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Suddenly he stood up, pulled her from the sofa into his arms and kissed her lips with a desperate urgency that drove every sane practical thought out of her mind. She relaxed completely in that feverish embrace, giving herself up to his maddening, intoxicating passion. It could only be a moment’s madness and she knew it. But after the long bitter night of facing the end of her life’s greatest happiness, she needed this closeness to him … this assurance that he loved her in a way she had never imagined possible. In her mind now there was no doubt of the fierceness of their need for each other …
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“Rarely has a writer of our times delved so deeply into the secret places of a woman’s heart.”

—Taylor Caldwell


The Foolish Lover


The Sun sang as I strode along

And thus and thus sang he:

“He who loves for the first time

Even unhappily,

He who loves for the first time,

A god, a god is he!”




The Moon sang as I wandered slow

And thus and thus sang she:

“He who loves for the second time

And loves unhappily

If it be for the second time,

A fool, a fool is he!”




O Sun and Moon and Stars laugh on,

For such a fool am I!

Twice have I loved unhappily,

Twice has love passed me by.

O Sun and Moon and Stars laugh on

I laugh with you—and die!



Verse by Heine.

Song composed by Ivy Frances Klein.


1

“What are you going to do now, Etta?”

For a moment Etta did not answer this question and Marian Collis, seated on the sofa, smoking her cigarette, looked at the girl whom she considered her very best friend, a trifle anxiously.

Came the reply: “I don’t know, and I wish I could add those famous words ‘I couldn’t care less’, but I do! I care terribly — about everything — my work, my love and my life and it’s all gone wrong!”

“Oh, darling, don’t be like that,” said Marian sorrowfully.

“But that’s how I feel. I know it’s wrong but I can’t help it. It’s how I’m made.”

Etta’s reply was as despairing and passionate as the expression on her face and the misery in her heart.

She turned from Marian’s anxious gaze, thrust her thumbs into the leather belt she wore with her hipsters and stared around the room. She used to like it. It had been enormous fun decorating it with Marian and the third girl they shared the flat with. She used to be really proud of their home at the top of an old-fashioned house in Earl’s Court, but she supposed she ought not to have come back here. It held far too many memories. In this very room, she and Rod used to see each other every evening. It was here she had spent so many glorious memorable hours with him.

Now Rod had gone. It was all over.

What was she going to do? Her emotions were still so confused and her physical energies so low, she really didn’t know the answer.

She and Marian had just finished three months’ hard work — the final term — at the Alice Anderson Domestic College, completing a two-year course.

Etta had got her diploma. She knew she was a good cook — especially talented in that direction. She was now ‘Cordon Bleu’ and liked the work. She had never coveted the usual secretarial job, or life in a boutique, like Christine Johnson, the third girl who lived with them. Anybody who had trained under the famous Alice Anderson could be sure of a first-rate post and be handsomely paid, too, in these days when first-class cooks were hard to get.

Now both girls were ready to start their careers. But unlike Marian, Etta had lost interest. She couldn’t bear to look into a future that didn’t hold Rod. A life that had once been filled with the intense happiness of being loved, and of loving him, had ended.

What had happened? Why had it all gone wrong? She had been so sure of him, but today she no longer had any confidence left — even in herself. Yet she was aware she had every cause to feel pleased in so many ways. She had never lacked friends. She danced well — so she was told — she had a sense of humour — she was popular because she was a good listener, and most people seemed to like her. Apart from the loss of her beloved mother she had been happy and carefree in the days before Rodney Stone came into her life. But something that her stepmother — the good-natured and shrewd Sheila — had told her one day, returned to memory now and made Etta think twice about herself.

“You’re an odd one, Etta. Your father says your mother was the same. You’re sociable all right, yet not easy-going like me. You keep things to yourself. Isn’t that what’s caused the break with your boy-friend? Can’t you relax a bit more?”

It had been said after she lost Rod. She had been spending a night or two down in Devon with her father and his second wife. She hadn’t resented Sheila’s comments, but she had argued, “What do I do that makes you or anyone else feel I’m so tied up in myself?”

“You’re absolutely sweet to everybody, dear, we all adore you, but there’s a kind of red light you show at times. More ‘stop’ than ‘go’ if you know what I mean,” she ended with a laugh.

