted,’ she bit out, and his smile went.
'You're lying,' he said. "You're jealous right egbuYour eyes are full of it.'

'If you must have other women find someone who tget hurt,' she said
bitterly. '‘Leave that child alone.’

'0.K.," he murmured. 'Be nice to me and | will.'

For a few seconds it hung in the air between thdaeten shuddered. He
stared at her, waiting.

'No,' she whispered. He didn't even mean that.ddiecbme here from being
with Joanne and if she let him make love to her hewvould be back with
Joanne within a few days. She had no illusions ehon at all. He was



incapable of meaning anything, keeping any promide. promised
anything to get what he wanted at the moment.

To distract him she asked. 'How long have you Isssing her? How far
has it gone?"

'Find out," Paul said viciously, getting up. Thiel'& crazy about me. |
wouldn't have to go on my knees to get her.’

'‘Mark Eliot will kill you," Helen said furiously.

Paul laughed. 'I'm not scared of him." But he gas,saw it in his eyes, and
it gave her hope. Would Paul have gone far witndeaknowing what
reaction he would get from Mark if and when he fowut?

"You will be when he finds out you've been seeiag'lshe told him. 'You
aren't dealing with a woman this time. Mark Eliatl\vweave marks on you
that will teach you a lesson you won't forget.'

'Oh, you'd like that, wouldn't you?' He turned @&m,langry because she had
alarmed him. 'You wouldn't be thinking of droppimign a hint, would you,
Helen? Because if you do, I'll make you sorry yarevever born!'

'What makes you think I'm not now?'

He drew in his lower lip at the icy question. "Yieustill my wife. You owe
more loyalty to me than to Eliot, and don't forget

"You've traded on my loyalty enough. Either yougkaway from that child
or | tell her brother.’

Paul's face worked furiously. 'l ought to take & be you | Maybe that
would teach you a few lessons.'

"You've taught me enough lessons in the past.'t deed any more.

"You're frigid," he burst out. 'No wonder Eliot lea elsewhere—I don't
blame him!



He slammed out of the room and Helen lay therewgrgher lower lip, her

eyes fixed in burning misery. Paul had told her kgeggo that Mark had a
name for womanising and she hadn't believed hire. &l forgotten it in

the past weeks. Now she remembered, and she hated h

She pushed aside her own feelings. What was shg godo about Joanne?
She could not just ignore the situation, let itogountil the child was forced

to face some terrible problem. Paul would seduce desert her when he
was bored. Joanne was drifting blindly into a disaand Helen could not

stand aside and watch it happen without tryingd@amething to stop it.

She could not rely on Paul's word. Even if shehgot to promise never to
see the girl again, he would not necessarily kedel would merely hide it
better, cover up in some way. Paul had as muchkyfof purpose as an
amoeba or jellyfish, he floated aimlessly in themwaeas of his own selfish
whim.

His attempt to sleep with her tonight had told $@mething. Paul might be
pursuing Joanne, but he had not yet slept withtielen suspected. Joanne
was a sweet, vulnerable child and no doubt heraense was bothering
her. Why had she told Paul about Mark coming homkate? Had Joanne,
too, suspected that Mark had spent those hourshaltdn? And would that
belief make Joanne feel justified in taking the tep in her relationship
with Paul? Helen knew Paul too well not to guess ke had been trying to
talk the girl into bed. Maybe now he might succédddkelen did not stop it.

I'll ring her, Helen decided, switching out thehtigl must talk to her, get her
to see what sort of mess she'll be getting inshé goes on seeing Paul.



CHAPTER SEVEN

SHE did not have to ring Joanne; the girl came indffice with Mark next
morning. She gave Helen a brief, nervous littlelsmihich did not quite
hide the peculiar look in her eyes as they glarae#ielen. Mark said
cheerfully, 'Hang on, Jo, I'll get the money frdme safe.’

He strode into his office and the door slammedeHRshid quickly: 'I've got
to see you, Joanne. | want to talk to you.'

Joanne turned her dark head and an insolence camteer face. She looked
at Helen, smiling. 'What about? Or can | guess@'dhéinced at her brother's
closed door, still smiling.

Helen flinched. The alteration in Joanne's mannas warked and not
pleasant. Helen could see exactly what the gitligno.

'‘Can we meet for lunch today?' she asked, alldhees

Joanne shrugged her slender shoulder. 'If you like.

The door opened and Mark strode back into the ragth an envelope
which he handed to his sister. ‘Now, be careftd.dtlot of money to be
carrying around. Go easy.'

'Don't fret," Joanne said casually. She lookeded¢i "What time?"

Mark's face grew puzzled. He glanced from one ¢oatimer.

‘Twelve-thirty," said Helen, not meeting his eysthe Swan.’

Joanne nodded and went out of the room. Mark pubigetdands into his
pockets, rocking on his heels. 'Meeting Joanndufoch?’

'Yes.' Helen slid a new sheet of paper into thewyiter and Mark watched
her.



Why?"

She caught the curiosity and tension in his voMark was suspicious.
'Why not? Your sister is a very nice girl.'

He relaxed. 'Isn't she? She's been a little diffiately. My mother tends to
try to run her life more than Joanne likes, andelve been some bad rows.
I'd like her to make friends with you, Helen.'

The gentleness in his voice merely made her stifidre didn't look at him,
but began to type. Mark watched her and she fetit thying to pierce the
cool mask of her face, but she didn't look rountiat. In the end he went
into his office and she went on typing.

At a quarter past twelve she stopped work and bemyget ready to go to
lunch. When the door opened she glanced round gatpivas not a problem
which would delay her, but it was Sara Compton. ®he wearing a very
chic little jacket over a tight black skirt, heobze curls newly styled into a
feathery frame for her pretty face.

A frown crossed her smooth forehead. 'Oh, I'd ftiegoyou work here
now.' The realisation clearly did not delight her.

Helen gave her a polite smile. 'Did you want MroEH
'Yes.' Sara used a cool, snubbing voice. 'Tell lmmhere, will you?'

Helen never needed to—the door to his office warsgflopen and he smiled
at Sara. 'l thought | heard your voice.'

She swung towards him, smiling seductively, the tliittle body moving
into his arms. 'Darling, take me to lunch.’

Mark dropped a kiss on her nose. 'What an irrédéstnvitation 1' Helen
watched the blue eyes teasing the girl and her atbmvhirled in sick
understanding. She had imagined that Sara was Robioly—they were of
an age and they had looked right together, bufltitiering eyelashes and
pouting smile told her that Sara was far more egtzd in Mark.



Helen abruptly walked out, closing the door verietjy. Was that where he
had gone when he left her? Jealousy stung and nside her, but she
whipped herself back into line. She had no rightdel like that, none
whatever. She refused to let emotions to whichhstaeno right take hold of
her.

Mark was free and an adult; he could do just agléased. Helen despised
herself for the unbidden reactions which had rigpninside her as she
watched his arms go round the other girl.

She walked to the Swan and found Joanne irritatallgihg at her watch. The
change in the girl since the first time they maidt Helen forcibly. The shy

sweetness she had first glimpsed in that littleefaad become a harder,
more confident look. Paul was having his usual atffédelen thought

bitterly. He was devastating to young girls and fieiaction on them was
incalculable.

'Oh, there you are. | was just going."' Joanne thtiadly, her face insolent.
'I'm sorry, | got held up. Shall we go in?'

The lunch was solid and unimaginative but well cabkand they were able
to get a table far enough away from eavesdroppdedk without too much
constraint.

Helen glanced at Joanne hesitantly as she begaantifirst of all to say
that you were wrong in imagining that your brothes with me the other
night until three in the morning."'

Joanne flushed and tilted her head. 'Really?' biee said that she didn't
believe it.

'Really,’ Helen said in a firm, cold voice. 'Askrif you don't believe me. |
don't know where he was, but he dropped me at myehand he did not
come into the house.’

Joanne's insolence fell away. She looked unceytainHelen, unable to
refute the cool clear tone in which Helen spoke.



'‘But don't allow your suspicion about that to mgke think that you can
have a clear conscience about Paul.’

Helen's carefully delivered sentence made all J@armolour rush away and
then come back in a hot flood.

'l ... what do you mean? | don't know what youalkihg about.'

Helen could almost have smiled at the shakinghteged little voice, the
guilt and fear in the great blue eyes. Innocentelay in them, a child's
remorse and anxiety.

Helen smiled gently after a long moment. ‘It hagatte too far yet, then?'

Joanne wriggled like a schoolgirl, looking arourgr In horror. 'l don't
know what you're talking about.'

'I'm not angry," Helen said, looking directly atrh#elieve me, I'm not
angry with you. It isn't the first time and it wobe the last.'

Joanne's eyes rounded and grew glazed with shock.

‘Let me tell you about my husband,' Helen said aigigh. Joanne opened
her mouth and Helen said quickly, ‘Listen to mewliien I've told you you
still want to go on seeing him, | can't stop yomady despise you as a fool,
but I won't try to stop you. I'm telling you thisw because | like you and I'd
hate to see you getting yourself into a miseratdeesover a man like my
husband.'

"You don't love him," Joanne broke out huskily,usteg her with those big
blue eyes.

Helen laughed. ‘Love him? No, Joanne, | don't lowe. To love Paul you
would have to be an innocent like you, and altholughs once young and
blind enough to be taken in, I've grown out of mypgdity. Paul killed the
feelings | had for him once." She began to tellndeathe whole story,
sparing her nothing, and although at first the lgidked incredulous and



angry, gradually her face paled and her eyes took mumb dismay which
told Helen that her story was being believed.

'‘Ask your brother, if you don't believe me,’ Hetend in the end. 'He knows
my husband. Ask how many jobs Paul has had—how rar@g we've had
to move to get away from the scandal he creates.'

'Why haven't you divorced him?' Joanne demanded &haking voice
which still held a residue of doubt.

'l ask myself the same question. | don't know. h'‘dbelieve in divorce
except as a last resort and | haven't yet got theage to admit how
hopelessly I've failed,’ Helen said bitterly.

'Of course, it couldn't be your fault,” Joanne aeci) her blue eyes bright,
glistening with unshed tears.

'Do you think | don't ask myself that too? Of cayrpart of it must
be—there are always two sides to every probleml &eadi | were never
suited and | should never have married him, butfélce remains that my
husband is not a very nice man."’

Joanne's lips were quivering like a child's. 'lddum,' she said huskily.

Their eyes held in a wordless knowledge. 'I'm sbHglen said very gently.
'l am sorry. | know it's hard for you to face ititlin the long run you'll suffer
less if you break it off now.'

'How do | know you aren't just lying to make meeghim up?' the girl burst
out.

'You don't," Helen admitted wryly. 'Of course | tbe—but I'm not." She
paused. 'He's tried to persuade you to go to b#dhim, of course.’

Joanne didn't meet her eyes or answer. Helen smiilgd 'l imagined he
must have. Did he try again after you'd told himatwou suspected of me
and your brother?"



