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Jackie watched her fiancé as he opened the door to let her mother pass through with the empty coffee cups and felt a surge of pride, love and longing sweep through her. Chris was always so thoughtful. He was switching on the hall light now — following Mum into the kitchenette, and no doubt he would stay and wipe the cups and saucers.


‘You’re tired, darling!’ he’d said a moment ago. ‘You stay put. I’ll be back in a moment.’


Jackie leant her dark chestnut-coloured head against the cushions on the worn old sofa and closed the greeny-grey eyes which were her best feature. She was tired. It had been a full day at Moulin’s — the hairdressing shop where she was Number 1 assistant. Two perms and a trim before lunch — two sets and finally the imperious Veronica Cairgorn for a bleach and set. Mrs. Cairgorn was their wealthiest client and Jackie and the other girls had nicknamed her ‘My Lady’ because she was so demanding and exacting.


But although Jackie’s slim young body was tired, her mind remained strangely active and her thoughts followed the young fair-haired, blue-eyed man to whom she was engaged.


Darling Chris! He’d be back soon and they’d be alone — for Mum would go up to bed early as she usually did when Chris came to supper — being tactful, she called it! Chris would come across the room and kiss her and then…


Jackie’s eyes opened suddenly and she stared thoughtfully into the firelight. And then, what? A frown creased the smooth young forehead and her long slim, beautifully-manicured fingers twisted together in her lap. These sessions alone with Chris had begun to be a bit of a problem. During the first year of their engagement Chris had been the passionate, demanding lover, kicking against the reins of convention that placed limitations upon their lovemaking. She had been the one contented just to be kissed, caressed and held in his strong young arms. And then, last Christmas, they had nearly lost control…


Jackie could not forget that brief moment before they forced themselves to stop before it was too late. It was the first time she had fully understood the tremendous force of mutual passion. She was frightened and at the same time exalted. She began to think of marriage as something more than a white bridal gown, wedding presents and a gold band on her finger to proclaim her new status as a wife. She realized that these were only the merest formalities, and that beneath the trimmings she would be dedicating herself — body as well as soul, to the man she loved.


The honeymoon no longer meant some kind of glorified holiday to be discussed and planned. It was a time set aside from ordinary living when she and Chris would have to know each other with no secrets left.


She was not afraid of this — her body craved the fulfilment at present denied them. She was only afraid of the temptation — never far from her thoughts since that night — that she might not be strong-minded enough to stop Chris if the moment were to be repeated.


Perhaps if she could have explained her feelings to Chris her emotions would have seemed right and normal. But he had reacted so strangely — almost as if he felt guilty for showing how passionately he wanted her. Their first time alone together afterwards he had apologized, accusing himself of momentary madness, of weakness. He’d made it painfully obvious that he was thoroughly ashamed of himself. Because she did not feel ashamed, she felt guilty. Yet deep down inside, she didn’t see why she should feel guilty. After all, she and Chris were going to be married. It was right they should want each other in every way.


They’d been dating since grammar school days when they’d first fallen in love. There’d never been anyone else for either of them and there never would be. Jackie couldn’t bring herself to believe that they had nearly succumbed through weakness. It seemed to her it was the strength of their need for one another which had been so hard to resist.


Lately, their hours alone together had been clouded by Chris’s iron determination not to take any risks which might tempt them too near the fire again. Their attitudes had become reversed. Chris, it seemed, was content now with mere kisses, and Jackie was the one who was torn with a desire to be as loving as possible to the man she loved.


‘We must be sensible!’ Those words were constantly on Chris’s lips and constantly on her nerves. Chris’s behaviour was almost puritanical — especially when Jackie considered the behaviour of those around them. Rona, the manicurist at Moulin’s, had been living with her boyfriend quite openly for years. Not that Jackie herself approved, any more than she approved of the way several of the girls at the shop messed around with every Tom, Dick and Harry, completely disregarding social conventions. But she and Chris were genuinely in love. Surely it was not wrong to lie in each other’s arms, kissing and embracing as much as they both wished, provided they knew when to stop. They were going to be married — just as soon as they could afford to buy the house they wanted.