And Etta did know what she meant and it caused her to think. Yes — her mother had been a woman of deep feeling and deep reserves. She had inherited that characteristic. People could break through so far — but no further. So perhaps it was that side of her which had put Rod off.

Even while she acknowledged the justice of Sheila’s appraisal (and after all Marian said the same), it only served to make Etta feel more than ever shut out and alone. She just couldn’t let herself go to any real extent. Something always seemed to hold her back. And knowing it couldn’t make Rod’s behaviour less heart-breaking for her.

She brooded over this thing called love. Human beings just seemed to get suddenly hypnotised. Rod had definitely put her under a spell. Then he had broken it and she could no longer bear to face reality. But it was time she did. His betrayal of her and the way he had rushed straight out of her arms to Claudia had been almost unbearable.

She remembered one particular night when they were alone up here and he had wanted her to go to bed with him. She, too, had wanted it but she just couldn’t. It would mean so much — and she wanted it to be only after marriage. At the time he had just laughed it all off and called her his ‘old-fashioned darling with a passion for virginity’. All had seemed well again the next day. That was the day he had met Claudia and she had won. She had been the sort to say ‘yes’, and the ‘red’ for Rod had turned to ‘green’.

I must snap out of it, Etta thought. I must even try to change myself if I can.

“Rod isn’t the only man in the world,” Marian reminded her. But at the time he had seemed the only one for Etta. She winced, remembering him vividly — his good looks, his blue eyes, his big amusing mouth, his infectious laugh.

He was on the staff at the B.B.C., doing well in light entertainment production, and a ‘Pop’ enthusiast. Owner of a large library of fascinating discs which he used to play to her. That sort of music didn’t really appeal to Etta, but she accepted it because she was in love. Claudia, the girl he had married, was Rod’s type of course. She ran a boutique in the King’s Road and she was as smart and trendy as the clothes she sold. No doubt they made a terrific pair, Etta thought bitterly.

“At least,” Marian said now — suddenly — “Rod could have let you know before he ever did, that he was cooling off, and told you about that popsie of his. Don’t you see how rottenly he behaved to you?”

“Not altogether,” was Etta’s reply. “He just dreaded telling me, so he put it off until the last moment. Claudia suited him — I didn’t. Leave it at that, Marian. I might have met a man I preferred, then I’d have had to tell Rod and hurt him.”

“You couldn’t hurt Rod,” snapped Marian, “he’s not the sensitive type. He’s too vain and self-centred.”

“But you saw for yourself how terribly upset he was when he finally told me about Claudia. You came in that evening just as he was saying goodbye.”

“I’m sorry,” said Marian, “I hate him and I can’t abide Claudia. But let’s talk about your future job. I’ve had Rodney Stone! I wish him all the bad luck he can get with his fascinating wife. He’ll soon find out that he pushed the wrong girl out of his life.”

The ghost of a smile lifted Etta’s mouth.

“You’re a darling to me, Marian, but you’re a bit spiteful about poor Rod.”

“Poor Rod indeed!”

Etta gave a sad half-smile at her friend while she lit a cigarette. She was such a good friend, dear little plump Marian, who lacked glamour but was so essentially nice and kind. She never lacked friends — and was that rare type, somebody one could absolutely rely upon.

At this moment Marian was sitting back in her chair smoking her own cigarette and taking stock of Etta. Her appreciation of this her greatest friend was always wholehearted. Sometimes Marian wondered why Etta — christened Henrietta which she didn’t like — hadn’t turned to a more glamorous line of work than cooking and housekeeping. She was so beautiful. Of course she looked ill and too thin at the moment and had lost her usual sparkle, but she was slim and graceful, and her high cheek-bones and sweet delicate mouth would have got her a job as a photographic model easily. But it was not her line. She had no vanity. She was lucky enough to have one of those enviable camellia-like skins. Her dark silky hair curved softly down to her shoulders. She was a little short-sighted and wore glasses for reading, but she was saving up for contact lenses, which Marian approved of because her eyes were her best feature — more green than gold, very expressive, under naturally long lashes.

