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Rita was welcome in every boardroom and bedroom
of the horns office!

A NOVEL THAT WILL MAKE YOU STAND UP AND TAKE
NOTICE...!



SCIENTIST: “Know something? I'm a machine—the
others, all machines like me. Except maybe you. I'll bet you're a
human being. How does it feel? Funny? Like being crippled or a
little nuts?”

SEX KITTEN: “It feels embarrassing.”

Words were not
Rita's strong point. She puffed her dress over her head. The dress fell softly to the
floor...

SCIENTIST: “What do you think you're
doing?”

SEX KITTEN: “You said I was human. I'll bet
you're human, too.”

He touched her tentatively.
Unfamiliar emotions possessed her as they embraced. Joy and sorrow,
sensuous thrill combined with eerie terror. All kinds of men had
had her. None before had seemed the first or the last. But now she
would never want anyone else. She heard her own far-off cry: Don't
leave me. Never leave me...







ONE



Rita Bellamy heard herself TALKING on the bus
and her voice grew louder.

“The snow,” she explained, “is particularly
hard on me. When other people get home late, somebody is good to
them. Somebody asks if they're chilled and want a drink and maybe
some hot soup. But if I'm late—even if he can see why, even if
there's a blizzard—my husband is going to ask me who I was sleeping
around with.”

She knew she looked like bedbait even under her
heavy square-cut tweed. She was twenty-four and blond and it should
have been no secret she liked men. Otherwise, why would she have
married Joe? But across the aisle of the home-bound bus, a
middle-aged woman laughed. Sitting beside Rita, George Campbell,
well-dressed, thirtyish, who supervised the secretarial pool at the
plant, said compassionately, “Joe won't ask questions tonight.
He'll know the storm delayed you.” George's voice had grown softer
with every word. He concluded by advising her in a whisper, “Better
quiet down. People are laughing at you.”

Rita glanced around quickly. Had she done it
again— acted like a fool in public? But dammit, she had to talk to
someone and there was nobody at home who understood. She huddled
against the wall of the bus, with its cold window bombarded by the
pelting snow, and stared into the swirling whiteness outside until
her panic subsided. At last she was able to face her bus companions
again.

Not everyone was looking at her, she realized
with relief. Only some. The passengers blurred for her into a
many-headed individual with the vague name of Other People. Other
People did not like or approve of her, she was sure. Other People
wore a composite garment: winter coat, scarf, boots, hat. Other
People occupied sixty seats in the bus and also stood in the
aisle—patient, dignified, full of virtue, enduring the worst storm
of the winter unendangered save by possible accident on the icy
roads. Rita was in danger of something worse.

George Campbell was not included in Other
People. He was in a sense her boss, though actually she had many.
He was her link with the world outside the narrow confines of
family. After the discipline of self-imposed silence had lasted as
long as it could, she spoke to him again. The bus had moved in the
interval, creepingly, creakingly, achieving a few more yards in the
glacial night.

“It wasn't my idea in the first place,” she
said defensively, “to come and work at the plant. Know where I'd be
if I had my way? Right this minute? In my own kitchen, that's where
I'd be. With my babies. I'd be waiting for Joe, not the other way
around.” She leaned her head against the cold window glass. The
chill penetrated her knitted red hat and her thick yellow hair.
Eighty minutes ago, before leaving the office, she had had a shot
of bourbon from the hefty medicine bottle she always kept in her
purse. She had known by the weather that her homeward trip would be
tense. The effect of the bourbon had worn away by now, leaving her
with a slight headache and a sense of being unfed. “Joe thought it
would do me good,” she continued, “to get out of the house on
schedule every day. Meet people. I sometimes think he'd rather his
mother raised his babies.”

George Campbell commented kindly, “Look at it
this way, Rita. The kids' loss is our firm's gain. We've been happy
to have you with us. Maybe Joe feels you're a career-type
girl.”

She knew how quickly the whiskey was wearing
off when she did not retort, Joe feels if I
were home all day I'd go to bed with the meter reader. She took
a closer look at George Campbell. Much of whatever joy her destiny
might hold as a working suburban mother was in George's hands. A
semi-skilled office girl, her talents were largely limited to
filing and typing. It was George who decided in what department of
the complex company she would spend any given day.

The women workers at the plant liked George
Campbell. He was at once refined and friendly. He was reassuring if
you were tense or worried—he thanked you if you agreed to work
overtime when you were dead on your feet.