Jackie sat up and stretched her arms above her head and sighed again. The only really sensible thing would be to get married right away. That’s what she would like to do, but Chris didn’t agree.


‘You look absolutely smashing tonight.’


Chris came across the room, sat down beside her on the sofa and took her in his arms. ‘A penny for them, darling, or has the price gone up?’


She threw her arms round his neck and put her face against his cheek.


‘I was thinking of you — of us. Kiss me.’


She was quite unconsciously seductive as she pressed her slim young body closer against his. For a moment his arms tightened about her and his kiss was as hard and demanding and full of passion as she wished it to be. Then he gently pulled her arms away and held them down against her side.


‘We must be sensible, darling.’


His voice was full of tenderness, but it left her with a sudden cold, painful feeling of hate. She felt a quite primitive desire to slap his face — hard. Instead, she turned away from him and said in an angry little voice,


‘It’s been a bloody awful day.’


She sensed rather than saw Chris stiffen beside her. She very rarely swore and she knew he hated it.


‘That ghastly woman, Mrs. Cairgorn, was in and made things just about as damn difficult for everyone as she could.’


‘But I thought you rather liked her?’ Chris said, perplexed by the sudden change in her. Sometimes he didn’t understand Jackie at all. One moment she would be soft and sweet and utterly feminine, and then as now, hard and unapproachable. He wanted to hold her hand, to bring her close to him again, but he knew when she was in one of these moods that she would only take her hand away.


For a moment or two she didn’t reply, and then she turned and said:


‘Chris, let’s get married.’


‘But, darling…’


His voice trailed away uncertainly. Obviously, Jackie was serious; her eyes, her outstretched hands, her whole body, expressed an urgent appeal. He knew he must not make a flippant reply; he couldn’t give her a flat ‘no,’ either. But she knew they couldn’t afford to get married yet.


Watching his face, Jackie guessed his thoughts — Chris being sensible again.


‘Well, why not?’ she demanded suddenly, furiously and childishly annoyed with him. ‘Why should we go on wasting the best years of our lives just because of a blasted house?’


He looked as shocked as she had meant him to be. One-half of her felt slight pity for him. She had, after all, been in complete agreement with him when they’d discussed the future the day they became engaged. They’d jointly agreed that since they were both young there was no point in rushing into an early marriage. Apart from anything else, they hadn’t enough money. Since her father had died, Jackie had contributed to the upkeep of the semi-detached house she and her mother shared. Mum couldn’t afford to stay in it if those contributions stopped.


Then there was Chris’s position. He’d been brought up in a rather ugly, overcrowded house in a row in the middle of Bickley, the neighbouring suburb. His father had worked for British Railways and there’d never been enough money to pay for the needs of the six children who’d been crowded into the terraced house. Four years ago Chris’s mother, whom he loved dearly, had died. She’d always had a weak heart, and the hard struggle to bring up her family, for whom she was constantly sacrificing herself, was too much for her. Jackie knew that Chris was determined that her life would be different. He’d never had a chance to improve his mother’s lot, for he’d only just qualified as a bank accountant. He’d worked hard throughout school and during his training, so that he could repay some of his mother’s early sacrifices, and then she’d died before he could realize that ambition. Jackie was mature enough to appreciate that Chris had transferred all his enthusiasms to her, and she respected him for the strength of character which had got him a much better job than his father had ever had.


She knew it was unfair to complain now about Chris’s common-sense and reliability, since these traits among others had first attracted her to him. Mentally she accepted the fact that Chris was right to want a nice house, nicely furnished, with a little money in the bank before they married. It was her heart which was crying out against the frustration of being so close to him yet never quite close enough.


Chris said, breaking the silence:


‘We shouldn’t have to wait so very much longer, darling. I’ve brought the little black book with me. Would you like to have a look at it?’