Joanne still didn't answer, but her lashes flickarervously, giving Helen
the answer she expected.

'‘Does he say he loves you?'
Joanne whispered shakily, 'Please, don't talk alhout

'l must," Helen said in a firm voice. 'He does bayloves you, doesn't he?
Yet last night he came back to me and tried tosfone to give him what you
wouldn't.'

She heard Joanne's intake of breath, the shagxneilk of pain the child
gave. 'No," Joanne muttered in anguish. 'l doti¢we you!'

'‘Look at me," Helen said gently.

Slowly Joanne lifted her head. The wide tear-filldde eyes looked into
Helen's and then closed in a silent misery.

'I'm sorry," Helen said again. 'l didn't; and | ¢at you now that it would
make me sick to death to have to—almost as sickwasuld make me to
know that he'd talked you into it. I'm past hopa, you're so young. I'd hate
to see him ruin your life too.’'

She saw from Joanne's white face that she had womrgument. They

parted in silence. Joanne walked away stiffly Boeneone who has a pain
deep inside their body, and Helen sighed, watchieig She felt she had
stabbed something small and innocent and helplékat other choice had

she had?

When she got back to the office there was no sidgfiask. He did not come
back from his lunch with Sara Compton for anotheurhand when he did
come into the office he was whistling, a smile amface. He had enjoyed
his lunch, Helen thought savagely. Wasn't he lucky?

Mark passed, paused and looked down at her avbdad. 'Enjoy your
lunch with Joanne?’



Helen almost laughed aloud. Enjoy that bitter, fdiexperience? She
struggled to pull a mask over her face and slowmped to look up at him,
her eyes somehow managing to be cool.

'Very much.’

'‘Good.' He studied her, a frown knitting his darkvss. "You're pale. Are
you feeling well?

''ve got a cold,’ she lied.
'Oh? I hadn't noticed.'
'It's just starting,' she said. 'I've got a headaaid | feel stuffy.’

‘Take some aspirins,' said Mark, still frowningpdk, you get off home now
and go to bed. You can't work if you're feelingd ill

His kind concern made her sick. She jerked her lagad. 'I'm all right.'

'Don't be absurd,' he said impatiently, his voiaediening. He took hold of
her arm lightly. 'Come along, Helen.'’

'Don't touch me!' she burst out, and his handafethy. He stared at her, his
eyes very dark.

'I'm sorry, I'd forgotten you were untouchable.'¢peke with a bite as harsh
as her own. 'All the same, | won't have you workivigen you aren't up to
par. Get your things and go home. That's an okdielen.’'

She stood up. 'Very well.'

"Il drive you home,' he said.

'No," she said thinly. 'I'll get a bus.’



"You'll do what you're told.' Mark was furious nows face set in inexorable
lines. The blue eyes had a kindled rage in thenchvii@red out at her as he
turned away.

He drove her home and as she turned to get obéafar said in a low voice,
'Stop punishing me.’

Helen froze. What did he mean? She half turnedintgeold. 'For what?'
For going to someone else the other night? shegtitotde couldn't mean
that. What did he mean?

'For making you feel things you didn't want to fedlark said rapidly,
huskily. 'I'm not being put through a mill becayse hate to remember that
you wanted me.'

'I'm not doing anything of the kind!'

'No?' He tapped his long fingers on the wheel withmpatience he did not
bother to try to hide. 'l think you are. Do yourtkil can't feel what's going
on inside that head of yours? He came home andegfbguilty, although
God knows why you should, after all you've takemmfrhim. So you came
into work today and looked at me as if | were amrey. | won't have it,
Helen. Don't make me the scapegoat for your owrorsen

She stared at his profile, seeing the clear haadufes with a painful
intensity. He had picked up her anger and misreaél bitter little smile
touched her face.

"You're wrong," she said, opening the door. '1tddame you for anything.'

As she walked up to the front door she heard higlear slam and looked
back, surprised and shaken to see him coming ladter

She threw a nervous glance along the other hoGseseone was bound to
have noticed his car, recognised him, begun te stafascinated curiosity.
'Please, go away," she whispered as he joined her.



‘Not yet," Mark said tersely, and pushed her ihtohouse. He shut the door
and the tomblike silence enfolded them both. Maskked his head and
listened to it, his face dry.

'How can you bear to stay?'

She walked away and stood in the chill little sgtroom, her head bent.
'We've got nothing to talk about.'

'What's wrong, Helen?' he demanded, ignoring M¢hy' have | been
getting icy looks from you all day?'

'You haven't.'

'‘Don't lie to me! | can feel it." He took a stepdashe heard him breathing
behind her, the irregular quick breathing of a mader strain. 'l can feel it
now. There's a wall between us, and it wasn't thefere. Why is it there
now?"'

‘You're imagining it.'

'I'm imagining nothing! It's there all right. WhyPwasn't there yesterday.
When you arrived you gave me a nervous little snblg there wasn't a
damned great wall of ice between us. Now there i$yAv

She did not answer and he took hold of her shouldelen could not bear
the thrust of pleasure that contact sent through3tee turned on him, her
eyes flashing. 'Don't touch me!’

The vibrations of his anger mounted. The blue ewese dark and
narrowed. His hands clamped down on her arms axdchiee.

Helen tried to pull free, trembling, staring uphan with heat coming into
her throat at the look in his face. 'I'm not avalgéa Mr Eliot, so leave me
alone. Go somewhere else for what you seem to Weim. paused and her
jealousy pierced like an agony beyond bearing. Hushe added, 'Go
wherever you went the other night. You won't gettlimg from me.’



He gave a sharp little exclamation, staring at Wéhat?'

She was regretting her outburst already and sheeduher head away
without answering.

'What are you talking about?' Mark demanded, omel i&ing to her chin
and turning her face towards his probing eyes.

'Please leave,’ she muttered desperately, her shgirsg away from his
stare.

"You can't make accusations like that and not explaat you mean. Where
| went the other night? What night?' A pause anddid slowly, 'Do you

mean the night you had dinner with us?' She felt Watching her closely.
"You do. Where do you think | went?'

'l don't care!' Pain was eating at her like acid @icame out in her voice.

'Helen,' he said in a shaken voice, 'do you wakhtiw where | was after |
left you? | walked for hours in the rain like a ésick schoolboy. Do you
think | was in any state to go calmly home to bBd®@'t you know anything
about men? | was in no mood to sleep.' He pausg@dded deeply, 'Or to
go elsewhere, Helen. I'm not your husband—I cotijdst shove off and
find someone else.’

Sick relief flooded into her. She had suffered dppgy while she believed
that Mark was no better than Paul. Her whole boelyan to tremble and
Mark put his arms around her to stop the convulsheking.

"You were jealous,’ he whispered into her hair.

She could not move, could not speak, her eyesdlmse her heart thudding
heavily as she felt his face moving against her. t@iddenly it lifted. He
looked down at her and Helen opened her eyes daizeldiok back at him.

'How did you know I didn't get home until the eahnlyurs?' His frown was
thoughtful.



She flushed, biting her lip.
‘Joanne," he guessed with a grimace.

There was no point in lying. Only a member of lamily could have told
her. 'She heard you come home," Helen admitted.

'And the row.' Mark's face was sardonic.
'Row?' Helen stared at him.

'My mother waited up for me,' he said drily. 'Irethest traditions of the
family.'

'Oh!" exclaimed Helen, horrified.
'It wasn't very pleasant,' he sighed. 'We had quigeene.'’
'She thought ..." Helen began in shock, flushirgrag

'Oh, she thought, all right," Mark said flatly. 'NMyother has a nasty tongue.
| got a lecture on the sanctity of marriage whiagnton for a long time.’

Helen shivered, moving away from him. 'l can't béaner. She's right.’

'She knows nothing about it, and | told her so.tl&avoice had a snap like
a whip. 'My father was no Eastwood. | can't seenmayher putting up with

it the way you do." His eyes moved away and he fiiexlv 'How did you

come to discuss it with Joanne?' The clever faaghened. 'Don't tell me
that was why you had lunch with her? She wasn'ingathe insolence to
interfere, was she?'

'‘No, no,' she said quickly, seeing the anger infédc® and not wishing to
bring that down on Joanne's head.

'Why did you have lunch with her?' Mark watched, s eyes piercing and
far too intelligent.



Helen hesitated, unsure what to say. Mark drewaapshreath. 'She hasn't
been seeing Eastwood again?'

Helen was aghast at his quickness and he readdleof shock. 'My God,’
he burst out harshly, 'the stupid little fool! Wikdieen going on?' His eyes
were leaping, his face dark with hot colour. "Wgoa1 warning her off,
Helen? Another attempt to save your marriage?"

She suddenly felt the tension in him and recognisedark was jealous.
Her eyes widened, a sad little smile in them. 'Sh¢ said flatly. 'l was
trying to stop Joanne making a fatal mistake ad.l d

Mark's face changed. He touched her cheek. 'Howalidfind out about
them?'

‘Joanne told Paul that you hadn't come back umtdet after driving me
home,"' Helen admitted. 'He was so angry he fordpaitWwe was saying and |
realised how he'd found out."

'Eastwood believes | was with you?' Mark looketetsearchingly.

' told him you weren't.'

He watched her, his blue eyes almost black. 'Wappéned?'

She flushed. 'He believed me.'

'What did you have to do to make him believe it?'

His voice had such a thick bitterness that shesdtat him and her own
voice shook as she said, 'No, Mark. No, | didAld as she said it she knew
that in her own mind if she let Paul touch her sloelld be committing a
betrayal of Mark which would sear her. The reaimatvent through her
like a knife. She whitened and shook, and Markesawent round her,

pulling her against him, holding her possessively.

'I couldn't stand it," he muttered into her hair.



'‘Don't, Mark." She was crying now, silently, becauke pain of loving
without hope was more than she could stand. Sheegusim away and he
straightened, a lean tense dangerous figure, tne éyes looking at her
demandingly.

'Leave him. Come to me.'
' can't!’

For a moment the silent struggle raged between thesnface taut with
anger.

She broke off, turning away. 'Don't worry aboutnlm&a I've made her see
what sort of man Paul is —I'm sure it will stop nbw

'Oh, I'll make sure of that," Mark said heaviliil §end her away. She can go
to London. We have an aunt there who'll keep amoayeer.’

He moved to the door. 'Will you be all right on yawn?'

'Yes.' It cost a lot to utter even that monosykaflhe cry of need and pain
she wasn't uttering hovered on her lips and nawerged. She looked at the
tall figure, the dark head, and anguish burnt indyes.

When he had gone she couldn't even cry; the pasrtagabad even for tears.
She just sat and looked at the wall, hearing tlyeo€ithe wind along the
street as if it were inside herself.

