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CHAPTER ONE

‘You can’t marry a man you don’t love, Samantha. Some women could and survive—but not you!’

Peta lit a cigarette and flung herself down on one of the hard and singularly uncomfortable chairs in the digs she shared with her friend, Samantha.

‘People do marry for convenience. The French do. Everyone did in Victorian times. And sometimes “arranged” marriages work out better than love marriages.’

Peta grinned from beneath her short dark fringe.

‘Yes, darling, but you are neither French nor Victorian. This is 1966 and for all you are nearly nineteen, you’re a mere babe. You just don’t know enough about life to carry this idea of yours off. You aren’t sophisticated enough, hard enough, Sammy, my poor sweet.’

Samantha was not only young but she looked fragile and helpless, the older girl thought, surveying her friend’s thin face with its twin curtains of straight pale-gold hair shining only a little less brightly than the liquid brown eyes—eyes large and dark enough not to need heavy outlining or false lashes.

Peta swung her short slim legs in their purple velvet tights over the arm of the chair and sighed.

‘Getting married is Serious, with a capital S,’ she said. ‘Not like an affair. It’s for keeps, Sammy, or should be. Besides, I can’t accept the necessity for such drastic measures.’

Samantha sighed. She might have known Peta would disapprove because basically, she disapproved of anything Samantha did for her brother, Seymour. She had been stupid to believe that Peta, who was broad-minded and understanding about everything else, would also understand this—her compulsion to help the young brother who had been robbed so cruelly of all that made life important to him.

In the ensuing silence, her mind swept back to the past. Her thoughts winged back across the last two years and she was at home again, walking across the kale fields with Father in his old tweed shooting jacket and a gun on the crook of his arm; or pushing her brother Seymour’s wheel-chair along the flagged stone path through the rose garden and watching him struggle to reproduce the riotous beauty of the flowers in water-colours. In their simple way, they had been happy together despite the paralysis that had crippled Seymour in his first term at public school. Neither she nor Seymour nor old Nanny who had come out of retirement to nurse him, had known then of the fantastic debts Father had been running up to pay for the best specialists for his only son; to pay the living-in tutor to continue Seymour’s education; to pay for the continued moneyed way of life which he could no longer begin to afford.

Then Father had been killed in a horrible car accident and the old, carefree happy days had died with him.

It had really been Nanny who saved Samantha’s sanity, forcing her to overcome her own terrible grief for the sake of the young invalid brother, who was now her responsibility. The family lawyer’s announcement of the true state of her father’s financial affairs had temporarily brought her out of her blind suffering to a new kind of worry and distress. Even with the sale of the house and all its beautiful contents, there was very little left over. It was Nanny who offered salvation—at least for Seymour. She offered to take him to live with her in the tiny cottage at the end of the drive which had been Mr. Reynolds’ gift to her along with a small annuity on her retirement.

‘It’s the least I can offer, Samantha, seeing your father was so generous to me.’

Seymour’s tutor had had to go—and it seemed that his only interest in life now—his painting—would have to go, too, since he could not travel the distance to the neighbouring town where he could attend an art school. Once again, Nanny had come forward with a solution.

‘You could go to London, Samantha. I’ve heard they pay very well for good secretaries in the city. Then maybe you could send a little money home each week to pay for Seymour to go by taxi to his classes. It would give you a fresh interest, too.’

For the first time, Samantha was glad of the secretarial course her father had insisted she take when she left school. At the time she had argued against it for it had always been accepted that when she left school, she would run the house for her father and brother so that Nanny could retire. But her father, no doubt aware even then of his steadily diminishing private capital, had insisted.

Nanny had known the truth but Father had sworn her to secrecy.

‘He wanted you children to have the best of everything,’ she told Samantha after the tragedy. ‘At least for as long as possible. He felt obligated to make it up to you both for the fact that you never had a mother either of you could remember. Nothing was too good for you. I tried to make him see that to live on his capital was to live in a fool’s paradise, but he never stopped hoping his investments would take a turn for the better and that you children need never know how serious things were. Maybe things would have improved but that we’ll never know now. He was a good man, Samantha, too good for these times, but quite impractical in the ways of the world.’

Seymour blamed his father bitterly.

‘All that money wasted, keeping up a stately home!’ he had railed. ‘If he had saved a bit we wouldn’t be in this position now.’

‘Oh, Seymour, don’t!’ Samantha had pleaded. ‘He wanted the house for you, not for himself!’

She had been too kind to remind Seymour of the hundreds of pounds spent on specialists and private nursing homes in the hope of curing him, or at least of bringing him back partial use of his lower limbs. But Seymour himself had brought up the matter.

