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O love! O fire! once he drew

With one long kiss my whole soul thro’

My lips, as sunlight drinketh dew.

Fatima, TENNYSON


One

Candida Kavell—more commonly known to her friends as Candy—fitted the key into the door of her little flat and stepped across the threshold into the miniature hall. The door slammed behind her in the sudden draught startling her out of a day-dream. She walked into the sitting-room and viewed the unlit fire, shivering. The closed door and the chill of the room seemed to drain all the warmth from her body—and suddenly that other, special, golden warmth—from her heart.

Hurriedly she took off her coat, knelt down and put a match to the newspaper. She watched the flames gathering as the kindling caught, then the coal. She spread out her hands to the little blaze and tried to recapture the feeling of happiness—the glow she had felt when she was with Rupert during lunch. But it had gone. Her large brown eyes clouded. She sank into an armchair, feeling a sudden pang of acute loneliness.

Her first thought just now had been—we can’t get all the coal we want these days. I must be more careful—

Then all thoughts save those connected with Rupert vanished.

It was always like this when she was not actually with him. As soon as she was alone, doubts, worries, panic crowded into her mind destroying all the force of his persuasions, his reasoning, her own longing to comply with his wishes.

She closed her eyes and rested her head against the back of the chair.

“Oh, Rupert, Rupert!” she whispered. “If only I loved you less.”

“If you really loved me as much as you say you do, you wouldn’t hesitate!” Rupert had said.

Was he right? Was she being unnecessarily old-fashioned? Prudish? Many of her friends nowadays had had or were having affairs; nor could she excuse her reluctance to do as Rupert wished because she had relations, friends who might be affected by her actions. No, there was nothing to stop her but her own feelings in the matter.

Restlessly, Candy rose from her chair and wandered into her bedroom. It was a pretty room—furnished simply but with taste and originality. Her home was the pride of Candy’s life and usually a quick glance around it would give her a steady glow of satisfaction. But not to-day. Ever since she realised she was in love with Rupert, she knew there was something missing from her home. His coat, his Service cap, his pipe, and most of all himself.

‘I was lucky to find this place,’ she told herself, studying the soft peach-coloured walls and matching bedcover and curtains. ‘There must be many girls just out of the Services who can’t find a flat at all, let alone a place as compact and convenient as this.’

But she could not destroy the steadily increasing desolation that was gathering her into a cloud of depression. Nothing could destroy it. No one could remove it but Rupert. And Rupert could not … or would not ask her to marry him.

Could not, or would not. Perhaps a little of each. For one thing, Rupert was being released from the Air Force in a few months’ time and had no civilian job to go to. Nor had he any private means. Until he found work, he would have to live on his gratuities and the little he had saved during the war from his flying pay. He could not afford to get married. … And yet, did he want to marry her?

Candy was not altogether convinced that he did. He loved her. She was more or less sure of that, but the question remained—did he love her enough to give up his much prized freedom for her? Was that the reason he did not ask her to marry him, or did Rupert genuinely feel that he had no right to ask her until he could afford to keep her?

Yet he must have known from her careful hints that she would not mind living precariously for a while. After all, she was earning quite good money as an artist; doing illustrations for children’s books. She could well afford to keep herself and pay the rent of this small flat with a little to spare. If Rupert wanted a job in town, they could go on living here and it was a well-known fact that two could live as cheaply as one …

Candy flung her coat and hat on the bed, and went back to the sitting-room. The telephone, white, shining, was an immediate temptation. She had only to dial three letters and four numbers, and she would hear Rupert’s voice, warm, loving, reassuring. But she hesitated, nevertheless. Sometimes he was busy in the office and although he always told her that he was thrilled to hear her voice, she had sensed a faint withdrawal in his tone. She had become so sensitive lately to every remark he made, so over-eager to be reassured by his love, that even so indefinite a slight could send her into a fresh panic, fresh despair.

‘I’m a bundle of nerves!’ Candy reproved herself. ‘I’ve got to snap out of this or something is going to fall to pieces inside me. I’m even morose with Rupert sometimes, and that isn’t the way to attract a man you want to marry.’