She was wildly glad to know that Mark had not gemesomeone else that
night. It had eased her jealousy, but it had madeée that her jealousy had
somehow deepened her feelings for him, widening iatehsifying it,
driving a great hole into her firm intention of ¢g@tting him. The pain she
had suffered had fertilised her feelings, makingnthspring thicker and
stronger. She had been faced with a jealousy mafeynd than any she
had ever felt for Paul, and the agony of that jesychad been a revelation to
her.



She thought of Mark walking in the wind and rainthathe great empty
moors around him, and closed her eyes in an aotéssible joy. Mark had
been walking to force down the emotions they hadeghin his car. She had
not been the only one to struggle like a limed lagainst the helpless,
unslaked passion which had suddenly caught themthat night.

I've got to stop seeing him, she thought in a sekisation. This can't go on,
| can't let it. While she was working with him dafter day the feelings
would get stronger. Already she was floundering ldomeone with their
feet in a bog and if she went on seeing him sheldviind it harder and

harder to deny what they both ached for so badly.

I've got to resign. She said it aloud as thouglaking the words would give
her the strength to do it.

The empty house echoed them back to her like a imgckfrain. If only I'd
never met Paul, never married him. | would be f&e got up abruptly. She
could not let herself play that futile, stupid gaofemake-believe. Things
were what they were, one had to accept life aante; one could not throw
away reality.

She would give in her notice on Monday, she decitlatving made up her
mind she felt a faint relaxation of the stresswhe under and she was able
to push all thoughts of Mark out of her head asvgbiet upstairs.

All her good intentions came to nothing in the efoat Saturday Paul went
out and bought himself a gleaming new car, an esigermodel which
would take them a year to pay for, but which puilfato a very good mood
for the rest of the weekend. He insisted on takiagfor a drive in it that
Sunday. The shiny new toy obsessed him. He hummée arove around
the moors, his face as happy as that of a child witoy car. He's a child,
Helen thought, watching him—a vain, careless, selind handsome child
who'll never grow up.

'‘Beautiful, isn't she, Helen?' He gave her a varle, his eyes very bright.



'‘Beautiful,’ she agreed. And if they were to mantageay for it, she could
not give up her job, because they could never kgeghe hire purchase
payments on Paul's salary alone.

He let the speed creep up, laughing under his Ibigsathey tore across the
great brown crests of the hills above the town. fidie had vanished. The
sun shone in watery illumination and the valleytoletook on a misty
brightness which made them distant and beautiful.

They visited a market town some fifteen miles frRiyethorpe. Helen did
some sightseeing in the twelfth-century church e/Riaul went off to have a
drink alone. There were some faded brass plat@sttethe cold grey stone
floors, and Helen watched a woman in jeans rubbawgy at them, her head
bent in absorption. The high altar was lit with tynsunshine and the scent
of chrysanthemums gave a smoky sweetness to therglaair inside the
stone walls. Helen sat down and just enjoyed tease and peace. Above
her on the walls hung tattered regimental banndrsrevsome Victorian
soldiers had been buried long ago with pomp andngeny. Their white
marble figures leaned on a white marble cannon astimuch elegance as
though they were about to go to a ball. So sadsargénseless, she thought,
looking at them.

She was to meet Paul back at the car. As she walkedy into the market
square she saw him standing on the other side sfmiling with all his

charm down at a slim young woman with short redscuflelen paused,
wryly watching them. Paul looked across at herldakén walked onwards.
When she reached him he was alone again, and Wesea malicious
innocence in his handsome face.

He put her into the car with exaggerated gallanks/he got in beside her
his eyes slid away and Helen caught sight of tdbeaded girl again. They
drove past her and Paul gave her a quick half-@mdanile. Helen knew him
too well not to read meaning into the look the tfahem exchanged. Paul
had made some sort of arrangement with the giwai$ in his face as he
looked sideways at her a moment later. Helen lookiedhim blankly,
indifferently. There had been none of Joanne'saralle innocence in the
other girl's flirtatious eyes. She could look atterself.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE autumn finally gave way to winter and surprisintflg weather turned,
too, giving way to cool bright days when the suwrgh gently without

overmuch heat and the moors took on a stark besigh the wind cried

over like a curlew. Helen was finding it easier ntawbear her constant
proximity to Mark. He made it easy for her, sheogaised. They kept an
invisible barrier between them every time they walene, their voices,
faces, calm and polite. He never put a foot overlite he had drawn for
himself. Helen was grateful for the thought he sbdwn preserving their
distance.

Joanne had gone to London, as Mark had promisedPanl was bitingly

malicious about that. 'Did you tell him, after aWhat did he have to say?
He hasn't said a word to me.' The empty shallovs éxdd spite. 'But he
looks at me as if he'd like to pound me into fragtae*

Helen ignored it, placing his breakfast in fronthai. Although she now
worked long hours too, Paul of course expecteddarn the house, do the
cooking, have his shirts clean when he wanted a omev Paul took such
services for granted. Women were put into the waold¢are for a man's
needs—his mother had taught him that, and Pauévadi it implicitly.
Helen might keep him out of her bed, but she wagnitg to default on any
other service to him.

Paul was too occupied with someone else to bothmasdif over her,
though. He never came home in the evenings atlalen heard him come
in late each night, sometimes sober, sometimebtkligrunk. She did not
know who the other woman was—perhaps it was &&ldirl she had seen
him with before. Helen preferred not to know. Sheswexisting in a limbo
for the moment where the only thing that mattered getting through the
endless days and nights without pain.

She felt like someone with a terminal disease wlokéd upon a day which
only held a little pain as a day of triumph. Heelfegs for Mark were
anaesthetised, numbed, but always present belosutifexce.



At weekends she walked across the moors in anteéffdire her body into
an unfeeling acceptance. She grew to know theiterracognising the
shapes and relationships of each rolling sweeprmd,|watching the birds
which floated like feathers in the pale blue sky.

Paul was spending more money than ever. He frelyusorowed from her
at the end of the week, claiming he had heavy cdmemts. Helen knew
what they were, but she said nothing, and handeat ehat he asked
without comment. Having money kept him cheerfutkl@af it made him
sullen and nasty. It irked her that he should bendmg her hard-earned
money on another woman, but she would rather taat have Paul turn on
her with that vicious, sullen face.

The hours she spent out on the moors were pea@efudven after her
anxieties and stresses at work and home. She tbeespringy cushions of
heather, the acid scent of the soil, the deep gcagpet of grass which
warned that the ground was swampy underfoot.

One Saturday, just before Christmas, she was waikitthe empty brown
landscape when she heard hooves and looked rouwstibok to see Mark
galloping towards her. He drew rein and looked datrher, his eyes
equally surprised.

'Hallo.’

'Hallo," she said, stupidly shy.

He slid down from the broad back and looped thesrever his arm. "Taking
a walk?'

'Yes. It's a nice day.’

They were making conversation as though they bdoegw each other,
their voices and faces stiff and courteous.

'My mother told you the rain would stop one dag,shid, slightly teasing, a
sidelong smile filled with charm that stopped heatt.



'l remember." She had not seen his mother sindeotte evening. Helen
suspected that Mrs Eliot did not approve of heagprove of the fact that
she was Mark's secretary. He might have told hisherothat there was
nothing going on between them, but perhaps MrstHiad picked up
something in the air as they looked at each other.

He glanced across the rolling landscape. 'On admethis is one of the
loveliest sights in the world.'

It is," she agreed, watching his profile with pass

He turned his head before she could look away anelles changed, a spark
leaping into them.

'Helen,' he said hoarsely, dark red sweeping irgtddte.
She trembled. 'Don't,’ she muttered, turning away.

He dropped the reins and the horse bent his lodlgtoegraze on some grass
growing among the heather, tearing at it with ggfomovement.

'l can't go on like this," Mark said thickly, mogicloser to her, watching
her. 'Don't you care that you're driving me insane?

'Do you think it's easy for me?' She looked at Hietplessly, her lips
quivering. The wind blew a fine pale strand of Hege from her chignon
and Mark suddenly put his hands to her head aed faé her hair so that it
tumbled round her face in a wash of silver.

'So that's what you look like with it down," hedsaroodingly, running his
fingers through the silken fall of it, letting itdw away from his hand in a
light banner. 'Do you know | dream of waking ugital you in my bed with

your lovely hair streaming over my pillow?"

Helen's breath caught. She could not look away fnamm, her eyes filled
with an intense and burning passion.

'What do you dream, Helen?' he asked, moving closer



She looked at his mouth, heat throbbing insidelbeame nearer and with a
weak groan she lifted her face for it. Mark gav&ified sound of hunger,
then his mouth searched and found hers, her lipging like petals at the
touch of the sun, burning, melting.

Her body was shuddering in his arms, her eyes d@Jdser hands moving
over his back, the rough touch of his tweed jacketer her palms. She
kissed him with a desperation she could not diggaisd he deepened the
kisses in a ruthless demand which bruised her Igftand sent flame
leaping along her veins.

Panic bubbled up inside her as she felt her owiralbseaking loose. She
pushed at his wide shoulders and stumbled away friom) beginning to

run, only to catch her foot in a rabbit hole ang, tialling heavily face down

in the heather.

Mark knelt beside her and turned her over gentl/ahm sliding under her
body. 'Hurt yourself?' The anxiety in his voice mader quiver with
response. She shook her head, trying to get up.

Mark held her, one hand clamped round her shoustaring down at her.
'I'm in love with you," he said deeply.

Helen closed her eyes, happiness lancing her bertty,Mark lifted her

slightly as he bent to find her mouth. Weakly sloaiad her arms round his
neck and kissed him back, feeling the threatenegrd ignite irresistibly

inside her. Mark undid her coat and his long hastdsinside it. He slowly

opened her shirt and caressingly cupped the warell ®# her breasts.

Helen moaned, her lips clinging to his.

'Oh, my darling," he muttered, 'l want you so badly

Feverishly she ran her hands down his long bacslybdy arched in excited
response to the movements of his hands as theyliexebreasts, discovered
the sexual arousal they gave away. His dark heacgddown to them and
she lay in his arms, her dazed eyes watching treeliviy, empty sky while
his lips played with her hardened nipples andihigefrs stroked the smooth
white flesh. Pleasure dominated her, a pleasurénatienot felt for a long



time. She ached for the final, necessary surrerféefing Mark move
restlessly against her, his thigh on hers.

Mark suddenly lifted his head, breathing raggetilfe can't go on like this,’
he muttered huskily. 'You must leave him, Helenu¥on't give a damn for
him and | can't stand knowing you're living in tihause alone with a man
like that.'

Helen stared at the sky. Her stomach was clenchea agony she could no
longer stand. 'Yes,' she whispered dryly, 'l know.'

She felt the blue eyes burning on her. "You'll eaim?’
She shifted restlessly. 'Give me time, Mark.'

"Time for what? You've had all the time in the wiaio find out what sort of
swine he is—why do you even hesitate?"

'I've told you. Marriage is a rope that isn't easyntie.’

'Don't linger over a high fence, Helen," he saidshly. 'Just take it. It's the
only way '

‘That depends on whether you think you can," stiessally.
Mark's breath was drawn sharply. 'Do you still |owe?
Helen shook her head.