She had attractive hands. Marian looked at them now and said suddenly, “When you start work, ducky, do wear gloves. I’d hate to see you spoil those filbert nails. Mine don’t matter.” She spread out her plump fingers with their square nails, and grimaced at them.

“There’s absolutely nothing wrong with you,” said Etta. “And please stop talking about me. Are you definitely fixed up? What’s Alice offered you?”

Marian grinned and swung a foot.

“A rather good job cooking for wealthy City gentlemen — conference lunches and so on — in that new skyscraper opposite Mansion House, and a nice fat salary, too. It ought to be amusing.”

“Good for you. I must ring Alice Anderson and see what she’s got for me,” said Etta, and she stubbed out her cigarette and went out into the hall there and then to ring the college.

She returned to Marian pleased and with more sparkle.

“What do you know? Alice wants me to go tomorrow for an interview as cook-housekeeper at a gorgeous place on the river, near Bourne End — a Mr. and Mrs. Trender. He’s a stockbroker and very well off apparently, runs a Mercedes-Benz. They keep a full-time daily, and a gardener. No house-work for me, only cooking and shopping. They’re willing to pay twenty pounds a week and ‘all found’, as they say.”

“Wow!” exclaimed Marian, wide-eyed, “that’s twenty pounds in the pocket. But, darling, Bourne End — you couldn’t work there and get back home every night. Commuting’s out of the question.”

“I agree, but if they like me they want me to live in. Nice big bed-sitter looking over the garden and the river, Alice says — my own T.V. and bathroom. Two days off during the week, so long as I work madly in the weekend when they usually entertain. And Sundays after lunch if I want.”

“If you go, it means I shall lose you!” said Marian dismayed.

“I shall only be temporary, for a couple of months. They’ve got some sort of couple from the Philippines lined up for permanence. They really need a butler as well as a cook, so Alice said, but Mrs. Trender has just had an accident and wants immediate help. A few days ago she was thrown from her horse and fractured an arm. Can’t do a thing for herself. Alice says she never did much in the kitchen, anyhow. Alice thinks I’m the only one on her books who can cook well enough for the trendy Trenders. They asked for a nice type — do you think I’m a ‘nice type’?”

Now Marian grinned — delighted because Etta herself was smiling for the first time since Rod went away. Thank goodness there was a spark of humour left in her, and taking everything into consideration it might be the best possible thing to get her right away from London and the old haunts. Marian asked:

“How long do you think it will be for?”

“May and June at least.”

“Should be super on the river.”

“If it doesn’t rain. I know the river. It’s gorgeous when the sun shines but it can be damp and a bit sad.”

“You’ll be in a nice hot kitchen where no doubt they have everything that opens and shuts,” Marian said cheerfully.

“I wonder,” said Etta, “what Mrs. Trender is like. Alice wants me to go down first thing tomorrow morning for an interview.”

“Well, good luck to you, darling. It might be fun.”

“It’ll certainly be an experience,” said Etta thoughtfully, and was suddenly amused to think of herself as a ‘living-in cook-housekeeper’. It was a challenge and one needed to work for people who would appreciate good food — then one could really show off Cordon Bleu talent.

Feeling better, Etta walked into her bedroom. The first thing she saw drove a fresh dagger through her heart. Rod’s photograph! She hadn’t yet moved it from her bedside table. She picked it up, put on her horn-rims, and studied the pictured face. It was an enlarged colour snapshot. Rodney was terribly handsome, Etta thought, and the old sense of loss and despair crept over her. He looked young for his twenty-five years. Sometimes she used even to think he was immature in his outlook, spoiled, a little greedy — but such fun; such a wonderful lover. He had marvellous, wicked blue eyes.

“Oh, damn, damn!” muttered Etta. “Why did you have to spoil everything, Rod?”

As she stared desolately at the photograph she could almost feel his kiss on her mouth. The sort of kiss that used to give her the sensation that her very bones were melting and that she was floating on air. Damn him, and damn Claudia who had stolen him from her.

Etta flung the framed snapshot into a drawer so violently that the glass shattered. She didn’t bother just then to collect the pieces.
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Etta’s first encounter with the girl who was to be her future employer was nothing if not dramatic.