Candy opened the large cardboard folder she had dropped by the armchair, and spread the sheets of drawing-paper on her table. She picked up a manuscript and read it through without understanding what she read. Her mind was concentrated exclusively on Rupert, on the problem of what she would say to him next time he asked her. …

“We can’t go on as we are, darling!” he had said. “It’s far too much of a strain on us both.”

Candy knew he was right. Neither of them was satisfied any longer with a long good-night embrace, snatched handclasps in crowded places, passionate, unsettling, disturbing kisses. Since they had met four months ago, they had covered a good deal of ground, and the instant spark of attraction that had flared between them the moment they had met had inevitably grown into a burning, searing flame of desire.

Something virginal in Candy’s make-up shied at the very word. She knew it was stupid and yet she could not help that instinctive curling up inside herself at the sound of it. It had been too much bandied about—had become too hackneyed to have any beauty left in it, and to Candy, sex and love between men and women were beautiful things requiring no verbal expression. Or if it must be talked about, then bravely, frankly but sensitively.

Although it was not as long ago as seven years, Candy remembered in detail every second of that brief, bitter-sweet honeymoon in Cornwall with Timothy Kavell, her boy-husband. She had been seventeen, Tim twenty, and they had grown up together as childhood companions, their two families living next door to one another in the country. Both of them only children, they had sought each other out, sharing everything, adoring each other. The day war broke out, Tim left Oxford and came straight home, stopping in London long enough to volunteer for the Army. Even before he had told his own family, he was asking Candy’s aunt and uncle for their permission to marry her, and Aunt Rose, remembering her own tender youth and the succeeding years of happiness with Uncle Ken, had given the necessary permission.

Candy, knowing only that her cherished Tim was going to war, gave in readily to everything he suggested, and within a week they were married and spending the few days before Tim’s calling up, honey-mooning in Cornwall.

They had had ten days and ten nights together before they were parted, and one brief forty-eight hours during Tim’s embarkation leave. That was the last time she saw him. Ten months later he was killed in the retreat at Dunkirk.

‘Perhaps,’ thought Candy suddenly, ‘if I had not known what it meant to love and be loved I should not feel as I do about Rupert.’ She knew now that her love for Tim, although real and sincere, had nevertheless been that of an immature young girl. Now, at twenty-four, she had really fallen in love completely and absolutely. There had been no one since Tim, partly because she had taken several years to recover from the shock of his death, partly because she could never be satisfied with a light, casual flirtation. It must be love or nothing for her—always. And now Rupert had come into her life, confirming her instinctive belief that it was worth waiting for the real thing.

A smile touched the corner of her lips as she relived their first meeting. It had been at a literary cocktail party. Rupert’s father was a well-known novelist and he had taken Rupert along with him for the experience and interest it might afford him. The publisher for whom Candy was working at the time had invited her to accompany him in order to help forward her career. It so happened that he was the man who published Mr. Marsdon’s books.

“I’d like to introduce Mrs. Candida Kavell,” he said.

Mr. Marsdon had shaken her hand, saying:

“My son will be greatly surprised. He told me he expected all the clever-clever girls would be thin, scraggy, brainy and wearing glasses! I had a job to convince him there were bound to be some pretty ones about. Ah! He’s coming over to us.”

Raising her eyes Candy saw a tall, lithe figure in R.A.F. uniform striding towards them, a cheerful grin of anticipation on his handsome, sunburnt face. She felt a little bubble of laughter surge up inside her, a queer sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach.

“Well, Father! So you were right!” Rupert had said. “Will you introduce us?”

“Candida … I didn’t catch the other name,” Mr. Marsdon said with a smile.

“Kavell, Candida Kavell!” Candy said, holding out her hand.

“I’m Rupert!”

Their eyes had met and they had laughed suddenly and unaccountably like two excited children. Tactfully, Mr. Marsdon drew his publisher to one side and opened a conversation.

“Cigarette?”

Candy took one from Rupert’s sleek, rolled silver case, and watched his long thin fingers striking a match.