‘Look at all the money thrown away on treatment for me!’ he stormed. ‘It could all have been done through the Health Scheme and for all the good the specialists did, it might as well have been paid for by the government.’

‘But Father always hoped the miracle could be worked!’ Samantha had argued. Seymour’s mouth had twisted. Samantha was torn with pity for him. He had been such a sport-loving boy, a good rugger player, tennis player, squash player. His fondness for painting had been very much a side-line in those days when action and movement had been the major part of his enjoyment of life.

She had resolved then to devote her life to making things as happy as she could for Seymour, no matter what the cost to herself. Fortunately she had been able to send enough money to Nanny to enable Seymour to continue with his art studies. The odd investments left from her father’s estate after death duties had been paid had, until a few weeks ago, brought in the vital few hundred pounds a year Seymour needed. Then, suddenly, the washing machine company in which her father had had such faith had gone bankrupt and the shares became worthless overnight.

That was when Ronnie had asked her to marry him, Ronnie with the laughing brown eyes and gay smile; with the kind of face which isn’t a bit handsome and is extremely attractive; the kind of face one instinctively trusted.

Ronnie was an author. His first and second novels had been very nearly best sellers and they had enabled him to pack in his job as a solicitor’s clerk and devote himself to his writing. Compared with Samantha’s other friends Ronnie was rich!

‘One day,’ he’d told Samantha, ‘I’m going to be famous. That’s more important to me than being rich.’

Samantha worked for the publishing house which bought Ronnie’s books. That was how she had come to meet him. Mr. Peters, whose secretary she was, had been lunching another author the day Ronnie came to see him and Ronnie had taken Samantha off to lunch with him instead.

Their friendship had developed over the last eight months, almost entirely through weekly lunches together. They talked mostly about Ronnie’s first novel—a very funny story in the first person about a solicitor’s clerk. It made fun of the job Ronnie currently had and hated. He had only gone into the profession because his father had so passionately wanted him in the old firm. Ronnie confided in Samantha his dream of making enough money from his writing to become a freelance, and now he had managed this. The money he had received in advance and royalties had been augmented by selling a lot of foreign rights.

Ronnie lived in a fairly large and sunny flat in Hampstead. Samantha had once been to tea with him there and envied him the spaciousness compared with the poky all-in-one room in Bayswater she shared with Peta, an art student. Ronnie’s flat overlooked Hampstead Heath and gave the illusion of being in the country. Her digs were dingy, dark and in a narrow street, the view restricted to the opposite row of grey terraced houses.

It was in his sitting-room over a cup of tea that Ronnie had suddenly and without preface, proposed to her.

‘Marry me, Samantha. I’ll look after you—your brother, too, if you want.’

She had been astounded. Until now their friendship had been entirely platonic. He’d given not the slightest inkling that he was fond of her except as a very casual friend.

Even now his brown eyes were laughing at her.

‘You’re not serious, Ronnie?’

‘Darling, I am—never been more serious in my life. I love you—I’ve been in love with you for weeks.’

‘But you never said …’

‘No, I know!’ he broke in. The smile was no longer in his eyes. He turned away from her. He didn’t want to tell her about the affair he’d had with a woman called Paula. In fact, he’d lost interest in the affair ages ago—before he’d even met Samantha, but Paula had clung and because she was so much older and was afraid of that age, he’d been too soft-hearted to make the break, hoping it could be by mutual consent and thereby save Paula’s pride. The fact was he had never been in love with her, merely attracted to her. The relationship was basic and became meaningless to Ronnie, the idealist. He knew it was a mistake but didn’t know that it was sometimes much better to be blunt and cut the ties quickly.

It was only now that he and Paula had finally said goodbye that he felt justified in asking Samantha to marry him This time, he knew, it was the Real Thing. Samantha was his Ideal Woman, sweet, innocent and utterly selfless. She worked like a slave to help support her invalid brother and denied herself practically everything but the barest necessities in order to make the best life she could for him. Girls like Samantha were few and far between. Most girls he knew were like Samantha’s friend, young Peta. Nothing wrong with her except that she lived to get what she could out of life. ‘Having fun,’ she called it. Ronnie had met her once or twice when he’d called for Samantha at their digs and Peta had offered him a drink and chatted to him in her lighthearted, rather frivolous way. He hadn’t disliked her—but he’d not found in her the depth and goodness and sweetness that had caused him to fall in love with Samantha.

‘Don’t give me your answer yet—I know it’s probably come as something of a shock!’ Ronnie was smiling again but his hand lay warm and reassuringly on her shoulder. ‘Think about it, Sammy. Get used to the idea and then decide you want to!’