She arrived early at the Trender’s house, Green Alders, which was within easy walking distance of Bourne End, on a really beautiful May morning. Chris Johnson had lent Etta her Mini. Etta drove through the tall wrought-iron gates that opened into the back garden, pulled up in the drive and was at once struck by the opulent beauty of the white house — Georgian, Etta thought — so dignified and lovely with its long square-paned windows, handsome portico, and walls covered with a mass of creeper. A pale pink clematis was just breaking into hundreds of blossoms around the two fine carved pillars at the entrance. Etta could imagine how perfect it must also be on the other side of the house which faced the water.

With all her love of beauty uppermost, Etta gave a sigh of satisfaction and gazed long at the green lawn and the banks of golden daffodils waving gently in the breeze. Striped blue-and-white blinds over the windows gave the house a Continental air. If the Trenders were as nice as their home, Etta thought, she would certainly enjoy living here for the next couple of months. She was about to press the bell when the front door suddenly opened and a girl — so small that at first Etta might have mistaken her for a child — rushed out of the house, Long silky yellow hair half hid her face, but Etta saw that it was red, convulsed and streaming with tears. One of her arms was in a sling — in a sling. Heavens! Etta thought, this must be Mrs. Trender, herself. She had had that accident.

She did not seem to notice Etta or the car. She was very attractive — white jeans and striped sleeveless blue and white singlet. She wore white sandals with high cork heels. She screamed suddenly, “Let me go, you brute. Don’t follow me. Don’t! If you do, I’ll throw myself into the river!”

Etta stared, flabbergasted. Now a tall young man rushed after the girl. A swift glance showed Etta that he had a fine-boned face and darkish hair, worn rather on the long side at the back and stylishly cut. Good-looking, Etta decided — nice figure. At the moment his face expressed nothing but alarm and distress. Etta went on staring. What on earth was happening? She had never felt more embarrassed. The young man now caught up with the blonde girl in the middle of the drive and pulled her back.

“Flair — steady on — dearest Flair — let me take you into the house. Darling, for God’s sake don’t be so idiotic!”

Goodness, thought Etta, these are the Trenders. Alice said her name was Flair.

What was it all about? And what a time for her to arrive — in the middle of a matrimonial row — one of no mean proportions, either!

There was a brief struggle between the two, then the blonde girl seemed to collapse. The tall young man lifted her into his arms and began to carry her back towards the house. He seemed to become aware for the first time of Etta standing beside the car. He flung her an embarrassed look.

“Sorry!” he said briefly, “Don’t know who you are but do wait a moment, please. My wife’s not well!”

The girl called Flair stirred, moaned in her husband’s arms and beat her fists against his shoulders.

“I’m perfectly well, thank you. Let go of me. I hate you! Put me down Mark!”

Mark Trender carried her into the hall. Etta called after them, “Had I better go away?”

Then to her bewilderment, the hysterical Mrs. Trender lifted her golden head, drew a hand across her tear-smudged face and spoke to Etta quite normally, “No, don’t go away, please. You must be our new cook. But how super.”

Etta didn’t know whether to smile or to be serious. She was thoroughly confused. She said, “My name’s Etta — Henrietta Hughes. I’ve come for an interview. I’ll come back later if you like.”

Mark Trender looked at her apologetically. He certainly did not want her to go away. He, too, now realised who she was. They had expected her. Half Flair’s trouble, in his belief, was that she had been trying to cope with too much, all the cooking and shopping and entertaining, and she was not used to it. She was not well either. Prone to attacks of nerves — at least that was what he liked to call her black moods.

“Do forgive us, Miss Hughes,” he spoke to Etta — forcing a smile, “You’ve caught us at a bad moment. We are not really given to behaving like this.”

“It’s his fault, not mine!” declared Flair and giggled.

The suddenness of this switch from rage, tears and hatred to smiles and giggles, was too much for Etta. But she had to admit that when this strange girl with the broken arm chose to smile, all the charm in the world lay in her face and voice. She had perfect features and wonderful eyes. Crying hadn’t spoilt their jewel-like lustre. They were turquoise-blue, fringed by the longest lashes Etta had ever seen. They must be her own. Etta decided. because the ridiculous girl was rubbing them hard with her one good hand. They couldn’t be false.