‘Nice fingers,’ she had thought. ‘I’d like to draw his hands.’

“You’ve finished your drink. Wait here and don’t dare move until I come back.”

She had waited, knowing that she hadn’t had the slightest intention of moving away from him.

Presently he reappeared and handed her a glass of sherry. Candy lifted her left hand to take the glass, and as she raised it to him, their eyes met again and she saw that his were no longer laughing, but clouded with disappointment.

“Anything wrong?” she had asked.

“No! I … did you say Mrs. Kavell?”

He stressed the ‘Mrs.,’ and Candy knew immediately that he had seen Tim’s thin gold wedding ring on her finger.

“Yes!” she said simply. And in order to avoid any embarrassment which might result from further questions, she added quietly, “My husband was killed at Dunkirk.”

“I’m sorry!” Rupert had said and although she had sensed his relief at finding she was single, she also knew that his sympathy was genuine and sincere.

There had been a moment’s silence, then Rupert had laughed—that sudden excited nervous laugh of his—and said:

“My father seems busy talking to some old geyser. Let’s slip away and find somewhere to dine and dance.”

“That old geyser is my publisher and he invited me to the cocktail party!” Candy had replied with mock severity.

Rupert only grinned.

“Then we’ll ask his permission!” he said promptly. And before Candy could give an assent, he had interrupted his father’s conversation and was speaking earnestly to the publisher. Candy could not hear what they were saying but she saw the two older men laugh, nod their heads, and then Rupert was back, his blue-grey eyes sparkling with a little devil of mischief in them.

“All set!” he had said. “Now where shall we go?”

“Anywhere you like!” Candy replied. And she had known then that she meant it. She would go anywhere with Rupert. On half an hour’s acquaintance, she was ready to follow him to the other end of the earth if he asked her to go. It was a genuine case of love at first sight.

‘I never believed there was such a thing before I met Rupert,’ she told herself now. Since then her days had been filled with excitement, interest and a passionate awareness of life and the glory of living. Rupert had done that for her. Even queueing at the shops and house-work were no longer so dreadful if she was preparing for Rupert’s tea, or cleaning the flat before he came in for a drink before supper.

But in spite of all her happiness, there was still the one remaining problem. A month ago, Rupert had told her he loved her. He had dropped her outside the flat after an evening out, and shutting off the engine of his car, he had enfolded her in his arms and said:

“Oh! Candy, I do love you … so very very much.”

But he had not asked her to marry him.

Tomorrow, tomorrow he will! Candy convinced herself as she stood in front of her little mirror. She gazed with satisfaction at the rich glow in her cheeks, the twin stars in her dark brown eyes, and the sheen of her rich, sleek brown hair in the soft rosy light of her dressing-table lamp. With surprise, she saw that she was almost beautiful.

‘It is because I’m in love!’ she told herself happily.

But Candy could never pass unnoticed even without that sparkle which her highly emotional state had lent her. Her legs were long and slim; her body supple, feminine but firm and youthful in its strength. She carried herself beautifully and her artist’s hands were long and tapered. Her eyes were set wide apart in an oval face; her nose slightly tip-tilted but not enough to give her an air of pertness. A first impression of Candy left a feeling of grace, gentleness, courage, character. Only on closer inspection could one glimpse the humour behind those soft, velvet brown eyes; the provocativeness of her nose and short upper-lip.

There was no laughter in Candy’s eyes as she gave up the idea of work and went into her tiny kitchen to make a cup of tea. Only worry and an unusual pallor in her cheeks, a lassitude which suggested sleepless nights. For Rupert had not asked her to marry him, the next day, or the next. Only the following week did he mention his feelings for her again, and then he had said:

“I can’t go on like this much longer, Candy. I’m in love with you. I’m crazy about you. I want more than just your kisses. Can’t I come back to your flat tonight?”

She had not been annoyed or insulted because she, too, longed for more than just his embrace. But she had been hurt and Rupert had known it.