She hesitated. She didn’t really want to discuss finances, and yet she knew what the ‘little black book’ meant to Chris. He produced it now, opened it on his lap and pointed to the neat columns of figures.


‘Look, Jackie. We’ve six hundred pounds in our savings account. Another hundred will pay the twenty per cent down-payment on the kind of house we want. Incidentally, darling, I saw one in last night’s evening paper at just our price — three thousand two-fifty. Then there are the legal fees and stamp duty — that shouldn’t come to more than thirty pounds. If we cut down a bit on the furniture — perhaps only do the living room and bedroom and kitchen — we might be able to think in terms of next autumn.’


‘Maybe we won’t feel like getting married next autumn.’


She knew the remark was perverse.


She wondered, suddenly suppressing a giggle, if she were becoming schizophrenic, if there weren’t sometimes two of her — one the loving, easy-going, contented girl whom Chris loved; the other a rather bitchy woman who wanted to hurt him because she felt hurt. Everything Chris said made sense. Everything he did was for her, for their joint happiness. She knew it wasn’t fair to accuse him of putting pounds, shilling and pence before love, and yet at moments like these, face to face with the little black book, that was how it seemed.


Chris’s blue eyes looked at her with cold surprise.


‘You’ve changed, Jackie. You never used to talk this way.’


It was almost a quarrel — and they never quarrelled. Jackie was suddenly frightened. Impulsively, she threw herself back into his arms and said:


‘Sorry, darling. You know I didn’t really mean that. I expect I’m just tired and on edge. Forgive me?’


He softened at once and planted a kiss on the tip of her nose.


‘Of course, and you do look tired, darling. Perhaps I ought to go.’


‘No, no, please don’t. I’m all right, really. Besides, I haven’t had a chance to tell you what happened at the shop today…’


She hadn’t really intended to tell him about Veronica Cairgorn’s fantastic invitation, but now she was anxious to detain Chris. It was only ten o’clock and she knew if she went up to bed she wouldn’t sleep, tired as she was.


‘She actually suggested I go to Switzerland with her in a fortnight’s time. I think the idea was that I should be a sort of glorified hairdresser-cum-maid-cum-companion. She knows I speak French fluently, because I told her Father was half-Swiss and that we lived in Geneva until after the war. She even went so far as to ask Mr. Paul if he’d let me go. Of course she’s frantically rich, and I’ve no doubt she offered Mr. Paul compensation. Do you know, Chris, she was prepared to pay all my expenses plus my normal salary and a fifty-pound bonus into the bargain. I might say I was jolly well tempted for a few moments.’


‘Tempted! I should say so. You didn’t refuse, did you, Jackie?’


She looked at him in amazement.


‘But of course I did. It was for three whole weeks, Chris. I wouldn’t want to be away from you for so long.’


‘But, darling…’ He hesitated, frowning. ‘Of course, it’s sweet of you to think of me, and I should hate you being away, but surely under the circumstances it is sheer madness not to accept an offer like that. You’re badly in need of a holiday after that bout of ’flu last month, and what a holiday! Why, you could even do some skiing again and you’d love that, wouldn’t you? Besides, her offer’s a very generous one. Do you realize that fifty-pound bonus would cover the legal fees and stamp duty on our house, and leave something over? You didn’t really refuse, did you, Jackie?’


She got up and walked across to the window. She stared out into the street — looking without seeing. She had refused. The first moment of temptation had soon given way to the certainty that even in Switzerland she would be utterly miserable parted from Chris for three long weeks. She’d told Veronica Cairgorn as much, and although the woman seemed disappointed she’d accepted Jackie’s reason as if she fully appreciated her feelings. Was that because despite her rather hard brittle manner, she was still a woman at heart? Did it need a woman to understand feminine psychology? Obviously Chris didn’t. He thought she was stupid to put sentiment first. She felt oddly humiliated, as well as angered by his attitude. It was certainly not what she’d expected. Chris should have said, ‘But I couldn’t bear to be parted from you either.’