‘Are you sure?' Mark's voice had force and angdr IMou've let me make
love to you, but | didn't hear you admitting yolt gething for me."

She felt her dry lips tighten. 'l can't,’ she saidarably.

'‘Because you don't?' He sat up and pulled dowpdtisw sweater, brushed
heather from his jacket, with the fixed absorptioh someone doing
anything to take his mind off what was occupyingAifter a moment he
asked brusquely, 'Were you using me to relieveratisn?'



'‘No,' she said unsteadily, hating the expressidngriace.

'‘No?' He did not sound as if he believed that. 'W"Waes he got? Do those
looks of his still pull you, Helen? Are you waitirigr him to turn back to
you?'

'Do you think he doesn't?' Somehow the sneer ivdie made her angry
and the question broke out of her furiously.

Mark's head came up and the blue eyes had a fiesceé rage in them. 'So
he does. You don't always sleep alone in thaglittin's cell 1

She started to do up her shirt, her hands tremblitagk got to his feet after
a moment and walked away to get his horse. Heleodstip and turned
away, sick with passion and misery. She did nottwéark to be angry with

her. She did not want him to believe that she IstilPaul make love to her.
But she was torn in two by contrary impulses, tlieabstinate feeling that
she had to fight to keep her marriage intact wgriith her passion for
Mark.

Mark caught up with her, riding his horse again néle drew rein and
stared down at her bent head. Helen could not &di#m, her toe pressing
down the springy heather.

'‘Don't ever use me like that again,’ he bit outshigr 'Take out your
frustrations on Eastwood. I've no doubt you carhgetinterested if you're
as responsive with him as you were with me!

Her face burning, she didn't answer, and after memt Mark rode away,
passing into a gallop which had fury in it, remimglher of the night she first
saw him, when he had risen out of the wind likeaans god, his face and
body stripped by the elements to the stark strewgibh she now saw as his
basic quality. Mark was as enduring as the rockebtmthe heather. He
would age into the sort of beauty she had seeisimbther—a beauty of
spirit which held courage and humanity. She felk sifter listening to his
angry dismissal of her. It hurt deeply to know that thought her wild
response had been entirely fuelled by sexual fatistr. She would have
given anything to be free to answer his declaradidove with a declaration



of her own. The words had burned on her tonguesaredhad bitten them
back.

As she walked in the clean, strong landscape Wwéhitneless endurance of
the moors all round her, she ached to be able to §tark and tell him what
she felt.

Faced with the actual problem of divorcing Paug always stumbled like a
child in the dark, having no hand to guide herceainty to tell her she was
acting wisely. She needed time. It was a leap iheounknown and her
courage always failed her when she faced it. Omegdeher mind knew
precisely what she wanted, how she felt. But tlveais that other, darker
half of her mind which always put up a barrier tingj her. It was a mistake
to act with a divided mind; she felt that deeplytiUthe whole of her mind,
conscious and subconscious, was ready to facenthefener marriage she
would not try to end it. If she did, she was sonwvelsare she would move
into the future with regret and pain like trailiiGaments behind her.

It was so easy to judge from the outside. A situafilways looks easy to
those who are not trapped inside it. Mark did noyld not know, the pain
of amputation. One had to be faced with the prdspiedeciding to use the
knife on one's own body before one could judgéntreship of the decision.

When she got back to the house Paul was not tBaeehad left him still in
bed, sleeping thickly, heavily, after another laight. His room was empty
now; clothes trailing everywhere, the bed rumpled antidy, drawers and
wardrobe gaping open. It was the usual scene @&siatron Paul left behind
him. Helen sighed and began to tidy everything batk place. She could
guess where he had gone; there would be plentyestivé spirit in
circulation at the country club just before Chriasn People would be
moving into top gear for the season ahead, and lalipblenty of money
with him. He would be doing what he loved—showirfig making a splash,
buying drinks and flattering every woman in sigétijoying the power his
golden looks gave him with them.

Karen Santen knocked at the door later in the radtan and asked if she
would babysit that evening. 'We want to go outdadrink,” she grinned.
Helen promised she would and Karen gave her afglatmile.



"You're marvellous! | don't know what we would daheut you.'

Helen had fallen into the habit of babysitting fllem once or twice a week.
She enjoyed having care of Terry whose lively andéimused her and it was
much more pleasant than sitting alone in her erhpiyse watching the
television hour after hour or reading a book. Ewbe most boring
programme was better than listening to the silebeat on her ears.
Sometimes she felt she ached for the sound of ahurnice. She was
marooned on a lonely island and Terry's companyalsays welcome to
her.

Karen and her husband got back at eleven andaafigef chat, Helen went
back to her own home and got ready for bed, whHezeskept badly, her body
tormented by dreams of Mark. Somewhere towards ddvenwas awoken
by stumbling sounds on the stairs and then a c&lsk.ran out and found
Paul lying on his face in the hall. Helen grimaed@th anger and disgust.
Drunk again, she thought, but as she reached histdoal up, shivering
violently, his face deeply flushed and his eyedibec

'My head," he muttered, putting a hand to it.

Silently she began to guide him up the stairs. Reuled on her heavily. 'l
crashed the car,’' he muttered.

'What?' She stopped, staring at him.
'Into a ditch," he said in a thick intonation. dtgut to dig the front wheels
out and must have passed out. God knows how |dag there. | came to

and | was drenched.’

Helen had felt the dampness on his clothes. Hesiasring, trembling, his
features drawn.

'Paul! How can you ..." She stopped. What was tiret pf asking questions
like that? He had been drunk and incapable.



‘A chap stopped and helped me," Paul said. 'Goddnef We got the car
back on the road and | drove home. God knows hget here—I felt worse
and worse.'

"You look terrible," said Helen, disturbed by sonmeg about him.

'It was damned cold lying there," he said rougiWihat do you expect?'

'I'll call a doctor," she said as she helped hiniress.

‘No. I'll sleep it off," Paul said irritably, pusty her away as she tried to get
his pyjamas on. Naked, he fell into bed and dradigedovers over himself,
turning on to his face as he always did. She lo@kdte sleek blond cap of

hair and her eyes pricked with tears.

Turning out the light, she went downstairs and maelself some coffee.
She sat in the kitchen watching the morning paleisi outside.

At seven she crept into Paul's room and looked datviars half-visible face.
Touching it with one finger, she winced at the Hmaning in him. He had a
temperature.

He stirred at her touch and his eyes flicked ofdrey were glazed and
vague. 'Helen?' he mumbled thickly.

'How do you feel?' she asked anxiously.

‘Terrible.' His lips were slow and barely moving.

'l get a doctor," Helen said with anxiety.

Paul did not protest this time. He merely groaned hut his eyes.

Helen rang the doctor and had difficulty in gettorge who was prepared to
come out on a Sunday. Eventually a small thin ydadgn arrived and she

explained what had happened. The young man took'sPpulse and
temperature expressionlessly, listened to his ghastent silence.



Looking at Helen, he coiled his stethoscope. 'Hauigering slightly from
the effects of exposure. | do not think it is sesie-a little congestion in the
chest and a high temperature, but they will pabe iftays in bed and takes
care of himself.’

'I'll make sure he does,' she promised.

The doctor wrote out a prescription and gave h&ruictions on how to deal
with Paul's condition, then left. Helen went bactoithe bedroom and Paul
was asleep again, one arm flung over his hot tdedooked like a child, a
cross, sick child, and she bent over him to folsl &nm inside the sheet,
brushing the rumpled hair back from his face.

She went next door to ask Karen to get the mediathech had been
prescribed; the chemist would be open at elevearfdrour. Karen willingly
agreed, asking about Paul's iliness with concesrrylbegged Helen to stay
and play and Helen smiled at her. 'Not today, dgrlUncle Paul is sick.’

'What's wrong with him?' Terry asked, and Helenasirlaughed as the
wider implications of the question sank into hendhi

'He has a bad cold," she simplified.

'‘Give him my love," Terry said with the wider enslasm of childhood
which sees no deeper than the golden mask.

Paul had a childish attitude to illness. He reskiitand feared it. When his
first long fevered sleep ended he became demanchfimpg for cool drinks,
a radio, newspapers. 'Stay with me, Helen,' hesaldly as she was about
to leave when he had run out of demands. 'I'm bored

Helen looked at him steadily. He was too ill for bee argue with him. She
sat down on the edge of his bed and he fingeredrherhis lashes down, his
mouth petulant.

'What have you got to do down there?' he askedhtfedly. Talk to me.’

'What about?"



He shrugged. 'l don't know. Think of something.'

He sounded like a little boy crying: 'Tell me argta.' Hewasa little boy,
Helen thought, a spoilt and beautiful little boyantill held her trapped in a
situation she found unbearable, the ties betweem ttveakened but yet
unbroken.

'My hair needs combing,' he said suddenly, run@irigand over it. Helen
brought a brush and supported his heavy head whéeslowly restored the
tossed strands to their usual smooth state. Padhé&e with closed eyes
and a slight smile, an expression of enjoymentisridte.

He opened his eyes and the bright, still feverexsdéyoked at her smilingly.
'Kiss me,' he whispered.

She hesitated, but only for a second. As she hertrim came up round her
neck and held her while he kissed her slowly baiheout passion.

'l need you, Helen," he muttered against her mdDtn't leave me.'

Her heart hurt. In a flash she saw the whole saonatid bare. She was
Paul's only reality, his mother, his sister, hisseu The other women were
the toys that spoilt little boy coveted and chaged he needed her to come
home to because without her his world was inse@he.was his home, his
safe retreat. Paul loved her in a way she had reaspected, did not really
want. He loved her the way a child does love itshrae—selfishly, fretfully,
demandingly. Paul expected her to go on loving laisnpatiently and
unchangingly as his mother had, and although hesdiser body from time
to time, it was this for which he really needed, ligis safe and reliable love.

She had known this deep inside her for a long tbneshe had never faced
it until now, only known that some final stringlskield her to him, despite
all he did. And it was this—the realisation thatilPdid need her, that if she
left him she would be abandoning him as surely asother abandons a
child which cannot take care of itself.

She brushed his hair back from his hot foreheadkés®td him there. 'I'm
here,' she said huskily.



Paul sighed, leaning his head against her arm. W#teyes shut his face
relapsed into a peaceful repose and all the simal$ Ismoothed out, the
spite and selfishness, the malice and sensuadifving it with a beauty
which she had seen when they first met, the beahigh had caught at her
heart.

They sat there in a wonderful silence, neither kipga neither moving, and
Helen wanted to cry but couldn't. Paul would neyi®e her the love she
needed, the protective adult love a man can gmeman, the love Mark
offered her. She would go hungry all her life arailPwvould never even
know it.

But she could not leave him. Facing that was lieirfg death in the
morning. Grim, inescapable, it haunted her as ah#sre.