“Look, darling,” he tried to explain. “Please don’t start thinking that I don’t respect you any more, or that I’m just out for some fun, or any damn fool thing like that. I’m serious about you—more serious than I’ve ever been in my life about any woman. I love you and I want you like hell. It’s natural—just nature, that’s all. You do understand?”

Yes, Candy had understood, but she had withdrawn from his embrace, afraid lest his ardour should overrule her self-made barriers. She loved Rupert desperately, wanting him as much as he wanted her, but deep down inside her she knew her heart’s desire was more than an affair, a casual interlude. She wanted a husband and children.

She tried to explain to him, leaving out any mention of marriage but Rupert had not guessed at her feelings.

“A casual affair!” he had repeated. “Good lord, Candy, I’m not suggesting such a thing. That would be an insult. It’s not just a night or two I want with you—it’s every night … always!”

“Always!” Candy had echoed, her heart soaring in happiness. “Then, Rupert, let’s get married right away, tomorrow. I don’t mind how soon …”

She left the sentence unfinished, seeing the expression on his face.

“I can’t marry just yet,” he said, avoiding her eyes. “You see, darling, when I get my bowler hat next September, I’ve got to find a job in civvy street. I’ve not got one waiting for me, you know. Father has offered to give me an allowance until I get going, but, of course, I won’t accept it, much as I appreciate his generosity. I’m a firm believer in independence. Be beholden to no one, is my motto. I want freedom, and independence is the only way to achieve it. Damn it, I’ve spent the last six years fighting for freedom. Now I’m going to enjoy it …”

Freedom! The word sang in her ears as Candy listened to the hiss of the gas under the kettle. Financial freedom or freedom from ties did he mean? She did not know what was in Rupert’s mind and she could not ask him. That was one of the penalties of being a woman. It was not for her to take the initiative and no one knew better than she did that if Rupert wanted to marry her eventually, he would ask her.

Candy poured the boiling water into the tea-pot and carried the tray through to the sitting-room.

‘If only I were sure Rupert would marry me one day, I’d live with him now,’ she thought. ‘If he’d ask me to get engaged, then it would be all right. Lots of people believe in trying out marriage before they tie themselves up for life. It’s possibly a good idea but …’

Always there were ‘buts.’ Apart from her reluctance to live ‘in sin’ as it was commonly called, Candy knew that something else was stopping her. She was afraid. Yes, afraid that in drawing closer to Rupert she would inevitably grow even fonder of him than she was now—if it were possible. And she was sure it would be so. The shared intimacies must affect a relationship. She was for this very reason contemplating the possibility that by sharing her life with Rupert, he might also grow fonder of her and discover that marriage need not necessarily mean an end to freedom, but a joint sharing of it.

On the other hand, he might tire of her and leave her and then she would suffer in the same way, perhaps even more, than she had done when Tim was killed.

Candy felt utterly exhausted by this prolonged fight between her reasoning powers and her emotions. It seemed as if those very emotions were doing their best to confuse her mentality. Something deep down inside her prompted her to wonder if perhaps she was a coward; afraid of taking a gamble; afraid of losing Rupert’s love; and of what people might think of her.

Reasoning again, Candy knew that friends and acquaintances would not say much since it was unlikely anyone would know if she did give way to Rupert. Even if he came to live in the flat with her, there were no close neighbours. Her tiny apartment was situated over a garage in a mews, and she did not know the people on either side. The office would certainly not know, and dear old Uncle Ken and Aunt Rose, living out the remaining years of their life in the country, would never enquire into her private life.

There remained only those two terrors; that Rupert might grow tired of her; or that Rupert might leave her just as she had grown used to having him in her life.

Was the risk worth the possible success of the ultimate outcome? She stood to win Rupert completely. Eventually to become his wife and the mother of his children. Certainly if they continued as they were there would soon be quarrels, upsets, caused by the constant denial of their passion. Already she saw a restlessness in him when he was with her for any length of time. Already she felt herself growing less acquiescent to his love-making which she had so often to control. Sometimes they quarreled. Something perverse made her argue with him in order to test his love; to see if he would give in to her. She was growing nervy, morose, introspective. It could not go on; which left them two alternatives. Either they must continue as they were, which Candy felt would inevitably lead to a break-up, or she must do as Rupert suggested and allow their love to follow the course Nature demanded.