“Now, darling,” said Mark Trender, “We must pull ouselves together. You know you don’t hate me and that you don’t want to throw yourself into the river. You’ve just been very upset and had a bad night with your poor arm, and you’re worn out with so much work, my sweet.”

Flair seemed disposed to melt. She hugged him, nuzzled one cheek against his, and kept a kittenish smiling glance on Etta.

“He’s really rather a pet, isn’t he?” she cooed, “He’s not often cross with me and I can be ghastly!”

Etta said nothing. She was too baffled. She followed the pair into the house and shut the front door behind her. She was asked to wait in the drawing room while Mark carried his wife up to her bedroom. Flair announced that she would be down in a moment, after she had ‘seen to her face’.

Etta came to the conclusion that she didn’t much like Mrs. Mark Trender. She must be thoroughly spoiled — a bit unbalanced, too. She couldn’t be as ill or worn out as her husband said — he was covering up for her obviously. And now Etta began to wonder how many cooks had come here and left again because they couldn’t cope with the hysterical Mrs. Trender.

Nevertheless, Etta was inclined to go ahead with her interview. Things might be rather interesting. Mark Trender was, she was sure, a terribly nice man. She could imagine some husbands being far less kind or tolerant of a wife’s childish display of temper. It had been so nice, the way Mr. Trender had made excuses for his wife’s behaviour.

Now the drawing room claimed her full attention. It was quite one of the loveliest she had ever seen. Huge picture windows gave a clear view of the river, shining and alluring on this sunny day. The velvety lawns were beautifully kept and sloped to the water’s edge. A smart white motor-boat was moored at the small landing-stage. Two green alders dipped their branches into the water and, perhaps, had given the house its name. The drawing room was long, L-shaped, the windowsills gay with flowering-plants. The Trenders obviously employed a full-time gardener. From two curved buttoned velvet sofas — deepest blue — one could sit in comfort and look across the lawn to the river. There were white wrought-iron tables and cushioned chairs under the awning that shaded the terrace. Etta was most of all intrigued by the décor in the long lovely room; particularly the rare shiny Chinese wall-paper, the wonderful blues and reds — and trees decorated with strange birds. There were beautiful Chinese rugs on the parquet floor. The room had taste and distinction and she guessed that some of the oriental black lacquered furniture must be old and valuable. Later she learned that Flair, under that childish feckless exterior was quite artistic. Her father was Italian, and many of the objets d’art in this house, including the beautiful paintings in the dining room in Florentine frames, had come from his villa in Rome.

Now the glass doors leading on to the terrace slid back, and a Siamese cat sprang into the room. A tall dark good-looking woman wearing a pink overall, followed.

“Sirikit — naughty girl — Sirikit — come here!”

She dashed in, picked up the Siamese, who mewed protestingly, and tucked it under her arm. Then she stared at Etta.

“Oh, sorry — I didn’t know anybody was here. Sirikit’s my cat. She was given to me. Did you ever hear such a name? They say it’s after some Egyptian Princess who had the same sort of green eyes. I’m Mrs. Box — the daily here.”

“Hullo,” said Etta, “I’m Miss Hughes. Actually I’ve come about the job as cook.”

Mrs. Box smiled at the slim dark-haired girl who was so well dressed and attractive.

“Well, that’s a surprise I must say! But I’m pleased to meet you. Maybe you’d like a cuppa in a minute. Sirikit always comes to work with me — won’t be parted. But she’s not allowed in this room.”

“I must say it’s very striking and original.”

Mrs. Box, stroking her Siamese, drew nearer to Etta and spoke in a low voice. “There’s been a bit of a carry-on here this morning. Maybe you heard them. It’s always her, not him. They say it’s her Italian blood. She gets into such a state about nothing. He’s very nice, Mr. Trender is. But he has a time with her —”

Etta interrupted, “Never mind.”

Mark Trender suddenly appeared.

“Good morning, Mrs. Box,” he greeted the daily with a friendly smile.

“Good morning, Mr. Trender,” she said, flung Etta a knowing look, and walked out of the room with her cat.

Mark picked up a small Dresden china box which he handed to Etta. “Do you smoke?”

“Yes, please — though not when I’m cooking,” Etta smiled. She took a cigarette and he flicked on his lighter.