She saw suddenly that Paul had fallen asleep Wwe&hstiddenness of the
sick, his face still very hot, his lips twitching though he mumbled silently.

Gently she laid his head down on the pillow andeced him, then tiptoed
away, closing the door.

His mood did not last. When he woke up he was ceoss irritable,
fidgeting in the bed and complaining of everythatg did. His head hurt, he
said, and he needed a drink. His bed had crumigs lms sheets needed
changing. 'Isn't there any ice?' He made a facetbedemon barley water
she had brought him. 'Vile stuff! Helen, get me sdoe, my throat hurts.'

She fought for patience, realising he was stillAk night fell he calmed and
grew sleepy again, asking her to sit with him whidedozed in a half sleep,
holding her hand tightly, his fingers damp with sive&She gently wiped his
hands and face with a cool damp cloth and he sighigdpleasure. 'Thank
you. That's good.’

She put down his hand when she thought he waspaatekbegan to move
away. It groped for her. 'No, stay with me,' he tenetd, a frown on his
brow. 'Stay all night, Helen. Don't leave me albne.



She bit her lip, staring at him. His eyes flickegen. They pleaded and
Helen slowly went back.

He clasped her in his arms, cuddling close to heklwith a sigh of relief,

his face hot against her bare shoulder. 'Thateiyehe whispered. 'l hate
sleeping alone." There was no sensuality in theeyobnly a heavy

satisfaction.

Helen lay awake, listening to his breathing, feglihe restless movements
of his overheated body behind her. His arms wewnedder waist, clasped
lightly now but still holding her. She felt cold sjate the heat emanating
from him. Slowly she fell asleep. Several times|R&ke, once needing to
go to the bathroom, once asking in a parched Voicevater. Each time it
took Helen longer to get back to sleep, but he dalik into it without a
second's pause.

She woke up in the morning to see pale light tickllike water over the
walls. Paul stirred as if she had inadvertently @okim. She felt him move,
his breathing altering. His lips suddenly brushed arm and then her
shoulder. She stiffened and he turned her to fawe His skin was still

flushed, but the overwhelming heat had lessenethgluhe night. The

bright blue eyes smiled at her. 'l feel better Saigl.

'‘Good,' said Helen, poised to go. 'I'll get you sdmeakfast.’

'| don't want breakfast,' he said, and staredmatHie hand stroked down her
naked arm, trembling. 'Helen.’

She was poised on a knife edge, her flesh crinfiogn him, her mind
knowing she had to do it. Paul stared, waitingléHeplease,' he muttered.

She took a painful breath and let her body relaaireg him. Her arms
slowly went round his neck and Paul gave a satiigh, bending to kiss
her. His hands began to touch her, shaping her,fodgling it with the
sensual enjoyment he had always shown. He burrbwveddce between her
breasts, groaning, 'You're so lovely. Don't be ¢olche, Helen.'



Had it after all been mainly her fault? Had heecéipn of his desire after he
strayed for the second time been what had turnen tharriage into a
desert? If she had deliberately invited him, kept too interested in her to
look at anyone else, would things have gone diffidy@ Helen did not
know any more. She did not know anything. Sad, lased, she yielded
herself to his hands and felt his excitement grgves he knew she was not
going to reject him this time.

Helen fought down the instincts which struggledtap him. She clamped
an iron hand over her own feelings and hid from thimphysical resistance
she could not help. Holding his golden head betwesrhands, she kissed
his mouth with an affection she disguised as passaod Paul moaned
softly with his eyes shut.

His trembling hands stroked her thighs. 'Love meleH," he whispered
thickly, and she allowed him to part them, the seds inside her forced
down.

A moment later Paul swore hoarsely and she lookkuirain shock. 'l can't,’
he muttered, his teeth tight.

Helen's lips shook, as realisation hit her. Shesedloher eyes and Paul
thought the expression passing over her face wasrdtion. He kissed her
neck, holding her close. 'I'm sorry—I'm sorry, Hel®h, hell, don't look
like that. Tomorrow, darling, when I'm better.’

She had control of her voice now. 'You're stil]' ilhe said huskily. 'We
should have had more sense. Of course you canl we're running a
temperature like this—don't worry, Paul." She ladgjwith an effort. 'It's
only temporary.'

'‘God, | hope so," he said sulkily.

She smiled teasingly at him, almost lightheaded math relief. 'I'm sure
you do.’'

His sullen face lightened. 'It would happen wheu ware saying yes for the
first time in years,' he said, grinning. 'Just mgk 1'



‘Just mine,' Helen said with an irony he must n@&sgu

He laughed out loud, looking delighted. 'Did younvia badly? Poor darling
1' He kissed her neck again, whispering, ‘Tomoridalen.’

'Yes,' she said, stroking his smooth hair. Afteranent she spoke brightly.
'Ill get you some breakfast. What would you like?'

He had a boiled egg and some tea and then thoregldep came over him
again. Helen left him in the quiet room and wenting Mark. 'Paul's ill.’

'What's wrong with him?' Mark sounded curt.
She told him and Mark said drily, 'Drunk, was he?'

She didn't answer that. 'I'm afraid neither of ulé lve coming in for a few
days.' She paused. 'l can't leave him alone.’

There was an odd silence as though Mark heardtfigoken rider, the grim
fact that she could never leave Paul, now or |&tiéer a long moment Mark
said brusquely, 'Very well. Let me know when you start again. I'll get a
temp.’

She went back to Paul later and he was awake agéaile once more. As

the days went by his improving health often made biross and difficult.

Helen bore with his moods as best as she coultkfgtdor the fact that Paul
seemed to have forgotten any desire to make lohertoHe did not ask her
to sleep with him at night again, nor did he shaw &eturn of sensual
interest by kissing her or caressing her. It ssgatiher until she thought
about it and decided that Paul's male pride had bearred by the fact that
he had been unable to follow through with his eaditempt to make love to
her. He was, she suspected, waiting until he wiastswas physically back
on form before he tried again. Paul would not be &b stand failing twice.

He was well enough to get up and sit watching tsiem within a week.
Helen decided she should go back to work now taatith not need constant
attention, but when she announced this to Pautbeled at her and was
very difficult. 'I'll need someone around to get mgals,' he sulked.



Karen had already offered to do so, she told hirthaut anger. Paul
shrugged in petulant acceptance of this promise.riExt day Helen started
work again. Mark greeted her coolly, remotely. Boene between them on
the moor might never have happened. Without a \spoken Mark returned
to their earlier working relationship and with athaag heart Helen did so
too. She had to learn to stop loving him. It souhsie easy. She had stopped
loving Paul only after a painful struggle, but $mew it was going to be far
harder to sop loving Mark. He was not going to miakasy for her by being
cruel or cold or hurtful. Every time she lookechah she was forced to see
the enduring nature of his strength and to feedepdreluctant ache for him
which she hid beneath a cool courtesy.

She went back home that evening and the housemjaty eHelen went into
Karen's house and Karen looked at her with embsgdasompunction.

'He said he was bored. | think he went for a drive.

Helen tightened. 'In his condition?' The words lerokit of her and her eyes
flashed.

'l did say | thought he ought to stay in today,tédamuttered uneasily, 'but
he was restless.'

'l shouldn't have left him," Helen said aloud,rgther lip.

'Well, you couldn't stay and hold his hand for ¢u€aren pointed out. 'He
seemed more or less well to me, Helen. He's a groamand usually as fit
as a flea. | shouldn't worry too much. | expech be' back any minute.’'
Helen sat and waited with the ticking of the cldok company. Paul got
back at midnight. She stood and looked at him amdlifted his feet,
grimacing. 'I'm sorry, |1 was fed up,’ he said. "Yahouldn't have left me.’

'Must | keep you on a lead for the rest of yowgifshe asked tautly.

The odour of whisky clung to him and his face wesdtand lined. 'Don't
nag, Helen," he muttered, turning to go up thestavaying.



She helped him to his room and helped him undbegd)e pushed her away
with a cross, sulky gesture and got into bed, &t thidden in the pillow.
His oudine had a touching look, the outline of ikisig child. Helen touched
his hair with a wry grimace. '‘Goodnight, Paul.’

He didn't answer, and she went out without anotiwed.



CHAPTER NINE

THEREWas a staff party at the factory two days befdnesdmas. Helen was
involved in all the final preparations and stayatélto see them finished.
Paul had come back to work that day, but when aivehsm in the evening
he told her that he would not be home that nighparty at the club,' he
said, his eyes not quite meeting her own. Helenenmadcomment. He was
fit again and she sensed that his need for hefdiled away once more. As
he turned away something fell from his pocket. Sisked it up and looked
at the slim wrapped package. She saw the tag dsasiuked it back to him,
her eyes catching it without intention. Paul almasatched it and walked
hurriedly away.

Helen had not recognised the woman's name. Was dulrent conquest?
she wondered, staring after him with a dull indéigce. From the shape and
weight of the parcel she suspected it had beenlgweDrily she wondered

if Paul had spent as much on her Christmas preserihe past he had
always given her inexpensive gifts—underwear, nypsthich he bought in
chain stores. Paul had a dislike of spending meviere it could not get an
effect. He spent freely to establish his namegengrous open-handed man
in public, but in private he was inclined to resemery penny he was forced
to lay out.

'What are you doing for Christmas?' Mark askeddsdne walked out to the
car park with her some time later.

'Spending it at home," Helen said calmly. It wasekehshe always spent
Christmas, but she never knew whether or not shddweven see Paul.
Some years he went off on Christmas Eve and didetatn until late on
Boxing Day. He drifted like flotsam on a hospitatitke from party to party,
ending up wherever he passed out, probably, andstBfas was his
favourite time of year. He enjoyed the drinking tioise, the fun which was
going on around him. Helen's idea of Christmas m@dneaning for him.
The thought of spending it quietly with her in thedome would bore Paul to
tears.



Mark glanced sideways at her, his face wry. Sheghbthe could guess at
all that.

He did not make any comment, however, merely agsugpthat she said.
'Lift?' he asked coolly as they reached his car.

‘Thank you." She made her tones as cool as hisldemopened the door of
the passenger seat and she got into it. Mark lodked at her as he closed
the door again and she felt the intensity of hissayith a painful pleasure.

He drove making small talk about the office pakyhen they got to her
house he said goodnight without any other remacdksie left him feeling
as though she ached from head to foot.

The party began at lunchtime. All work stopped awdryone congregated
in the large office which had been set aside tlexipus day. It had been
hung with streamers and Christmas decorationsyMo#éd the window and
a couple of pieces of mistletoe hung from the doahsiost at once people
began to exchange teasing kisses under them. Mlasied noisily from a
tape. Mark was running the bar with cheerful eéfr@y. The firm paid for
half the drinks—the rest came from a float conti®ouby the office staff
themselves. The food was brought by them, too; wees, crisps,
peanuts. Helen looked after that, watching the idgnas people began to
shed their inhibitions as the drink took an effect.