The telephone rang, startling Candy back to the immediate present. She knew it was Rupert; was so certain that it was he, that she let the ’phone ring. She did not want to speak to him now. She decided to be strong—to ignore the call. She longed desperately to hear his voice, but she did not want to listen in case he should ask her—outright—to live with him. She had reached no decision.

She counted the number of rings. Fourteen … then the bell stopped. Candy put her hot face in her hands—trembling with nerves, frantically sorry now for the strength she had shown.

It must have been Rupert! He had known that she intended returning to her flat after their lunch party, in order to do some work she had collected that morning. But it might have been Kate. Kate often came to town unexpectedly from Cornwall, wanting a bed for the night.

Kate Forbes was Candy’s greatest friend. They had met soon after joining up, and had remained together during their six years in the Service. It was the fact that Kate lived in Cornwall that had first brought them together, for at their first meeting Candy was still bound to the memory of Tim and their honeymoon. Kate Forbes was several years older than Candy and had been married a year when they met. Since then her husband had also been killed—on a night bombing raid over Berlin. Now she still lived alone in the little Cornish village near Redruth unable to make the necessary effort to find a new home. Alec Forbes had left her the house and a small income on which Kate managed quite comfortably. She was a solitary person, living now only for her deep love of classical music. It was usually a concert, or opera, which brought her to London. None of Candy’s repeated invitations could woo her away from Gable Cottage. But she was deeply attached to Candy, and genuinely grateful for her sympathy and understanding when Alec was killed. They were very different in character, in their tastes, in looks, but a strong tie of friendship still bound them together.

Candy’s first guess had been correct. It was Rupert and not Kate who had ’phoned. Soon—just after six o’clock, Candy heard his car-horn, and ran to the sitting-room window.

She leaned out of the window, her heart leaping as she saw him—all her grief, her despair vanishing—and waved to him. Nothing remained but her own dazzling crazy love for him.

“Can I come up?” Rupert shouted.

She nodded.

A few minutes later, Rupert came through the open doorway and gathered her into his arms.

“What on earth happened to you?” His lips covered hers—his heart beat against her soft breast. “I’ve been worried stiff. I rang for hours you know, without getting a reply.”

She lifted her face, eyes shut for his kisses.

“Damn it, darling, why didn’t you answer that ’phone?” he asked huskily. “Or were you out?”

Candy walked over to the mantelshelf and chose a cigarette from the carved wooden box.

“No, I was here,” she said.

“Then why didn’t you answer?” Rupert persisted. “You haven’t been ill, have you?”

“No!” I was just—oh, I don’t know—I can’t think straight—I feel frightful!” she said, hiding her face against his shoulder.

“Haven’t you made up your mind about us?” Rupert asked, his voice softening.

“Not altogether,” she whispered.

Rupert moved to the sofa and pulled her down beside him.

“Look here, darling,” he said. “We’ve got to get this business straightened out and we can’t until you tell me honestly what is bothering you. What is it? You needn’t be afraid to speak out. I can take it!”

She was glad he smiled. It eased the tension.

‘Shall I? Shall I tell him?’ she thought. ‘Why not?’

“Rupert, it isn’t really my place to say this,” she said aloud, “but you’ve asked me to speak out, so I will. It’s that—I suppose every woman feels this way about the man she loves—that I want to be sure—not of myself, but of you. So I want to get married first.”

It was a relief having said it, but she had not the courage to look at Rupert’s face. She listened, waiting for him to speak.

“Well, I agree it might be better!” Rupert said slowly. “But darling, it just isn’t possible at the moment. I can’t ask you to marry me when I haven’t a penny to my name, and not even the prospect of a job. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

She turned to him then, her face eager, her eyes bright with suppressed excitement.