“I’ll get Mrs. B. to make you a cup of coffee in a moment.”

“Please don’t trouble —” she began.

“But of course. I’d like one myself. I really ought to be up in town but I decided to catch a later train — it’s such a lovely day.”

Etta, being intuitive, imagined that this decision was made because Mark Trender had been faced with his wife’s hysterical outburst. She wondered how often he had to deal with such problems.

Now that he was standing close to her she decided that he was not strictly handsome. His face was too lean. The skin looked taut over the bones. But he had fine dark eyes. Etta was quick to note that they held a look of repressed suffering. His mouth was gentle but firm. There was a quiet strength about him. His was an interesting face, Etta decided, one not easily forgotten. He must be in his late twenties, but could be older. A man, Etta decided, who would hide his real feelings.

He motioned her to one of the sofas.

“Do sit down and tell me about yourself.”

She chose one of the deep cushioned armchairs and gave him a few details about her studies in the Alice Anderson Domestic College and her present need of a post.

He said, “My wife was told by Miss Anderson that you were one of her best pupils.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.”

“Well, anyhow, if you can come to us, you’ll be a godsend. We’ve had rather too many failures. All the best cook-housekeepers seem either to have retired or be still in jobs they’ve held for years. We had one not long ago who served up an unspeakable dinner on her first night and left the next morning telling us she found the work too hard. Just the two of us to cook for that night, mind you! Then we got a religious maniac who warned us we were going straight to hell because we had alcohol in the cupboard. She left at our request. And there were others. We’re longing to get settled. Flair — my wife — is not really domesticated and she hates cooking. She’s not that type, if you know what I mean. She prefers riding or driving — and skiing in the season,” he ended awkwardly.

Etta knew exactly what he meant. He was covering up for a selfish spoiled wife.

“I adore cooking, so it’s not hard work for me,” she said. “That is if I could have help if there happens to be a big dinner party.”

“Fair enough. My wife can generally get a local waitress when we have a party, and we expect a regular maid to help you very soon. It’s the good cooks who seem to be the jewels beyond price.”

Now Etta gave him one of her nicest smiles. It lit up her pale sad face and made her eyes sparkle. He felt encouraged. Miss Hughes was quite charming. She had a sense of humour, too. Perhaps Flair had found ‘the jewel’ at last.

At first meeting Mark had thought Etta a little aloof and unfriendly. Now he could see he was wrong. Her greeny-hazel eyes were beautiful and soft. He wondered why she had chosen an occupation which kept her in the kitchen.

She told him. “I’ve taken on this sort of work because I’ve always been interested in cooking. My mother was quite a chef. When I was a child she used to let me help her with her special dishes. In fact I learned a lot before I ever went to the Anderson College. My father, too, was a gourmet. I’ve inherited their interest in food,” Etta gave Mark her charming smile again.

“Flair will be delighted to hear all this,” murmured Mark. He began to feel that already he knew enough about Miss Hughes to satisfy him. “Forgive me for a moment, I’ll just run up and see if my wife is coming down.”

He was very tactful about Mrs. Trender, thought Etta. Despite her dislike of listening to idle gossip, she remembered that Mrs. Box had just said: “It’s her — not him.” Well, Etta had seen that for herself.

Her thoughts turned to Rod — the man whose image once so important and thrilling, she still carried in her mind and heart. How would he have reacted if she had behaved like Flair? Almost impossible, of course, to imagine herself running out of Rod’s house screaming, threatening to drown herself. But how for instance, would Rod have coped with a wife like Flair? Etta thought, he would have said — okay, go on — drown yourself! (Taking it for granted that she would never do it. And he would have been right.) He wouldn’t have carried her gently back into the house and excused her. How different men were! Rod was hard — Mark Trender obviously was not. For all Rod’s charm there used to be a touch of cruelty in him. Etta knew it. He was such a masculine type — possessive, demanding. Mark perhaps ought to be a little tougher with his wife. Yet, looking at his face, she could have sworn there was strength in it — in him.

A few moments later Mark came back with Flair.