“I hope,” Rita said with a sigh, “that your
wife knows how lucky she is. You have a lot of understanding, Mr.
Campbell.” The bus moved another inch, skidded. Up front, a
passenger squealed in fright. The bus halted again. A police car
pulled up and a trooper got out. He spoke to the driver, a burly
white-haired man who probably had not smiled in twenty years.

The bus-jockey turned to his passengers.

“Count on another hour here,” he announced.
“There's a trailer truck jacknifed across the road up ahead. So
save your questions, I already gave you the answer. And let's not
forget there's a rule against passengers smoking on buses. I said
passengers.” He glared, reached under his jacket to an inner shirt
pocket and brought out a cigarette which he lit with an angry
flourish.

Resentful snatches of comment drifted through
the bus. “... Insolent,” someone said. An elderly maiden secretary
made a deposition on labor unions. “In the old days,” she
concluded, “the man in shirtsleeves knew his place and was happier
for it.”

Rita laughed aloud. George Campbell looked at
her questioningly. “That driver,” she said. “Know who he's like,
take away thirty years? He's like my Joe. That was the kind of
crack Joe makes every time. It's all right for Joe to smoke or have
a drink or stay in bed in the morning. There's always a good
reason. But it's never all right for me.” There was no courage in
her last words. She said in a confiding tone, leaning against him,
“George, I'm really scared. Another hour. He'll kill me.” There was
warmth in the touch of their shoulders—not physical warmth through
the heavy clothing, but the warmth of companionship.

George said, his voice as low as hers, “This is
a ridiculous situation. Look—we're less than a mile from my house.
I woke up late this morning, didn't have time to put on chains.
That's why I took the bus. But what's a little walk compared to an
hour's waiting? We'd be warmer than sitting here. Think you could
hike it with me? When we reach my place, I can put on chains and
have you home in ten, fifteen minutes. You game?”

“Sure,” she said. “Anything's better than
this.” She thought as she followed him into the aisle that the
suggestion was like George—helpful. In the office too he usually
had a solution for any problem troubling one of his girls. She was
aware of some curious, speculative stares as she and George moved
to the front of the bus together and got off.

Let them stare.

The driver leered at them as he opened the
door. “Have a nice walk, folks,” he said. What the driver said was
unimportant—the man's thinking would be like Joe's, she told
herself.

Outside, the snow came to the tops of Rita's
boots. The wind drove icy particles into her face, nearly blinding
her. She clung to George's arm, staggering and slithering.

Behind the jacknifed truck, headlights of what
seemed an interminable row of cars glowed dimly through the
snowfall. George steadied her as they walked—he felt good to lean
on.

They came to a cross road that had not been
plowed, turned into it. Here there were almost no cars and the
walking was easier. Shivering, she still clung to George. There was
an answering pressure as he squeezed her arm comfortingly against
his side.

Houses lined the road, smug, and stylish
suburban homes with short, snow-covered driveways. Windows were
lit. Some of the driveways held parked cars. Rita wondered what
George's house would be like. “Here we are,” he said at last.

His place was dark. “We'd better go in through
the garage,” he said. “It's quicker.”

They stumbled up the short driveway to the
attached garage. George pulled up the overhung door and they were
out of the storm. He lowered the door, fumbled for a light
switch.

In the sudden fluorescent brightness, Rita saw
a late-model Pontiac surrounded by garden tools, a motorized
lawn-mower and a snow-thrower. Against the far wall stood a
workbench with power saw, electric drill and other impressive
equipment that Rita could not offhand have named. Her knowledge of
tools went only as far as manual hammers and screwdrivers.
Evidently George was handy around the house, something Joe was not.
If a door stuck or a window jammed—even if a picture required
hanging —Joe needed help.

George guided her past his workbench to a
flight of stairs that led to a spotless kitchen, also illumined by
fluorescents.

He turned to her, grinning. “Wife's away for a
couple of days, visiting her mother. I'm glad—Dorothy hates winter
in the country. She's really a city girl—it was hard for her when
the company moved us out here. Sorry if the place is a mess, but
I've been batching it.”

The place was not a mess. Everything in the
kitchen seemed exactly where it belonged. The scrubbed sink was
innocent of dirty dishes. The stainless steel range had a silvery
glow. Oh, maybe there was a little dust here and there and some
footmarks on the red linoleum, but the kitchen was in far better
shape than Rita's was at home. Joe never lifted a finger to help
with the housework or the mess the kids made and his mother
expected Rita to keep house as well as work. It was a wife's
duty.