Robby Eliot came over to her and gave her an eag#e. 'Dance with me?"

She had finished laying out the food, so she ageeetithey danced and
talked for a while. Robby told her a long and netwfunny story and she
laughed obligingly. 'Oh, here's your husband," Boddid with reluctance,
glancing over her shoulder.

Paul came up to them and Robby relinquished hetiistarms. Paul moved
away, holding her very close, his lips on her H&obby Eliot's got his eye
on you," he said into it.

'l hadn't noticed." She had, of course, but shenaititention of admitting
that.



'‘Good,' Paul said lightly. "You belong to me, rerbem

How could she forget? she thought. Paul didn'tlsp@asome time and she
wondered what he was thinking, his face still onlgr, his arms holding
her tightly. They whirled round and suddenly she kam in a small mirror
on the wall. He wasn't aware of her at all. Higbtiblue eyes were fixed on
a girl from the typing pool who was sitting on andow, her curved body
provocatively posed.

Helen smiled ironically. 'l must see that the fasdasting," she said, and
Paul released her, giving her a quick smile bef@mé¢urned away towards
the girl he had been watching.

Helen walked away and met Mark's eyes. His faceguasand harsh in the
gaudy lighting of the room. She flinched away frtme blaze of his eyes
and went to fuss over the half-vanished food.

She saw Paul from time to time as the party wentloa was dancing with

the same girl every time, his hand fondling hethey moved. Helen looked
at them with a leaden feeling of self-mockery. Shw the patterns of her
life laid out in never-changing shadow. Robby cdmaek to ask her to

dance again and then she danced with several wiger but Mark did not

come near her. Helen saw him dancing with otheth®fstaff and envied
them. All the girls adored him. Mark teased themiled at them and never
stepped over the line. Helen began to ache to kwloat it felt like to dance

with him, to feel his arms round her and his bodywing against hers, but
she hid her feelings under a bright smile, playmggame of enjoyment so
that no one should see how miserable she reallyuwdsrneath.

When Mark did come up to her she looked at him heart beating hard, a
pulse throbbing at her throat. 'Dance?' he askethsoally, so brusquely,
that she couldn't even find the words to answeriuit to see the contempt
and coldness in his eyes.

They moved away from the group she had been with Mark's hand

tightened on her back, pressing her closer worlyleBsing in his arms was
a pleasure she could scarcely bear. She closedylsrand Mark's cheek
touched her own. Helen breathed irregularly, tremgblHis hand clasped



hers tighter. It was safe, she thought. They wefall view of the whole of
the office and Mark had danced with everyone &ée. need feel no guilt.

-His thigh was moving softly against hers, his haliding, stroking, up and
down her back. There was a restless heat growsidarher. Mark held her
even tighter and she could not avoid the knowldtige his body was hard
with desire. He was making private love to her rigit in the middle of the
room with everyone around them. Their bodies werving urgently
against each other, the surface movements of theedanly just disguising
what was going on between them. Helen's face bieglanrn. She trembled
more and more. She told herself she had to snapfattForcing her eyes
open, she found herself looking straight into Raayes. He was pale, ashen.
In the instant they looked at each other she krneWwdd seen the hunger for
Mark burning inside her, and her colour went in avev of white. Paul
turned on his heel and went out.

Mark heard her stifled exclamation and looked daivher. 'What is it?' he
asked thickly, desire still flaming in his eyes.

She halted and pushed him away, hurrying after. Hdndre was no sign of
him. She stood outside in the darkness, staringrarter, and heard his car
start with a roar. Helen ran towards it, but befshe had reached it the
bright streak of lights flashed away and Paul waseg

She stood there, shivering, her arms wrapped rbenth a childish gesture
of self-comfort.

Mark's steps grated behind her. He looked dowrattis eyes jealous and
angry. 'At least now he knows what it feels likie¢ said with harsh

contempt. 'Don't look so stricken. It may do hinoddo realise other men
want you even if he doesn't.’

"You don't understand,’ she said anxiously, althaglge was not even sure
she did, only that she had seen something in Reyd's that disturbed her.

'What don't | understand? That although he's @sbkedfvine you still love
him?' Mark was talking low and bitterly. 'Or thas} now you wanted me,
for all that?' She flinched and he caught her dnunting her. 'Yes,' he said



grimly, 'you did—you can't lie about that. Do younth| couldn't feel the
response? Your body was mine while we danced andyow it.’

'Don't,’ she said shakily.

He flung her arm down. 'l won't," he said with testh tight. 'I'll keep my
distance, Helen. But don't lie to me.’

She bent her head. 'Will you drive me home, pléase?

'Worried in case he does something stupid?’ MaudgHad with angry
mockery. 'What else does he ever do? | don't nemgstal ball to predict
what will happen. He'll go off and get drunk, pigg anyone who lets him
and come back to you in a rotten temper tomorrow.'

Yes, she thought, that's probably how it will bet there was still that look
in Paul's eyes which bothered her as nothing abiouthad ever bothered
her before. She could not explain it all to Markwias too tenuous, too
complex, for words to make it explicable to him.

‘Just drive me home, please,’' she said insteaeltlyjui

He growled something under his breath, but he vaal&éhis car and Helen
got into it. Mark drove like a bat out of hell, Higce set in those harsh,
jealous lines. When he stopped outside her housaidebrusquely, 'Want
me to come in?'

She looked at him in shock and he tightened hss lip

'In case Eastwood turns nasty,' he said, his dgekifg a cold menace at
her. 'l wasn't suggesting | stay the night, althoifgyou offered I'd be in
through the door like greased lightning.’

Helen flushed at the barbed remark. 'No, thank' gt said.

'| thought that was what you'd say.' He was soyahgrwas almost shaking
with it.



'l be all right," she said, understanding his@arn and grateful for it.

'l hope so," Mark said shortly. 'I'll kill him ifehlays so much as a hand on
you.' He started the car and she got out of ie B®1 tomorrow," he said
before driving away as fast as he had come.

Paul had not come home. The house was silent anstebd there listening,

trying to think. That look he had given her hadk&maher. It had been a
strange, fixed look which held things she was nioé she recognised. She
had never seen Paul look like that before. His feaxt been so pale, set in
such drawn lines.

She could not get to sleep. He had not come homela® hoped it was, as
Mark suggested, because he had picked somebodgdugad drunk. She
hoped it was the usual pattern and not something, s@mething as
disturbing as she had believed she glimpsed in him.

She finally slept in the early hours of the mornitwhen she got up the next
day Paul still had not come home. She got readywiank, puzzled and
disturbed, and when she got there she slipped dowrs office, but there
was no sign of him there either.

He did not come into work at all that day. Mark rmachb comment, but his
eyes watched Helen closely as she was getting readyg. 'Have a good
Christmas,' he said, and she politely returnedjtketing.

Mark caught her arm as she turned to go. 'Helemgcdo us for Christmas,’
he said huskily.

She felt a sweetness rise inside her and smilednatvith the love she could
not suppress. 'Thank you, but I can't.’

His eyes narrowed on her face, suddenly very baghkthard, and she was
afraid of what he might have seen in her eyes. Wigespoke, however, he
gave no indication that he had glimpsed her fesling

'What if Eastwood doesn't turn up all over ChristfhAre you going to sing
a lonely carol round your Christmas tree and eatraimce pie?’



She forced a brief laughter. 'I'll be fine. Paull wome home.'
'Will he?' Mark's mouth moved derisively. 'Shall lag odds, Helen?'
She shook her head, looking away.

' won't have you sitting at home on your own aéoChristmas,' Mark said
forcefully, his hand tightening round her arm.

'l have to be there,' she said, trying to explain.
'In case he does come?"
She nodded.

"You fool, Helen," Mark ground out thickly. "Youlgiobstinate little fool I
His head bent and he glared at her, eyes dark.yduegoing to spend the
rest of your life sitting waiting for him?"

'Probably," she said with wry self-understanding.
Mark swore.

He drove her home and left her with a curt wordleHdelt tears rising to
her eyes as she went into the house. She hateds\aier; it hurt her. How
could she tell him that she had to be at homese &&aul needed her? Mark
would misunderstand. He would read it for undyioge when it was
something else, something so complicated she didmaerstand it herself,
only that she could not turn her back on Paul'skwess and insufficiency.

That was what had disturbed her when she realigedhdd seen and
recognised her feelings for Mark. Paul had lookettken, lost, a child
whose mother had wandered away from it. If sheRetfil she did not need
to guess how he would end up— his hollow incapdoityove would make
of any relationship he formed a brief, doomed spg&diul would slide and
slide until he was trapped in a hell of lonelindsslen's last remnant of love
for him, her fondness which was born of understagdind past shared
love, made her unable to walk away from anythinpeipless and weak.



She could not even guess how Paul would react hat\he knew for certain
that she loved Mark.

He did not come home, however, and in the end st@ w bed; all the

gaudy trappings of Christmas making the house tteghg sham. The

silence around her was emphasised by her awarehtgsjoy and pleasure
which would be in other homes tonight. She had dh&aarry's excited

squealing as she went up to bed to struggle fepskath all the glorious

excitement of Christmas morning in prospect. Kaaed her husband had
come in for a drink, making no comment on Paul'seabe, their faces
tactful, sympathetic, faintly embarrassed. Karerkwardly muttered an

invitation for Helen to join them for Christmas Dagring Paul, of course,’
she said quickly, trying to sound as though shesetgqal Paul to be around.
Helen thanked her but refused. 'Paul likes a (oietstmas,' she lied, and
they reluctantly smiled back at her, hiding theialisation that she lied.

Waking on a bright Christmas morning, Helen listtaed heard no sound
from Paul's room. She went in and the bed was ghexl; empty. She made
herself a slice of toast and prepared the Christamah she had bought. She
was going through the motions like a robot, butwhe beginning to be sure
he would not come home.

The day ticked on slowly. She heard laughter andicrftom Karen's house
and deliberately kept her television on quite lquti make it sound as
though the house were not empty and null.

She was grateful for their tact in not coming inmake sure; that would
have been too embarrassing to bear.

It was after six that somebody knocked on the délalen stared at it,

standing in the hall, shivering. It could be Katesving decided to risk
asking her round there again, or it could be soradontell her Paul had
crashed his car again. She knew as she thoudtstitiiat had been in her
mind all day, the fear that something had happénédn. The knock came
again, louder, peremptory. It had an official soural determined,

authoritative sound.

Helen tremblingly opened the door.



Before she could move to stop him Mark had pushed/day into the house.
They faced each other almost like enemies. His eges hard and glittered.

'He isn't here, is he?"

'What are you doing here?' Helen asked, ignoriegjiestion. 'Please just
leave me alone.’

'‘Get your coat.'

'‘No, Mark,' she said angrily.

He took a loping stride and she backed until she agminst the wall. Mark
kissed her mouth savagely, demandingly, holding there, his hands
coming down after a moment to touch her breast deliberate motion
which was a silent challenge to her to deny him nalivthe fight went out

of her slowly and she began to moan softly, thel ldmsire of his body
pressed against her.