Etta stood up. Looking at the pair she was intrigued. Flair had switched so suddenly from hysteria to charm and friendliness. She had changed into a chic trouser-suit — daffodil yellow with a white and brown shirt and wide gay tie. This time the yellow hair was tied back with a big black bow. She looked enchanting and she was all smiles and dimples, hanging affectionately on to her husband’s arm as though she had never screamed at him in her life.

“Hullo!” she held out her hand to Etta. “I do apologise for keeping you waiting, Miss — er —”

“Henrietta Hughes,” Etta supplied the name, “Etta to everyone.”

“Miss Hughes or Etta then — such an unusual name — do sit down. I’ve told Mrs. Box, our daily, to bring us a cup of coffee. Afraid I was rather long tarting myself up but I’ve only got one arm now that works so I take ages to do my hair. Good thing it was the left one that got fractured, isn’t it?”

“Very good indeed,” Etta agreed.

Mark with a quick look at his wrist-watch, put an arm around his wife’s slender shoulders and said, “Darling, I’ve decided to catch the twelve o’clock. I’m due at a business lunch in the City and I really ought to go. Would you mind?”

She gave him a ravishing smile — turquoise eyes dancing. “Of course not, darling, I can talk to Etta and give her some lunch, too, if she doesn’t mind something out of the deep-freeze. Old Boxy-Boo can rake up a meat-salad. She’s rather good with that sort of thing.”

Etta glanced at Mark and read the relief on his face.

Mark Trender was in fact more than relieved — thankful that Miss Hughes had turned up at this psychological moment. She seemed so quiet, so efficient. He hoped Flair would engage her.

He’d been having a thin time since Flair woke up this morning in one of her worst moods. The sort he had grown to dread. She seemed capable these days of changing so swiftly and cruelly from the docile beguiling young girl he had fallen so much in love with, into a little wild cat. And that was putting it mildly.

He’d been married to her for two years. For the first year things had gone well. He could never quite understand why she became such a different girl. Impossible now if she couldn’t get her own way. And much as he loved her there was a streak in Mark which would not let him altogether become a hen-pecked husband. The intimidated type he despised. At first, when they were engaged, Mark used to be amused by her stories of her Venetian father losing his temper at times and creating havoc in the home, or how speedily he could return to charm and sweetness and beguile his family again.

Flair had inherited his character. But Mark was determined to preserve his integrity and pride. When he faced up to the dark unpredictable sides of her nature, he was shaken but ended generally by forgiving her. She was so devilishly attractive once her good humour was restored and he had not made up his mind that she was really cruel — only a spoiled child who needed tolerance. But disillusion had of course set in. She had definitely killed the blind love he had once felt for her. By nature he was a peace-loving man. He hated rows. To him they were murderous — especially if they took place in public and she all too often created scenes in front of their friends.

How had he failed? Or need he blame himself at all? She was too febrile, too lacking in self-control. Her own father — on their wedding day, in their beautiful Venetian villa, had put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Be patient with her, my boy. She’s like her dear dead mother, who was what you English people call a handful — yes?”

True enough — Flair had proved more than a handful for Mark. Now he had to admit she had begun to drink just a little too much and too often. He dreaded their parties because she was always worse after champagne. He was conscious of acute irritation within himself because he felt that through her he was losing much of his former good humour and independence of spirit. He had begun to retreat behind a barrier of self-defence.

He had hoped they would have a child and a family life. He had wanted fatherhood. But Flair was on the Pill and firmly refused to have a baby for another two or three years. Looking back, as Mark often did unhappily, he could see that she had lied when she had told him during their engagement that she was crazy to have a baby as soon as possible. No! all she wanted was fun — fun, all the time, and her husband as an adoring slave.

But there was something in Mark which would not allow him to be too slavish to any human being. And for a great many personal reasons he tried to remain tolerant with Flair. Physically he still found her alluring. But she was becoming too difficult, and it all seemed too unrewarding. The way she swung from sweetness and gaiety to being that other Flair who could become a little virago, had exhausted his patience.

As he left the house that day and drove himself to the station, he tried to escape from his ugly reflections, and curiously enough the one bright spot in all the trouble seemed to be the prospect of that nice girl, Henrietta Hughes, coming to work for them — a cook-housekeeper in a thousand! Maybe, he thought, cynically, she would help to make Green Alders seem more like a home and less like a battlefield.
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