The house was warm. George said, “It will take
a while to put on the chains. Why don't you take off your things
and make yourself comfortable?” His smile was knowing and friendly.
“Let me fix you one while you're waiting. I could use one
myself.”

“A drink would be great,” Rita said. George
helped her off with her coat, draped it across a chair in the
foyer, turned on the living room lights. “You wait here—I'll bring
you a drink and go down to the garage. What would you like? Bourbon
on rocks?”

Again that small, knowing smile. George was
aware of the Little bottle she carried to work. Rita smiled right
back at him, His eyes rested briefly on
her trim yet well developed figure that child-bearing had never
spoiled and that Joe never noticed when she first got home—not
until they were in bed.

Then Joe would become all hands, muscles—and
other things.

“Bourbon would be fine,” Rita said, her teeth
flashing. She had a good smile, an even-featured face, blue eyes to
go with her thick blond hair. She was not beautiful, perhaps not
even quite pretty, but she knew she was attractive to men. Many had
told her so. George's eyes said so now, before he went into the
kitchen to make their drinks.

Rita looked around the living room. There were
two couches, one long, one short, upholstered in an abstract
yellow-and-turquoise print. The wall-to-wall carpeting was terra
cotta brown. A brick fireplace was set in a wood-paneled wall which
also contained built-in TV and hi-fi. Above a recessed mantelpiece,
a wide cornice concealed indirect lighting. The other walls were
the palest possible brown, the ceiling white. House plantings of
ivy, fern and cactus were abundant though unobtrusive. They gave
the room a relaxed, summerlike atmosphere, though beyond the drawn
white drapes a winter blizzard howled.

Rita seated herself on the long couch. Still
wearing his coat, George brought their drinks. He raised his glass
in a wordless toast. Each of them took a sip. The liquor felt
deliriously warm flowing into Rita's cold-numbed veins.

George said, “Back in a few minutes.” Carrying
his drink, he left her. He called over his shoulder, “The bottle's
in the kitchen if you want another.”

She heard him clump down the stairs into the
garage, heard him moving down there, opening the car trunk,
rattling jack and chains. He sounded manlike, expert.

She sipped her drink, her whole being relaxed
except her eyes. Compared to her own living room, this one was
luxurious. She wondered about George's wife. What kind of woman
would hate to live in a place like this? No kids around, no job to
have to get up for every morning —nothing to do but keep house for
a nice man like George.

She heard the creak of the jack downstairs as
he lifted another wheel, then the clank of heavy links. If it were
Joe down there, he would be swearing all over the place even at a
simple little job like putting chains on the five-year-old jalopy
he drove. But the only sound from George was the sound of work.

What would it be like to be married to someone
like George? He was maybe a good ten years older than Rita—not
strikingly handsome but not bad-looking either. He had a narrow
face with a nose that was slightly hooked and a mouth that smiled
almost constantly—sometimes, she thought, automatically. But still
he smiled because he felt like smiling—because that was the kind of
man he was, one who sympathized with other people, understood their
problems, whatever they were.

She wondered why he and Dorothy had no
children.

Maybe there was something wrong with
Dorothy.

She had not quite finished her drink when
George came back. His glass was empty.

“We're all set,” he said. “But I wouldn't mind
seconds on these before we leave. It was cold down there. Always
meant to put heat in that garage some day. How about letting me fix
you one more?”

Rita debated only briefly with herself. She was
going to catch hell anyway when she got home. Leaving this lovely
warm house a few moments earlier would make no difference in her
reception. Besides, it could do her good to get to know George
better—after all, he was her boss. She noticed that his hands were
rust-stained from the chains. He looked cold. To let him warm up a
little before they started was only right.

And she could use another drink herself.

“Fine,” she said.

“Good girl. Finish that one while I wash up.
I'll be right back.”

Again she listened attentively to the sound of
George in a house, this time washing up at his kitchen sink. She
knew from the sound that he was not splashing the floor, not making
a mess in any way for someone else to wipe up—or live with. He came
back, wearing that constant smile, to retrieve her glass. The clink
of ice, the gurgle of liquor, followed.

He returned with the fresh drinks and sat down
beside her on the couch. They toasted silently once more. George
said, “Snow doesn't seem to be letting up. Wonder if the road's
still jammed.”

