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  Chapter One




  ‘WELL, now that you’re here,’ said Miss Maggs, ‘I might as well be getting along.’




  ‘Oh, I’m afraid we’re dreadfully late,’ said young Mrs Seymour, underlining every fifth word in her usual lavish way. ‘But it was such a good

  party, and the people were so amusing.’




  She still wore her short fur coat over her cocktail frock. Her eyes were brilliant from the excitement of the evening, and her little ears, from which some fantastic ear-rings dangled, were

  still a shade pink from the reception of compliments.




  ‘But Maggsy, I did have you most horribly on my conscience. Sitting here alone for all that time with no one to hold your hand.’




  ‘I should think not, indeed,’ said Miss Maggs.




  ‘Was everything all right? Was baby good? Did she wake up?’




  ‘Slept as sound as a top,’ said Miss Maggs, smiling. ‘Always does. I don’t know why you pay me.’




  ‘How could we ever go out if it wasn’t for you, my kind angel? What’s happened to Geoffrey? He’s still putting the car away.’




  ‘There’s a kettle on the stove just on the boil, and the tea-tray set,’ said Miss Maggs.




  ‘Ah, that’s just the thing. I’m practically dying for it. And old Geoff needs it. You know, Maggsy, he can’t carry his drink half as well as I can.’




  ‘You’re welcome to all your nasty alcohol,’ said Miss Maggs severely. ‘Give me a nice cup of tea and I’m content.’




  ‘Well, I hope you made yourself lots. Was there anything good on the television?’




  ‘I had it on for a bit, but it was one of those creepy, shadowy plays where you can’t get to see what anybody’s doing,’ said Miss Maggs.




  ‘Oh, bad luck. You should have fiddled away at the old knobs until it came brighter.’




  ‘It wouldn’t have helped. The man came on at the beginning to say that was how it was meant to be.’




  ‘Oh dear, dear. Aha! There’s Geoff. Can’t even get his key in the lock first try. Geoff, you villain! Look at the time! It’s nearly one. And here’s poor old Maggsy

  got to go home at this unearthly hour all that way by her lonesome. Wouldn’t you like him to run you home in the car, Maggsy?’




  ‘You might have mentioned it earlier, darling, before I put the damned car into the damned garage,’ said Mr Geoffrey Seymour sourly. The difference in the way he and his wife carried

  their drinks was, as Miss Maggs had noted before, that where one of them became ready to hand you the earth on a plate, the other stood by to knock it out of your grasp.




  ‘I shouldn’t hear of it anyway,’ she hastened to interpose.




  ‘Thinks I’ll run her into the river, does she?’ said Mr Seymour, sulking. ‘Well, I might do at that. I’ve already left most of the paintwork on the garage door. Why

  didn’t you wait and see me in, darling?’




  ‘You wouldn’t let me, if you remember. Well then, if you won’t drive Maggsy home, walk down with her past the dark bit.’




  ‘Then she’d have to come back with me. We’d be seeing each other home all night.’




  ‘The trouble with you, old dear, is that you’re squiffy. You’re practically stinking.’




  Her delightful voice robbed these inelegant words of any offence – they almost sounded admiring.




  But her husband was not appeased. ‘I strongly object to that, darling. Yes, I take a very poor view of your insin –insin –’ Here he gave it up as a bad job.




  He looked so grumpy and aggressive that Miss Maggs said hurriedly: ‘Well, I’m off. I’ll let myself out, Mrs Seymour. Now, don’t you bother about me. I’m old enough

  to look after myself.’




  ‘Just what I say,’ commented Mr Seymour. ‘Who’s going to interfere with her?’




  ‘Geoff! Don’t take any notice of him, Maggsy. Are you quite sure you’ll be all right? The telly play didn’t make you nervous?’




  ‘Pooh! Things don’t happen like that in real life.’




  ‘But it’s pitchy black outside.’




  ‘I’ve got my torch. You’ll let me know when you want me next.’




  ‘Rather? But I say, you haven’t been paid for tonight yet. Geoffrey, Maggsy hasn’t been paid.’