'Say it," Mark muttered.

For one last anguished moment she tried to holdvitrels back, but they
came out at last on a hoarse, tired whisper. & k.’

His arms went round her and ne held her cradledikhild, kissing her hair
with a hungry passion which held relief and joy.

'My darling, oh, my darling,' he whispered.

She closed her eyes and let the whole weight obbey lean on him with a
gesture of contented love. For a moment nothing miattered but the love
encircling them like the rainbow rings around theam on winter nights, a
misty radiance like spilt petrol, pale and flamingggical.

Mark lifted his head at last. 'Get your coat,’' helsgain.

'Mark, | can't!'



"You can and you will," he said decisively. 'Yoe awot spending a lonely
vigil round a Christmas tree if | can stop it. Isgoken to my mother and she
understands.’

'Does she?' Helen could not hide the disbeliefdthebt in her voice.

Mark looked down at her with a wry twist of the ntou'l won't say she's
delighted at the prospect of some scandal toudhi@dgamily, but I've told
her | love you and I've told her what you've puwigh from Eastwood. She
won't be unkind to you, my darling, | promise thdty mother is a strong
woman, but she isn't a cold or a cruel one. Slo&'d you when she gets to
know you. There's a lot in common between youinktlyou'll find you like
her when you know her well.'

'I'm sure | would," Helen said dully. '‘But it isfuist that, Mark. It ..." She
broke off, not knowing how to say it.

'It's what?' he asked keenly, watching her. '6abtwood? Are you afraid of
what he may do?'

She nodded and he moved restlessly.
'Helen, the probability is that he won't come haaieChristmas. | know
that, you know that. On top of that, why shouldelypect you to sit around

and wait for him alone for days while he enjoys $&fhwith other women?'

She smiled drily. 'Paul doesn't think like that. e@esn't think at all. All
Paul knows is that | should be here when he waets m

Mark's eyes flashed. 'And you put up with that?'
'What else can | do?'

He stared at her and his eyes were bitter. 'Yoa toe, but you're prepared
to let him go on stamping all over you? Why?"

Helen made an attempt to explain, her voice lowwarsileady. 'He's a child,
Mark. If I walk out on him what will happen to hifm?



'Who cares?' Mark had the irritated impatience e@han who has stood
enough. 'You're coming with me, Helen, and you'mng to enjoy

Christmas as it was meant to be enjoyed, amongrgdamily.' He paused.
'Or do | have to take you upstairs and make yoasibsay?'

Her face burst into burning colour.

Mark eyed her ironically. 'l could, couldn't I? Yebhowed me that just now.
| felt it when we danced at the office party. Wivateyou were saying to
me, your body was talking another language, andhwhealised that it gave
me a new hope. | can't talk sense into you, but hkmow I've got another
method of communicating which works.'

Helen couldn't look at him, trembling.
'So get your coat,' he said gently, 'or upstairgo«

He spoke so softly, yet there was an expressionisreyes which held
warning. Helen did not quite dare to challenge hitark was right: they
were talking calmly to each other, but under thedirt bodies were in
permanent dialogue of a different kind and Heleanldmot deny the fact
that urgency was growing in her as it was in M#trwould be safer to do as
he said.

It was so long since she had spent a happy fantilgstthas without a
shadow over it. As Mark drove her towards his hosikse stared at it,
wondering what sort of reception she would get tin® from his mother.
‘Jo's home,' Mark told her as he swerved up thedri

That news made Helen even more nervous and Mark tseroa brief,
understanding look. 'She's fine," he said, andatenic little phrase eased
Helen's frown.

'You think she's over him?"

He grinned. 'l suspect so, from the way she's ba&img non-stop about a
certain six-foot rugger player she's met.'



Helen laughed..'That sounds ominous!

'Doesn't it just? | don't know that I'm up to taogla twenty-year-old with
shoulders like barn walls. She's got a photo ofdairah I'm not exaggerating.
He looks as if he grew up wrestling with polar tsefar fun.'

Helen relaxed beside him, her eyes full of amuséngre was still smiling
as Mark guided her to the front door. It opened &itt a dying smile she
faced his mother, her hands going cold, tremblMatk took one of them
firmly.

There was a brief, tense silence. Helen held had ip, her eyes meeting
Mrs Eliot's and her facial muscles rigorously cotléd. Mrs Eliot looked
probingly into her face for a moment and then simdesl quite gently.
'Happy Christmas, Helen. I'm glad Mark persuadadtggoin us.’'

Helen slackened, trembling, all her nervous tenselaxing again, and
managed to say: 'Thank you for inviting me.’

"You may regret it,” Mrs Eliot said with a dry areagent. 'I'm afraid the
house is full to overflowing with people who seemhink that noise is a
necessary part of Christmas.'

'Well, isn't it?' Mark asked, grinning. 'She loviesielen. Don't let her regal
manner fool you.'

From the drawing-room Helen had already caught wlle gales of
laughter, barking from the dogs, a muffled cracksameone pulled a
Christmas cracker and the dogs all barked agaomé&Cand say hello," Mark
told her. ‘At Christmas if you can't beat them yamin them.’

The room was crammed with people at first glandeyTall looked round,
their faces filled with enjoyment and laughter. éfefrecognised most of
them. Mark waved a hand. 'You haven't met my si8tane, have you?
Anne, Frank—this is Helen.’

In a quick glance Helen absorbed Anne's short darls, her calmly vague
expression, her pleasant smile. She was a faistsron of the Eliot looks,



her blue eyes pale, her manner less expressivehtitrand was a short,
partly balding man with quiet dark eyes. Helen sohiht them both and got
back friendly smiles in return.

Patsy jumped up and caught Helen's hands, tuggingra Come and play.
We're racing matchboxes!

Robby was sprawling full length on the carpet, gimg. 'Patsy's idea," he
disclaimed.

'‘Go on, you're loving it," said Joanne, poking himthe back. She gave
Helen a quick, over-bright smile as she spoke,thette was none of the
hostility in her eyes that Helen had seen thererpef

'How do you play?' Helen asked, and Patsy burstaohfused explanations
which Robby helped out with a demonstration, cdkefguiding a
matchbox along the floor with his nose.

"You can be in my team,' Joanne said.

'‘No, she's in mine," Patsy at once challenged.

'I'm in yours,' said Mark, kneeling down and gettingraad grin from his
delighted niece.

'‘Come on, Nanna,” Patsy begged. 'Don't just stéuedetand watch.
Everyone has to play, even Buster.'

'‘Not Buster,' Joanne argued. 'You know what wipfen.'
'‘Buster loves playing games!

'Yes, but he makes such a racket,” Joanne protesyeithg him with
disfavour.

Buster, seeing himself to be the centre of atterdiad loving it, licked her
vigorously and she shoved him away. He fell overkviand they rolled



across the room, Buster barking wildly, Mark groenas the huge hairy
body bounced all over him.

‘Get him off me, Patsy 1 That animal can cause raneage than a ten-ton
truck!'

Helen watched Mark with unguarded passion and lallethat he was

revealed in his casual, loving treatment of botk hiece and the dog;
firmness allied to tenderness, that strength ohbiger used to harm or hurt
anyone.

She looked up, realising she was being watchedeliemnd met his
mother's eyes. Helen felt her cheeks glow with @nk was about to look
away when Mrs Eliot smiled at her. Helen smiledkpaentatively, shyly.

In that instant she felt Mrs Eliot's acceptancehef situation and was so
moved by it that she felt tears prick at her eyestaad to look away to hide
them.

She had dreaded what she would find when she met'diaother again,
and now her fears vanished.

From that moment the evening took on an encharted delen joined in
the games which Patsy insisted on organising, sangs with them and
watched a film on television. Mark sprawled on daepet at her feet, his
dark head against her knees. His family seemedeaoiat;, yet Helen felt no
hostility among them. She sensed that some sdenoily discussion had
already taken place, that Mark had made his irdantclear and that if there
had been any disapproval it had been talked oué &bt no angry
vibrations. Everyone was friendly, smiling, welcomi

Helen helped Mrs Eliot and Anne serve the evenirglpwhich was a high
tea in the Northern tradition: cold pork and turkpigkles, salad, trifle and
jelly, Christmas cake and mince pies.

The Eliots were an extrovert family, cheerfully eutd each other, shouting
each other down in argument, laughing and enjogwary moment of the
occasion. Mark listened and put in a word, grinniMinen Patsy and Robby



broke into real quarrelling he stopped it with sgmword, his face firm but
not angry, and they lapsed obediently.

Helen saw Patsy discreetly slipping titbits front pkate to Buster, whose
bulk was hidden under the table. Catching Helensised eye, Patsy
winked at her shamelessly.

As Helen looked away, smiling, she caught Mark'ssegn her and he
grinned too, telling her that he knew very well Busvas under there but
was ignoring it for the moment.

When the film followed the meal, Patsy sat on therfwith her arms round
her knees, watching intently while her dog slumbteaeher side, making
the occasional comment, pleased when everyonedaugh

The age differences in the room seemed of littigartance. They all treated
each other on the same level as though Patsy'swetd as much weight as
Mrs Eliot's; a loving courtesy which Helen foundryeémpressive. They

teased each other, mocked each other, argued w4t @her and were
never malicious or unpleasant. Watching them, Hetem that the shaping
hand in this family pattern was that of Mrs Eli&he was interested in
everyone, everything; open-minded in a confidersed®/e fashion and

prepared to take Patsy as seriously as Patsy teakelh Such adult

treatment had to be responsible for the easy, heppfydence which Patsy
made apparent in everything she said.

'Who would like cocoa?' Mrs Eliot asked as the fénded, and got back a
chorus of agreement. She looked at Helen. '‘Coméelpdme, Helen.'

Helen followed her into the kitchen and arrangedve of mugs while Mrs

Eliot put milk on to heat. While they worked, MridE began to ask Helen
guestions casually—not about Paul, but about hailyaher childhood,

listening interestedly as Helen answered.

Just before they carried the mugs of cocoa badkédoothers, the older
woman said quietly: 'I'd begun to think Mark woumlelver marry. It's made
me sad that he didn't seem able to find anyoneamtes enough. If you can
make him happy, Helen, | shall welcome you withropems."



Helen's throat closed. 'Thank you,' she said dnigeting the direct blue
eyes.

'Mark has explained it all," Mrs Eliot went on flat'What are you going to
do?'

Helen looked away and knew with a certainty she recer felt before. 'l
shall go away to London and divorce my husband.’

You're going away?' Mrs Eliot looked surprisedatkdidn't tell me that.'

'He doesn't know—I haven't told him yet. But | thinmust. | must have a
breathing space; we both must. It will take timernf to get a divorce and it
wouldn't be fair to Mark for me to stay here wHikdo it.'