“The man said an hour.” Rita glanced at her
watch. “The hour's just about up. Not that a few minutes more will
make any difference. Joe will give me hell anyway.”

“He shouldn't treat you like that,” George
said. “You've never given him any cause, have you?”

“Serve him right if I did some day,” she
said.

George studied her. The look in his brown eyes
made her heart jump a little. Was he going to make a pass?

“If you ever decide to—just let me know.”
George's tone was light.

Rita gave him another flash of teeth. “I will,”
she said, her tone matching his. “I promise you'll be the first to
know.”

After that it just happened. George set his
glass on the coffee table in front of the couch, then reached for
Rita's glass and parked it beside his own. He moved closer. His arm
slid around her shoulders and they both kept smiling to the last
instant—until his mouth closed on hers.

His lips were hard, male and—which did not
surprise her—expert. Small shocks of heat traveled through her body
and somehow she knew the exact moment when he wanted her lips to
part. His tongue felt warm, triumphant. Oh, he knew exactly what it
was doing! Her arms went around him. Through her thin wool dress
she felt his hand at her breast. She had good firm breasts and his
touch was not like Joe's—mauling. George was caressing her. She
could tell he liked what he found.

She turned toward him, twisting her hips so
that they fronted his. It was down there that everything mattered
and they both knew it.

The kiss was a long one. Before it was over,
George's hand had slipped to her waist, then down to her thigh and
under her dress. She knew that he liked what he found there, too.
She could tell from the way his hand moved.

When at last he raised his mouth from hers,
everything was understood between them. She knew by his face what
he felt. She felt the same way.

He said, in a tone she had never before heard,
“I wonder how much time we really have.”

She would have told him time did not matter,
that they had time enough, but he released her, rose from the couch
and went to the hall telephone. She heard him dial a number.
Snatches of conversation followed. Evidently he was talking to
trooper headquarters.

He came back and said, “The jam is still on—in
fact, it's worse. Be a couple of hours before they get out that
trailer truck. The local boys had to call on the state highway
department for heavy equipment.”

He lifted his glass, took a long pull. Rita had
another sip.

“Let's take our drinks to the bedroom,” he
said.

One arm about her, he led her along a hall. She
wondered if he knew there might be a grain of truth to Joe's
accusations. Not the way Joe made it sound—but she guessed it might
be said that she sometimes slept around. George seemed awfully sure
of himself. She did not care if he knew or not. Right now she
wanted it as badly as he did—right now you could say she loved
George. She had long since stopped loving Joe.

The bedroom was like the rest of the house,
orderly, lovely. There was a big double bed flanked by night
tables. There were two dressers—his and hers—and a long
glass-topped vanity with a three-way mirror and all the equipment a
woman needed to make herself beautiful. Dorothy was lucky, whoever
she was—and Rita did not give a damn.

George rested his glass on one of the night
tables. She put hers beside it. He remained a methodical man.
Without taking his arm from around her waist, he pulled down the
blue bedspread, opened the bed. Then he began to undress her.

Soon they were in bed. The sheets felt
wonderful. So did George, adoring her body with his hands and
mouth— gentle yet strong, not clumsy and rough like Joe. George was
slim and leanly muscled... so different... different...

And when it happened there was a rightness
about it that surprised her—something she had never experienced
with any other man. They simply became one, without violence—but
with simple need, simple heat. The heat burst into flames. Flame
became fusion. Then came the hot, bright detonation, as if it had
never happened before, as if it could not possibly happen
again...

She lay spent, exhausted, happy. George
sprawled beside her, panting. After a while he reached across her
for his drink and their eyes met. They both laughed.

They touched glasses and drank. Then George
began to caress her again.

TWO



Rita was home by eight. George paused at her
driveway only long enough to let her out of the Pontiac, sped away
with a whir of tire chains. The snow had stopped except for a few
small flakes that whirled randomly down. George's tail lights
vanished around a bend in the road as Rita slogged through the snow
to her front steps.

No one had cleared the path. The front light
was on.

Joe met her at the door, He was short, stocky
in denims and T-shirt, his muscular arms still grease-stained from
his job. He pumped gas at the crossroads filling station—he was not
even a mechanic.

As she had expected, he asked roughly, “And
where the hell have you been? And don't tell me about overtime. I
checked. The plant let everybody out at four because of the
snow.”