“Oh, Rupert, I don’t care!” she said breathlessly. “It doesn’t matter to me whether we have one penny or a million pounds. I can go on with my commercial art; I can keep myself. It’ll only be a temporary measure. And I’ve still got my army pension.”

“No can do!” Rupert said. ‘I want to be able to support my wife—not have her keeping me.”

Candy stiffened and the expression on her fresh beautiful young face became fixed, even wooden. Rupert reached across to her but she did not relax.

“Please, darling!” he said gently. “Try and understand. I want to marry you, but it’s financially impossible. That’s the only reason, and I swear it. Look, Candy, if you like we can get engaged.”

“If I like!” Candy cried. “Oh, Rupert! …”

This time she did not resist his arms, or his kisses. Her heart was throbbing almost painfully. She did not believe any other girl in the world had ever loved a man as much as she loved Rupert. He had become entirely necessary to her.

“We can’t very well buy the ring now,” Rupert said, his voice deep, warm, embracing. “But we can celebrate. I was to have had dinner with Father to-night, but I’ll ring him up. Might as well get his approval anyway, although I have no doubt that he’ll be almost as thrilled as I am. He likes you, Candy. We’ll both take him out to dinner. Candy …?”

“Yes, Rupert?”

“I love you tremendously, amazingly, frighteningly much.”

Candy’s last doubt vanished. Now, at last, she had made up her mind.


Two

“I couldn’t be more delighted!” said Mr. Marsdon, his kind blue eyes, so amazingly like his son’s, meeting Candy’s expectant gaze. “It’s high time that over-grown schoolboy of mine found himself a nice girl to steady him a bit.”

“Now, Father …” Rupert began, but Mr. Marsdon interrupted, his eyes twinkling:

“It’s quite all right, my boy. I have no intention of telling Candy your past. It wouldn’t be fit for her ears anyway. But I am going to talk about the future as soon as coffee is brought in. Ah, here it is!”

Candy felt Rupert’s hand pressing against hers beneath the table. It was an intimate, almost conspiratorial gesture, leaving her with a vaguely uncomfortable feeling. It was as if she were about to deceive this delightful old man who was Rupert’s father. He had been so kind to her since Rupert had announced his intention of getting engaged—showing genuine pleasure in his son’s choice and now, it seemed, he was about to make some proposition for their future.

“Well, my dears!” Mr. Marsdon said, lighting a cigar. “I expect you have been talking about a wedding, and I thought …”

“Look here, Father!” Rupert broke in, his tone tinged with carefully suppressed irritability of which only Candy was aware. “We have only just thought about getting engaged. We aren’t planning to get married yet for quite a long time. Firstly, I shall have to get some kind of a job.”

“That was the point I hoped to raise,” Mr. Marsdon said mildly. “I intend to make you an allowance, Rupert, my boy. No young man who has been used to living on a Squadron-Leader’s pay—flying pay, too, should be forced to live from hand to mouth.”

“That’s nonsense, Father!” Rupert said with unconcealed impatience. “I can live on my gratuities and savings until I get a job.”

“But if you’re thinking of getting married in the near future you will need those savings of yours,” announced Mr. Marsdon practically. “Look here, Rupert, I’m a rich man—as far as anyone can be these days. Let me have the pleasure of seeing you at least comfortably off.”

Candy saw the lines of Rupert’s mouth tighten and screw into an obstinate line.

“It’s very generous of you, Father, but I cannot accept your offer,” he said formally. “Now let’s drop the subject, please. It must be very boring for Candy.”

“No, really, I …”

“May we dance, Father?” Rupert interrupted.

“Of course,” said Mr. Marsdon.

Rupert stood up and reluctantly Candy rose also. As soon as they were out of earshot, Candy said in an undertone:

“Really, Rupert, that was hardly civil, and after your father has been so nice to us too.”

Rupert did not reply, and Candy saw the obstinate line of his mouth reflected in his eyes which were sulky, like a small boy’s. She felt suddenly maternal, tender towards him, and as he put his arms round her to dance she leant against him purposefully provocative. Instantly Rupert’s arm tightened and she felt the tenseness of his body relax slightly as he gave himself up to the rhythm of the music.