So she had gone back to her flat to think over Ronnie’s extraordinary proposal.

It could all have been so easy and so perfect, she told herself, if she’d been in love with Ronnie. He was offering her love, security, a home for Seymour—all the things she so desperately needed. But Peta had, as always, hit the nail on the head. She just wasn’t ‘in love’ with him.

‘I do love him, though!’ she spoke her thoughts aloud. ‘I don’t see how anybody could help loving Ronnie.’

‘Hardly the point in question, my sweet!’ Peta said bluntly. ‘We are talking about marriage, a tricky enough relationship even if you start off crazy about each other. Anyway, what about the Scots boyfriend? I thought you were madly in love with him.’

A rush of colour crimsoned Samantha’s cheeks and faded again, leaving her paler than ever.

‘I told you that was all off ages ago!’ she said.

Peta’s eyebrows, carefully plucked and outlined with mascara, raised meaningly.

‘So you’ve finally given him up as hopeless?’

Samantha hesitated. She found it difficult to talk about Andrew. It hurt too much. She’d been so terribly in love with him. His home was in Leicestershire and he was studying medicine at Edinburgh University. It was on one of his vacations that he’d come to see Seymour with his father, one of the many specialists her own father had called in in the hope of finding a cure for the boy. They had fallen in love at first sight, but the Fates seemed set against them. Andrew’s studies kept him so large a part of the year hundreds of miles away in Edinburgh. Then, after her father’s death she had moved to London to get a job and Andrew’s letters had become less and less frequent. Eighteen months ago they had finally managed to coincide their visits home. Secretly, Samantha had been hoping Andrew would ask her to become officially engaged to him. Instead, Andrew had said awkwardly:

‘I’ve three more years before I qualify. It wouldn’t be fair to ask you to wait so long. It’s probably a good thing we don’t see much of each other.’

She’d been too proud to tell him that she would have waited; that no one in the world, except Seymour, mattered to her if she could only be near him. If he’d asked her to, she would have left London and found a job in Edinburgh where they could see each other more often. But Andrew had seemed anxious to let the romance drop for the time being. He even went out of his way to tell her that he was utterly dedicated to his studies and found it far easier to concentrate on his work when Samantha was out of mind as well as out of sight.

There was no formal engagement to break off—only the silken threads of memories of those few wonderful weeks together when they found it unbearable to be out of sight of one another. Samantha couldn’t believe it was over—that they couldn’t get back to the sweetness of that first violent loving. But something had gone from Andrew’s kisses. He was afraid of becoming emotionally involved with her a second time. He’d found it difficult to concentrate on his work after their first meeting and had nearly flunked his exams. He would have liked their romance to have been a quieter, gentler affair with no emotional strings or ties. But that wasn’t possible with Samantha. She loved so fully and completely and innocently. She just didn’t seem to understand the problems this set him. It would have been different if she’d been like some of the girl students at the University. Love affairs were casual and frequent and on an entirely equal footing. He felt responsible for Samantha. The intensity of her love for him, combined with her innocence, was too much for him to cope with.

Samantha had returned to London and tried to forget Andrew. Only Nanny, and perhaps Seymour, knew what she suffered at his rejection of her. Despite the blow to her heart and pride, she could not stop loving him. There had been no other boy in her life since—nor had she ever intended Ronnie to be anything more than a platonic friend. His proposal had astounded her. At first, she had had no doubt in her mind that she would tell him she couldn’t marry him—not under any circumstances. But now she was no longer so sure. What was the point in going through life lonely and miserable, wanting a man who did not want her. Nearly a year had passed since she’d last seen Andrew. He’d probably forgotten her very existence.

On a sudden rare emotional impulse, she sat down and wrote to him.

‘I’ve met a man called Ronald Curtis, an author, who has asked me to marry him. I am not at all sure whether I should say yes or no. He is quite a lot older than I am, older than you, too, but very nice. Apart from this piece of news I have very little to tell you except that Seymour seemed better when I last saw him and Nanny is well and the same as ever.

‘It seems a long time since I heard from you so do write your news if you can find time.

As always,

Samantha.’

Andrew had not replied. As each day passed without the longed-for answer from him, Samantha was forced to accept that, whatever her feelings for him, his for her were as dead as if they had never met. If he still had any feelings of affection left for her, he could not have read her letter without writing: ‘No, you can’t marry anyone else—you belong to me.’

‘Perhaps I never did,’ she thought miserably. ‘Perhaps those few precious weeks never meant the same to Andrew as they did to me.’ The thought was unbearably painful—and painfully humiliating.