Rita shoved past him. Joe was nothing. “Bus got
stuck on the road.” She grudged the information. “If you'd checked
the trooper headquarters you'd have known.”

“I checked. There was a jam all right, but they
cleared it about an hour ago.”

“I wouldn't know.” She was whisking off her
hat, shrugging out of her coat. She threw both on the nearest
chair. “I got off and walked. With George Campbell. We went to his
house, he put chains on his car and drove me home.”

“And what else did you do at his house? Damnit,
you stink like a ginmill.”

“I had a couple of drinks with George and his
wife. He's married, you know.”

“So are you—but you seem to forget it. What was
the matter with phoning home and telling me where you were?”

“I didn't think of it.” She turned to him,
feeling suddenly guilty and frightened. She put her hands on his
dirty arms. “Joe—let's not fight. I didn't mean to stay at the
Campbells'. But I was so cold after that walk and it took a while
for George to put on the chains and Dorothy and I got to
talking—then the two of them drove me home.”

She was getting through. The key to Joe was to
touch him. In some ways he was an animal that you had to pet. She
let her palms slide up his arms, pressed herself against his dirty
T-shirt and jeans and kissed his sullen mouth. For a moment he
remained stiff and unresponsive and she was afraid. If he knew, if
there had been any way for him to find out, this time he had reason
to be angry.

But gradually she felt him yield. First his
lips softened to hers, then his arms went around her. “Hell—I was
going out of my mind. I even went out looking for you in the car,
but the cops weren't letting anybody through to that jam—they said
I would only make things worse.”

“Next time I'll phone,” Rita promised. “If it
ever happens again.”

It would happen again, all right. Maybe not
quite the same way as tonight and maybe she would phone Joe and
maybe not—but it would happen again between her and George
Campbell. She felt different, as if something new had come into her
life. Not love—she did not really love George any more than he
loved her. But she wanted more of what they had had and so did
he.

He had told her so before she'd left.

And the thing between her and George was not
the whole story either. Her job at the plant would be easier from
now on, George had promised. She would get a merit raise next time
there was a review, maybe even a promotion of some kind, although
George had been vague about what that would involve. After all,
just about all she knew was typing and filing. But she had been
around nearly every department at one time or another and George
had said some people were a kind of interdepartmental catalyst.

She had asked him what that meant and he had
spoken of needing an unofficial assistant to keep him informed. He
felt his girls were not always properly used in the various
departments to which he sent them and the kind of assistant he had
in mind could tell him what was going on.

He was ambitious and wanted to keep his finger
on the pulse of the plant. In time the position as his assistant
might become an official one if he could work certain things to his
satisfaction, like expediting various procedures for which he would
get credit. Meanwhile, Rita's merit raise would be coming
through.

And she could use the money, too, Rita thought,
looking at the threadbare rug in the living room. The house was
old—the kind no one built any more. That was supposed to be good?
Sure, there was a fieldstone foundation and the worn old floors
were oak. There even were beams in the living room ceiling, but how
she hated those beams. Always dusty. And the spiders loved them.
The ceiling was full of cobwebs.

An old house. Joe's mother owned the deed,
although Rita and Joe paid the taxes and bills and made such
repairs as they could afford. The house had rooms no longer
included in homes for civilized people. The front door led to a
vestibule that opened into a hall. The living room was on the right
of the hall, opposite the dining room. Behind the living room was a
back parlor and behind the dining room, the kitchen. The bedrooms
were upstairs. Instead of consisting of simple-to-clean living
areas, the house was divided into boxlike rooms and each box was a
problem.

No proper place existed for the TV set; it just
stood in a corner. Rita thought with longing of George's house and
its sharp, clear decorator's colors, its graciousness and space,
the wood-paneled wall with its built-in TV and hi-fi. Why, she
thought resentfully, was she the one young wife in the whole world
who had to put up with her mother-in-law's old junk and old junky
house— while someone like Dorothy Campbell, who was not even home
with her man, had a house that looked like a backdrop for a
cigarette commercial.

Joe still had his arm around her. His fingers
tweaked the swell of her breast as though marriage gave him the
right to be vulgar, coarse, possessive. His touch was not like
George's, not fed by appreciation, desire. Rather he touched her as
if she were a slave, to be used when the whim suited him. He had no
immediate lovemaking in mind. His hand was on her breast just
because he liked to think she belonged to him.

At the moment Rita felt she belonged to no one
but herself. Least of all to Joe. When she [...]
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