There was a little silence, then Mrs Eliot saidanfy: 'l think you're very
wise. Mark will argue with you. Don't let him tajlou out of it. If you're to
be happy together you have to start in the right. wa

Helen nodded. 'Yes, | know.'

When they went back into the crowded, noisy roomehidelt Mark
watching her and knew that he had guessed his metgeseizing a chance
to talk to her privately. She avoided his eyes bseahe felt sad whenever
she faced the prospect of going away and leavimg hihad to be done, but
it would not be easy.

She stayed the night at the house, sharing a rodm Ratsy and, she
discovered in the morning, Buster too, since atestime in the night Patsy
must have got up to admit him. Wickedly Patsy geshat her as Helen eyed
the dog. 'Don't tell Mark!'

Breakfast was something of a scratch meal since lnadf the party got up

for it. It was a crisp, clear day. Frost rimed fledds and sparkled on the
trees and roofs. Mark was up when Helen went dainsstand after

breakfast he persuaded her and Patsy to walk wnthalcross the brown
moors. The dogs came, leaping and racing alon@in,fand Patsy ran with
them, her energy restored to a vital level.



'What were you talking to my mother about last t?gMark asked as they
walked.

Patsy was out of earshot, so Helen quietly told amd Mark gave her a
quick, unsmiling look. "You're not going away,'$ad in a curt voice. 'No,
Helen.'

'l have to, Mark. How could | stay in Ryethorpe {gHiwas divorcing Paul?’

Mark's face hardened. 'He'll have to go, of couridind him another job
elsewhere.'

She winced. Paul would blame her for that. Markotéwher expression and
sighed. 'l know, it's difficult. But he'd make tida if he was around here
and | want him right out of our lives.’

Helen walked on, shivering.

'l won't let you go,' Mark said tautly at her sides hand catching at her
elbow to halt her. 'If I let you out of my sightagiwood would try to talk
you back to him.' The blue eyes had a deep angmy.diou're still half
committed to him. Do you think I'm not aware ofttha

'How can | help it? Whatever he's done, therdissstimuch behind us.'

'It's water under a bridge, Helen. Face it—yourmage has been dead for
years. You've dragged it around like a decayingps®rand it's poisoning
your life." His voice whipped like a lash, savagel &old. "The swine isn't
getting away with it for ever—I won't let him!'

Last night in the middle of his warm, happy famiith laughter and love

all round her it had all looked so simple for a hHelen had seen how life
could be for her and had realised how little rgdtier marriage held. She
had already committed the betrayal of Paul whicke lfor another man
implied—Paul knew that now. He knew her too welt twhave realised
that the desire she had been unable to hide mustlbee behind it. Helen
had never showed signs of attraction to anyone rbef@aul had

instinctively recognised the drag of awareness éetwHelen and Mark



right at the start; the dog-in-the-manger spitehad shown whenever he
spoke of Mark had warned Helen of that. Paul wawdteasily let her go,

but if she stayed she would never get anything eark him. Paul was

incapable of adult love. The stricken pallor of fase as he realised how
deeply she wanted Mark had not been the jealousyrmofin who loves a
woman, it had been the shock of a child when #tfdiscovers that its

mother is capable of other, wider loyalties. Paadl lsuddenly seen his
possession of her slipping from him, and that waatvhad made his eyes
glitter so savagely.

She shivered. Paul's anger could be dangerousadithht streak of spiteful
sadism, a pleasure got from hurting, and whenegatdsire was thwarted it
came out. Helen had been afraid ever since theeoffarty, although she
could not guess at what Paul would do, only thatvbald look for some

way to hurt both her and Mark.

Mark was watching her intently and as she lookedngbtheir eyes met he
said quickly, 'Don't go back to that house, Helen.'

A silent understanding passed between them indweght breath. Mark too
suspected that Paul would want vengeance. Did kesgwhat form that
revenge would take? Helen felt sickness in the loddier throat. She did.
Paul, if he got the chance, would use a weapon dt thed to use
before—he would regard it as apt and amusing tefber to give him what
he would now know she would find intolerable.

Mark had whitened as he watched her. 'I'd kill kirhe touched you," he
muttered under his breath, his voice shaking.

Mark's ability to read her thoughts no longer sisgat her. He had shown
her again and again that he could understand Hkoutiwords.

Patsy was racing ahead with the dogs still, heghtar audible above their
excited barking. Mark shot a look after her anchigeid. 'That child is
crammed with energy. Where on earth does she @dust watching her
makes me feel tired!



Helen sensed that he was trying to relieve thadarsetween them, return
them to a more even level of emotion. She smilddratto reassure him.

'She's a darling and | love her. | love all youniig.'

'I'm glad about that," Mark retorted, grinningd fiate to have to kill them
all off.'

Helen laughed, eyes bright. 'l don't want you teel@anything, Mark. I'd
hate to feel I've harmed you in any way.' Althowiie spoke lightly her
words were serious and he took them as such.

"You haven't and you won't, darling. I've been imgifor you all my life. |
always knew that somewhere there was a girl wileigieyes and a mane of
silvery hair." His eyes teased her. '‘But you tookntime in showing up.'

Patsy had fallen in her headlong chase and the skgihed around her,
encouraging her to get up with barks and wet kis&=t off, you mangy

hounds!" Patsy bellowed loudly, and Helen and Mstdod watching,

laughing. Patsy's exuberant amusement spread to #mel Helen felt

suddenly five years younger, the weight of herwfth Paul shed from her
shoulders, gaiety and happiness in her smile.

She had not felt as free and alive in years. Madkéd down at her
laughing face and his eyes grew passionate. Hid gewped for hers and
held it,  swinging between them, a physical linkieth completed the
circle of their love.

Over the heather-thick brow of the hill came a rofwhorses, galloping
gingerly over the frosty ground. 'Boxing Day fundagames,” Mark
commented, glancing briefly at their dark outlinéBhe country club
fraternity, | expect. They usually ride out thisywa

'Patsy, we'll turn back!" he shouted towards hez@j who got up with the
dogs bounding around her and turned back towaresi.tiHelen stood
watching the riders as they wheeled away towards distant road.
Suddenly one of them peeled off and came towardsane with a leap of



the heart she recognised Paul in white sweatejeams. His face was set in
a vicious white mask. Even at a distance she amald the rage in his face.

Mark had not noticed him. He turned to Helen andgpcasual arm around
her shoulders; possessive, loving but without salitguShe looked up at
him, but before she could speak and warn him of'®approach Patsy
yelled: 'Stop Buster, Mark! He's after rabbits adai

Buster was lolloping along with his tongue out amdexcited expression.
Mark, grinning, broke away from Helen and headexd bff, whistling.

Paul's course swerved in answer to Mark's movensmdsuddenly Helen
saw what he meant to do.

'Mark!" she screamed.

At her panic-stricken voice Mark swung, stiffeningnd saw Paul
thundering down on him. Helen began to run towdnds, her heart
pounding inside her. Paul was going to ride Mankialoshe had seenitin a
flash. His teeth were bared in a savage grin andelaitures stripped to their
basic element of self-indulgent spite. Helen knée tvay Paul's mind
worked. Seeing them laughing together, happy t@yette had been furious
and in an instant he had made up his mind to swasit they had like a
thwarted child who will break another child's togmaly because he wants it
and cannot have it. Paul was taking a gamble, dutduld have believed in
his own ability to lie convincingly. If he had cautgviark unaware he would
have said his horse had run away with him, pretrsd®ck and horror,
even wept in mock distress.

'Get back, Helen!" Mark shouted as she came towandsand the crack of
his voice stopped her in her tracks.

The horse was galloping flat out, unstoppable,rénes pulled right back
and the head up, nostrils flaring, teeth clamped.

Mark faced it calmly, his lean body poised. A setbafore the horse would
hit him he leapt aside with a balletic spring ahdailed harmlessly on.
Helen ran to Mark and flung herself against himiding him in her arms,



her cheek against his sweater, hearing his livesytbeat on under her wet
face. The tears ran down her cheeks. What mighé hagpened had shown
her at last what she would be losing if she didamatose Mark now and for

ever. She would have wanted to die if Mark had gdown under Paul's

hooves.

Patsy had stopped dead, staring in shocked amatréeihbe'd hurt you—'
Helen groaned out, and Mark kissed her hair.

'I'm safe, darling," he muttered. 'Stop tremblidglen—I'm safe.’ His words
broke off and she felt his body stiffen. He thrbst back from him with a
rough gesture. 'Get out of the way, Helen!

She turned and saw Paul riding back towards theheatame furious pace.
Buster was barking, his great head lifted as heheat the curious antics
going on around him. Patsy had his collar, but lees realised Paul was
coming back her hand must have slipped. Busterebfimkn her grip, eager
to join in whatever game was happening, tearingatde/ Paul's horse and
giving out a deep bell-like clamour.

'‘Buster!" Patsy shrieked.

Mark's head swung and took in what was happenBugtér,’ he ordered
harshly, 'back!

The large shambling bulk braked obediently, stltkding, and turned to go
back to Patsy with a grudging look at Mark for lgeguch a spoilsport.

Paul's horse shied, the dog's barking and whitedflmovement alarming
it. It skidded sideways, its impetus taking it owerto its side at full speed,
and Helen screamed as Paul sailed over its head.

The horse scrambled up, unharmed apparently, anddraway, trembling,
breathing hard, flanks heaving and sweat pouringndihe silken coat.

Helen and Mark moved at the same time. Helen ¢eldr knees beside
Paul's still figure. Mark slowly, carefully turnédm on to his back, his arms
limp at his sides. There was blood smeared adnesgalden hair, and Helen



caught her breath. She watched tensely as Marngsfiogers felt for Paul's
pulse.

Patsy slowly came up and stood behind them, wajchiine dogs sat,
panting, at her feet, interested observers.

'Is he badly hurt?' Helen watched Mark's set favaaasly. '‘Mark, is it
serious?'

Paul was not moving. She watched the straightdinieis lips and tried to
catch the note of his breathing.

Mark knelt looking at her, not speaking, his faegdmgard.
'‘Mark?' Helen's body froze in icy disbelief at sonngg in his eyes.

Mark's eyes slid aside and she saw him lookindnatrtisty dark heather.
Among them a jagged rock thrust up. Helen suddsany the bright streak
of blood it carried and her heart stopped.

'He must have hit his head as he fell,” Mark sacshly. ‘At that speed,
wearing no hat, he wouldn't have had a chance.’

Helen looked down at Paul, her ears hearing nothinge. She put out a
shaking hand to stroke back the smooth golderfiweir his damp forehead.
He lay so still and tranquil in the cold wintryhig all the glitter of sunlight
in his hair as it gleamed. His face had smoothdédnta beauty again, as it
did when he slept. Paul was beautiful, Helen thouggzing down at him.
He would always be beautiful now. The slow staincthad begun to eat
up that beauty had been halted for ever. All tlzatl Bould have been lay in
that peaceful face. The ruin of his life was nowibd him. Helen put her
hands over her face and wept.