“You dance beautifully!” he whispered against her hair.

Unseeing of the passing couples on the floor around her, Candy thought:

‘I never knew Rupert was so temperamental, so easily irritated. I suppose it has something to do with me. It will all be all right later, afterwards …’

The remainder of the evening passed without further unpleasantness between Rupert and his father, and when they dropped Mr. Marsdon at his club, they were once more the best of friends.

“Thank you so much for a really lovely evening,” Candy said, her voice warmed with genuine affection for the old man.

“Enjoyed it myself!” said Mr. Marsdon, waving his hand. “Good night, Rupert. Be good!”

Seated once more beside Rupert as he drove through the street towards her flat, Candy again experienced a slight feeling of guilt provoked by Mr. Marsdon’s parting words. Neither she not Rupert had any intention of being good, and she wondered whether Rupert, silent and thoughtful beside her, was feeling as she did.

As they turned into the mews, Rupert switched off the engine and allowed the car to slide to a standstill outside her front door.

“No point in announcing our arrival!” he said, as if by way of explanation.

‘This is hateful—hateful!’ Candy thought suddenly, her whole being crying out against this need for subterfuge. ‘Why do we have to be so deceitful about it all?’

Unreasonably, she felt resentful towards Rupert as she slipped the key into the front door and pushed it open. She knew it was not his fault any more than her own. Their decision had been mutual …

She felt for the switch and the sitting-room blazed into light. The red coals glowed from the grate, and Rupert went forward to stir them into a few flickering flames.

“Never mind!” he said. “The room is quite warm.”

Candy felt a sudden rush of nerves. Her hands were trembling and she knew she might giggle at any moment at the slightest provocation.

Hurriedly, to disguise her nervousness, she said:

“I’ll make a cup of tea. I usually do have one before I go to bed.”

She ran out of the room into the little kitchenette, her mind leaping ahead of her actions.

‘We can’t go on drinking tea until morning,’ she thought. ‘It’s got to happen sooner or later. Oh, I wish I had never agreed …’

She pulled herself up abruptly. That was nonsense. It was nothing but a perverse notion brought on by nervousness. She ought not to be feeling like this—she was a married woman, and she was behaving like a schoolgirl about to experience her first kiss.

A little calmer, she carried the tea-tray through to the sitting-room. Rupert was standing with his back to the fire, his legs splayed apart, cigarette between his lips. A faint haze of smoke permeated the atmosphere.

Candy paused in the doorway, the picture striking her into immobility; it was as if she were seeing a stage set and most important of all, she knew that it was so absolutely right. It was just as she had imagined it would be that afternoon when she realized her little flat needed a masculine presence and the smell of a cigarette to make it complete, perfect. As suddenly as it had come, every trace of Candy’s nervousness had left her. She felt curiously cool—mistress of the situation.

“You look very domesticated!” Rupert said, coming towards her and taking the tray from her hands. “Where shall I put it?”

“Anywhere!” Candy said, happiness rising inside her in a bright frothy bubble. “On the floor!”

Rupert put the tray on the carpet and looked up at her over his shoulder;

“Will you be mother, or shall I pour out?” he asked with a grin.

“You do the honours, Rupert!” Candy said, and watched his thin, long fingers curl round the handle of the little orange tea-pot.

‘He has beautiful hands,’ she thought. ‘I’ll always love his hands.’

Rupert straightened up and handed Candy her cup and saucer. They sat down very close to each other on the sofa and drank their tea without speaking.

“That was wonderful!” Rupert said, and suddenly she was in his arms.

“Oh, Candy, darling, darling!” he whispered, and rising quickly, he picked her up as he would have done a child, and carried her through to the little peach-coloured room.

“We don’t need a marriage service!” she heard his voice as if in a dream. “Carrying you over the threshold makes you my wife.”

Candy, eyes shut tightly, lay quietly on the bed where he had placed her, listening to his movements in the darkened room. As if by instinct he made his way through the furniture and lit the gas-fire. A faint gold light spread through the room, and now Candy could see his face, the dark shadow of his figure moving towards her.