Maybe she was being stupidly romantic. Maybe in time she’d look upon Chris’s unexpected reaction as both sensible and unselfish.


Tears filled her eyes and spilled over down her cheeks. She tried to stop them, but they kept coming. Normally she never cried. The last occasion had been six years ago when her father had died. She’d been fifteen. She remembered now the noisy sobbing that had brought her a sense of relief. These tears were different — brought on by over-tense nerves and unconscious frustration.


‘Darling, what on earth’s the matter?’


Chris was horrified to see her wet cheeks, and at once began to dry them with his handkerchief, with ineffectual masculine awkwardness.


Some of the tension went out of her body, and although the tears still dripped from the end of her nose she no longer wanted to weep. Poor Chris — poor darling! He simply didn’t understand, and the anxious questions and endearments poured from his lips and reawakened all the love and tenderness she felt for him.


‘I’m sorry!’ she whispered. ‘You’re probably right, I do need a holiday. Couldn’t we go away together, Chris? If we could both get a week off perhaps we could go down to Clacton.’


‘But you know I can’t get off till June, Jackie. I’m not due for leave until then. I suppose I might ask for it on compassionate grounds, but I don’t think the manager would like it, and I don’t even know if your illness would be adequate grounds for compassionate leave. If —’


He broke off, uncertain as to whether it would be tactful to mention the subject, but Jackie knew exactly what he intended to say — If we were married it would be different.


‘That’s about the fact of the matter,’ Jackie thought. ‘If we were married there’d be no question of my going away without Chris. Well, I suppose I might as well go to Switzerland if Mrs. Cairgorn hasn’t found anyone else. Chris seems to think I’d be silly if I don’t accept the offer, and after all, it might be fun.’


After he had kissed her good night and left, still a little anxious about her, Jackie lay in bed and thought about Veronica Cairgorn. Undoubtedly she would expect Jackie to earn the money she was to be paid for her services, but Jackie didn’t mind that. She’d never been afraid of hard work. At the same time, she wasn’t sure if she could put up with the older woman’s rather hard, strident voice and dictatorial manner for three whole weeks. Of course, she was a very attractive woman with turquoise-blue eyes that were quite startling and classical features. A discontented droop to a thin mouth spoiled what was otherwise an arresting face. She used all the known beauty aids and frequent massage and diet had helped to keep her beautiful figure. She was always gorgeously dressed. Her clothes came from houses like Balmain, Balenciaga, Dior. She sometimes came into the shop wearing the most beautiful sapphire mink. Seeing things through Chris’s eyes, Jackie realized that this one coat would no doubt pay the deposit on the house they wanted!


Her last thought before she fell asleep was whether men found the beautiful Veronica irresistible, and if so, whether Chris would have found it quite so easy to be sensible with Veronica as he was with her.
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‘You are a lucky so-and-so, Jackie,’ Rona said enviously as the two girls took a brief moment of respite in the small cubicle which served Paul Moulin’s assistants as a rest room.


Jackie took the kettle off the gas-ring and gave her friend a quick smile. They had no secrets from each other, and Jackie said now:


‘I’d be much more excited if I were going with Chris. Honestly, Rona, I don’t understand men. Chris says he’s madly in love with me, yet he actually spent half last night talking me into going away from him for three weeks.’


She stirred in the coffee powder and handed a cup to Rona.


‘It’ll be different when you’ve gone — he’ll find out then just how much he misses you. Just you wait and see.’


‘Absence makes the heart grow fonder, you mean,’ Jackie said with a rueful smile. ‘Rona, would you go — and leave Pete?’


‘It’s different for me — as you know, we’re living together.’


‘Yes,’ thought Jackie, ‘you belong to him. I don’t belong to Chris like that. He doesn’t seem to want it particularly — but I do. Mum would have a fit if she knew what I thought. In a way, I admire Chris for sticking to conventions. How I wish we were already married and could forget them!’


‘You’ve picked a man with principles!’ Rona said, as if she’d been following Jackie’s train of thought.