Ronnie proposed a second time. She had meant to tell him about Andrew but now it seemed pointless to do so. What was there to say, anyway? That there had once been a love in her life but that he existed no longer? It might be nearer the truth, she told herself bitterly, to say that she had imagined the whole thing. Andrew had seemed to love her; had told her again and again that he did. Could love die so easily, dissolve into nothingness as they drifted apart? Maybe there was someone else now in Andrew’s life—some girl of whose existence she was unaware? Or maybe he wanted to be free of ties, to pursue the career to which he was so dedicated. Whatever the reason, he had not answered her letter and she would never … could never … never write again.

After Ronnie’s third proposal she made up her mind to say ‘yes’ to him. If Peta had known about Andrew and the letter, she would have accused Samantha of acting on the rebound. But this wasn’t so, Samantha told herself fiercely. She was going to marry Ronnie because she no longer believed in the love people wrote about in books. Therefore there was nothing against her marriage to Ronnie. He wanted her as his wife and she was very, very fond of him.

‘We’re both lonely and we need each other,’ she said to Peta defiantly. ‘Ronnie is kind and he’s fun and I can make him a good wife.’

‘Won’t work, honeybunch!’

Peta’s cool voice cut across her new-found assurance.

‘I can make it work!’ Samantha said. ‘Ronnie wants someone to look after him—run his flat and organise the domestic side of his life. And a companion. He said so.’

‘Doesn’t he want a lover, too?’

Samantha’s cheeks burned. So far, she and Ronnie had never discussed sex. His kisses and embraces were gentle and undemanding—almost those of a brother to a sister. He had shown no sign of being a passionate person, eager for the physical side of love. She could not know, because she was unaware of his relationship with Paula, that he was deliberately curbing his natural impulses; that he idealistically wanted this time that love be first and desire of secondary importance.

‘So Ronnie just wants a housekeeper and you want someone to share the financial worries and responsibilities of your brother!’

‘Peta!’ Samantha’s reproachful voice did not succeed in preventing the other girl from saying what was on her mind. She was fond of Samantha and did not want to see her make a ghastly mistake.

‘I know I’m being blunt but someone has to make you see sense, darling, and there isn’t anyone else around to do it but me. You just don’t love Ronnie, madly, badly or any other way.’

‘I don’t believe in the kind of love you are talking about. As to my wanting help with Seymour, what’s so wrong with that? Ronnie doesn’t mind—he said so. He hasn’t any brothers or sisters of his own and he’s longing to meet Seymour.’

Peta threw up her arms in despair.

‘Which goes to show how hopelessly inexperienced you are and how totally unfitted to be anyone’s wife, let alone poor old Ronnie’s. He’s in love with you—stoopid. If Seymour is part of the price he’ll pay it, but what are you going to give him?’

‘I’m going to marry him, whatever you say!’ Samantha said furiously. ‘You can’t stop me.’

Peta stood up and went to put her arm gently on the younger girl’s shoulders. This time the flippancy was gone from her voice as she said:

‘Don’t, darling, please. I’m sure you’ll be sorry. If you’re doing it for Seymour he won’t thank you in the long run. He must be very fond of you and he wouldn’t want to be the unwitting cause of your unhappiness. It isn’t even as if Ronnie were madly rich and could give you both everything in the world you both want and need.’

‘But I’m not marrying him for his money. That’s a horrible thing to suggest.’

‘And I’m not suggesting it. He’ll have very little to spare as far as I can understand his financial set-up. Struggling young authors don’t make a packet these days unless they sell film rights to America or write family series that run for years on TV. What I’m trying to find out is why you want to marry him. You’ve not given me one good reason—only a garbled account of your father’s shares going for a Burton and Seymour needing art lessons and Ronnie wanting you to marry him so he can look after you.’

Her lips tight, her eyes enormous, Samantha whispered:

‘Is it so wrong to let him look after me? I’m tired, Peta, and sometimes I’m very lonely. I’m happy with Ronnie and I think he’s happy with me. We could build a life together. I could help him with his work—do his typing, that kind of thing. And I’m a good cook. Is it so improbable that I could make him a good wife?’

Peta sighed.

‘There isn’t one really sound basis for a happy marriage in all those reasons you’ve given me. So you can cook—but a good meal, though important to a man, certainly isn’t the be all and end all of marriage. As to you being lonely, do you wonder when you won’t go out with the crowd …’ she referred to the gay young art students with whom she spent most of her free time in coffee bars and flats … ‘I’ve asked you often enough but you won’t let yourself be drawn into the kind of life that would stop you being lonely. As to your being tired, I’ve said this before and I’ll say it again, it’s time you stopped trying to be Father Christmas to that young brother of yours. There’s nothing you do for him the Health Service or Welfare or someone couldn’t do, probably just as well. He could go into a special school for handicapped—’

‘No, no, no!’ Samantha’s voice had risen hysterically. ‘I’ll never allow that. I promised Father that if ever anything happened to him, I’d take care of Seymour. I promised and I will—whatever I have to do without. He’s going to come first. He’d be miserable away from home—he’s said so a thousand times. I couldn’t do that to him, Peta. He’s my brother.’