“You’re cold, darling!” he said, feeling her hands. “Why not get undressed by the fire?”

Obediently, Candy rose and went across to the fire. She slipped her long dinner-dress over her head and stood for a moment upright, a slender, nymph-like figure in her brief delicate underwear.

‘I’m glad I’m slim,’ she thought exultantly. ‘I’m glad my figure is firm and young. I couldn’t bear Rupert to be disappointed in me.’

As if in answer to her thoughts, Rupert’s voice came slow and husky from the other side of the room.

“God, 4arling, you’re beautiful, beautiful!” he said.

Knowing that he was watching her, Candy felt a sudden rush of shyness, and she stepped hurriedly out of her lingerie and pulled a transparent nightgown over her head. She bent quickly to turn out the fire, but Rupert said:

“Leave it, Candy. The firelight playing on you is so lovely!”

The shyness remained with her, but she felt as warm and glowing as the fire—as she walked slowly across the room and slipped in between the smooth linen sheets beside him.

* * *

She awoke suddenly at six o’clock. Rupert’s arm lay across her body. She felt stiff and cramped. She turned her head on the pillow and studied her lover’s face carefully. Unlike her husband who had been dark, there was no growth of beard visible on Rupert’s lean, sunburnt face. It seemed youthful and guileless in the relaxation of sleep. His fair hair was ruffled. A surge of tenderness swept through her and for a moment she contemplated waking him with a kiss. But she did not do so. She wanted to be quiet a little longer—sort out her feelings after last night.

Rupert had been wonderful, passionate, sympathetic, yet fierce and strong; all that a man should be. She had lost herself completely in their shared passion. Yet even during the few moments before she fell asleep, she had thought clearly and precisely that Rupert was a little too experienced; that she was by no means the first woman in his life. He knew too much about women, for him to have acquired that knowledge from a light, casual affair.

Remembering all this in the early hours of the morning, Candy could not help wondering with a mixture of jealousy and curiosity, who those other women were—who had taught Rupert to be such a perfect lover. Had he loved them? Had they loved him? Had Rupert been disappointed in her?

Candy closed her eyes as if by doing so she could close her mind’s eye on such unwelcome questions. They were unwelcome because they made her feel a little sullied—a little guilty at what she had done. She wanted more than anything in the world not to think about it—only to feel.

When she opened her eyes again she became aware of the thin grey light of dawn creeping through a crack in the curtains. The gas-fire was still burning. The room was too warm, an unpleasant atmosphere. It seemed to be reflected in the taste inside her mouth.

‘That’s what comes of sleeping with the windows closed and your teeth not cleaned,’ she thought wryly.

Knowing that sleep was no longer possible, she eased herself from beneath Rupert’s arm without disturbing him, and slipped a dressing-gown over her shoulders. She switched off the gas-fire, waiting as she always did for the ‘plop’ as the current cut out. Glancing across to the bed, she was pleased to see that the noise had not brought Rupert out of his deep sleep.

She drew the curtains softly and opened the windows. The sharp morning air rushed into the room, blowing gently at her disordered hair, fanning her hot cheeks and tired eyes. She breathed deeply and with satisfaction, finding the coldness and sharpness both stimulating and cleansing. She wanted a cup of tea.

She slipped her feet into her bedroom slippers and went out to the kitchen. The gas hissed as she turned it on, but quietened when she put the kettle on to boil. Then she moved into the bathroom and turned on the bath and locked the door behind her. She always locked it, automatically, although there was no need to do so in this flat. It was silly, really, when one thought about it, because she often walked into the kitchen or sitting-room on her way back from the bath without a stitch of clothing on her back. But she knew exactly why she always locked doors. It dated back to her early childhood when she had been imprisoned in the lavatory one afternoon when her uncle and aunt were out. A six-year-old child can suffer quite absurd terror from ridiculous and impossible fears. She had been afraid of two things, one of them that she might never be found and would die in there, all alone; the other that an unknown ‘something’ might appear from the lavatory basin if she pulled the plug.
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