‘I know! I don’t think I want him different — or really want to take our relationship a stage further until we are married. It’s just that I want him to want me. Do you know what I mean, Rona? His attitude seems so half-hearted, as if he were only half in love with me.’


Rona nodded her red head.


‘Sex!’ She gave the one word a wealth of meaning. ‘I suppose it is for some ‘the root of all evil.’ Anyway, Jackie, seeing how things are between you, I’d say three weeks apart is a jolly good idea. You’ve been engaged far too long — seeing each other every day — it’s gone stale on you. You know what all the women’s magazines say about long engagements. I think they are a mistake, too.’


‘That’s really the trouble,’ Jackie thought, as young Sue, the apprentice, came into the little room, making further conversation impossible. ‘Chris and I ought to get married. If we go on like this I’ll end up a nervous wreck and not able to love Chris at all.’


For the rest of the day Jackie tried to stop thinking about her emotions and concentrate on her work. She had a natural talent for hairdressing, and, apart from Mr. Paul, was most in demand by their customers. The women liked her quiet, rather low-pitched voice, and admired her looks. She was attractive in a cool, fresh way, her eyes a lovely grey-green fringed with dark lashes, and her skin a natural creamy-white which glowed when she wore the more pinky tones of lipstick.


Jackie was popular with the other girls, too. Unlike them, she refused to become involved in petty jealousies and was always willing to help out if things got rushed, although she was accepted as senior assistant and was in charge when Mr. Paul was on holiday.


Mr. Paul was an exacting but fair employer. Provided the girls did their work well and kept the salon tidy and attractive, he didn’t boss them around. But he could bark pretty fiercely if they left a customer too long under the drier or he found a dirty basin or mirror.


In the lunch break Jackie telephoned Veronica Cairgorn to find out if the invitation to accompany her to Switzerland was still going.


‘But of course — and I’m thrilled you’ve changed your mind. No one does my hair just like you — not even my London girl. Then it’s definite you’ll come?’


‘Yes, thank you!’ Jackie’s heart gave an extra beat, as if she had plunged into icy water from the deep end.


Everything was being made easy for her to go. Mr. Paul was glad to satisfy such an important client as Veronica Cairgorn. Before she’d ‘discovered’ his salon his clients had been mostly suburban housewives who wanted a wash and set and an occasional perm. Veronica had introduced an entirely new set from her smart county friends. These women, wealthy and with time on their hands, were always coming in for touching-up or manicures or just ‘dressing’ for an occasion. They had special shampoos, oil massage, the extras that had almost doubled his income in the last six months. He was thinking how he might open a beauty salon — maybe put Jackie in charge. The smarter women seemed to prefer her to the other girls. Her quiet, refined manner which was always polite but never obsequious, was just right. He’d miss her for those three weeks, but it was worth it to keep Mrs. Cairgorn happy — and a good advertisement, too.


‘Well, it’s all arranged!’ Jackie said to Rona as their first clients came through the door. ‘I’ll be off on the twentieth of this month.’


‘Lucky girl!’ Rona had time to say before she went forward with a polite, ‘Good afternoon, Madam!’


Jackie waited for some of Rona’s excitement on her behalf to infect her but her emotions seemed to remain curiously numb while she waited for the date of departure. With Chris, she could not help a certain restraint which he apparently did not notice. If he did, he must have put it down to tiredness. They went to the cinema, went dancing, had supper and television at her home — it was all automatic and without any special excitement or argument. For once, Chris made no reference to the little black book, and most of their conversation was about Veronica Cairgorn and the kind of ‘holiday’ they imagined it would be for Jackie. Chris was much more enthusiastic than Jackie, telling her over and over again:


‘You’ll probably have a wonderful time, darling.’


If only he’d added, ‘I wish to God I was coming with you.’


The numbness did not ease even when the huge Comet climbed smoothly into the air. Her parting with Chris was neither difficult nor painful. She had imagined she would feel torn in half when the time came to say goodbye. The ardour of his last kiss at the Airport aroused no answering feelings in her heart.
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