‘I know, and he had polio like thousands of other kids and he’s stuck in a wheel-chair for the rest of his life. But that doesn’t mean you’ve got to ruin your life, too. Oh, it’s useless talking to you. I just wonder what Ronnie would think if he knew that your answers depended on his willingness to marry Seymour at the same time.’

‘He’ll like Seymour—I know he will!’ Samantha said. ‘And Ronnie knows that I have to take care of him. I suppose you will never understand that but Ronnie does. He even said that one of the reasons he loves me is because I’m trying to help Seymour.’

For a moment, Peta’s mouth was drawn down in angry lines.

‘You don’t want to understand what I’m trying to tell you because deep down you’ve made up your mind to say yes to Ronnie. So there’s no point my arguing with you. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

Samantha shook her head.

‘I know, Peta—I know you’re trying to help. I know I may not have given any very good reasons for wanting to marry Ronnie but you haven’t given me any good reasons why I shouldn’t. I admit I’m not in love with him but then I don’t believe in that kind of love. I do believe in loving and I love Ronnie my way.’

‘Then I hope,’ said Peta slowly, ‘that it will all work out for the best. Now I’ll have to rush—I promised to meet the kids at the Purple Heart at nine and it’s nine-fifteen now. Night-night, sweetie. And cheer up—it’ll all come out in the wash!’

The door slammed behind her and Samantha was left alone—alone with the uneasiness of her own thoughts; alone with the doubts Peta had somehow managed to leave behind her; alone with the tiredness and worry and uncertainty of what to do. Most of all, although she did not admit this to herself, she was alone because Andrew had not written; had not cared; had destroyed her belief in love.


CHAPTER TWO

‘Darling, you’re quite sure you want to go through with this?’

Ronnie’s voice was quiet with an undertone of uncertainty.

Samantha turned to face him and it seemed to him that her cheeks were unusually pink, her eyes almost feverishly bright.

‘Of course I’m sure!’

The decisive tone should have reassured him but strangely it did not. It was too sharp—quite unlike her normal voice. He sighed. It was crazy to think this way. He had no doubt about wanting to marry her; why should he suspect Sammy of being less sure than he was himself? Perhaps because she had given in so easily. He had never really dared to hope when he proposed at first that she would one day say yes.

The day after tomorrow, they would be married. The knowledge brought a swift moment of joy that was like an electric shock. This evening she had brought round three suitcases containing her belongings. Touchingly few, he thought, as he showed her spaces he had made in drawers and cupboards where she might put her clothes. He knew she was desperately hard up—sending home every penny she earned to help her old Nanny look after the invalid brother. The fact that she had these dependants made him even more determined to write a best-seller so that he could give her enough money to buy herself some luxuries as well as improve the boy’s position.

He was going to enjoy having Samantha to share his life. Already she had made changes in his flat—tidied the place up, made new curtains for the bedroom windows; rearranged the kitchen, put flowers in the sitting-room. The only place where her touch was not noticeable was his desk, littered as ever with papers, which he had forbidden her to touch! Maybe in time he would let her do so; she had a neat, orderly mind as well as a feminine way of making his flat seem like a real home.

‘Ronnie?’

He blinked, realising he had been lost in thought. He looked up from his desk into those unfathomable brown eyes which so fascinated and disturbed him.

‘Ronnie, you’re quite sure?’

He stood up at once, a smile radiating his face, and held out his arms to her.

‘My silly little goose, yes! I love you, Sammy. I can’t wait for you to be my wife. I’m so glad you agreed to a quick wedding—I don’t think I could have endured a long drawn out engagement.’

Sammy’s willingness to be married within a month of his proposal had been another strange shock for him. He wanted it that way himself, and yet he had thought she would ask for more time. Now, unexpectedly, the question sprang from his lips:

‘You’re not running away from anything, are you, darling? Sometimes I get the feeling you are letting me rush you into this marriage because you are afraid of something. I’m probably not putting this very well—I’m not even sure I know what I mean.’

For a moment he felt the muscles of her cheek tauten where it touched his own. Her body stiffened within the circle of his arms. Then she softened and relaxed against him.

‘I’m not running away from anything, Ronnie. I’ve nothing to run away from, unless it is from being lonely.’
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