  ‘Let her wait for it,’ said her husband, who, when not in his cups, had the best manners for miles.




  ‘Don’t you worry,’ said Miss Maggs, who could have done with the money. ‘You won’t run away, I know. I’ll have it next time I come.’




  ‘What a blessing you are!’




  ‘Don’t forget the tea,’ warned Miss Maggs over her shoulder. ‘Don’t let the kettle boil dry. Night-night, all!’




  Wasting electricity like that, thought Miss Maggs, coming out of the front door into a drive ablaze with light as if it were high noon. In their present state they were likely

  to leave it on all night. But, of course, it didn’t matter to them. The times might have robbed them of the nannies and maids which twenty years ago would have been their unquestioned right,

  but they weren’t yet reduced to the state where they had to bite their nails over the payment of an electricity bill. What would it be: twenty or thirty pounds perhaps just for the quarter?

  and they wouldn’t turn a hair. Whereas if mine was five I should have a fit and start going to bed with a candle. It simply wouldn’t enter their minds that there were those who even had

  to think twice before buying a battery for a torch, she reflected ruefully. I must save mine for an emergency; I know it’s nearly run out.




  The gravel scrunched under her feet and she saw the erratic path of Mr Geoffrey’s tyres coming in, a sight which made her thankful that she was excused from being his passenger. I like to

  get home in one piece, she thought.




  Home! That was where she was longing to be. Of course the fire would have gone out long ago, although she had banked it well, but the sitting-room would still be as warm as toast. She would make

  herself one of her own cups of tea which tasted better than the Seymours’ superior brand and was ever so much browner. Then she would sit and sip it and think about a hundred little things of

  no possible interest to anyone but Gertie Maggs.




  The Seymours’ white gate swung back on its hinges and latched itself. She turned to the right and left the bright, theatrical green of the floodlit garden behind her like a deserted stage.

  Immediately the broad residential road stretched before her, remote and mysterious, twice as wide as in the daytime and as alien to the idea of milk-floats and tradesmen’s vans as a route

  through the Sahara.




  Miss Maggs glanced upwards with relief at one of the borough engineer’s new sodium lamps. Looks like a leggy stick of asparagus with a drop of melted butter at the end, she thought

  irreverently. No wonder the residents let out such a howl. There was something friendly and companionable about the old kind of standard with its sturdy base and lantern top which even a dog could

  appreciate. As for these horrors, even the light was wrong, being bright and far off and as vulgar as a marigold.




  It was odd how everything had changed since her walk up to the Seymours’ at six. It must have been dark and there must have been the lights but there was so much coming and going that

  these things failed to register. There were large, silent cars rolling up driveways with large silent men exhausted from money-making; there were small noisy cars charging down with lively

  youngsters ready to exhaust themselves getting rid of it.




  The wavering beams of bicycles passed her on their return to the country.




  There were couples on the footpath, laughing and talking.




  It was never what you might call a crowded road but it had its habitual users. Now it was stripped to the buff; just bare road.




  Miss Maggs had the quaint idea that big houses on either side had opened ranks so that they appeared at once farther away and more widely spaced. She searched in vain for one window showing

  signs of humanity; the reading lamp of the bad sleeper, the comforting speck of the nursery nightlight, even the quick switch on and off for the visit down the passage. There was nothing, nothing

  at all.




  Suddenly a large board reared itself up from behind a hedge, scaring her for an instant into thinking that a giant was peering at her over the bushes.




  So that was another one gone. The St Clairs had moved out at last. Everyone knew when the old gentleman resigned his membership of the golf-club and she stopped all her annual subscriptions that

  they couldn’t last out much longer. Pity about that though; they had been there for as long as she remembered. With all this taxation and income from investments at rock-bottom, life

  wasn’t what it was for the Old Guard. It might look all right on the surface – but the surface was as thin as the skin on boiled milk.




  And what hope is there for humbler folk brought up in the same tradition? thought Miss Maggs, brought to this daunting truth by time and place and a sinking stomach. What have you got to boast

  of, anyway, Gertie Maggs?




  True, in a Welfare State you couldn’t starve, but you could come perilously near it. The tiny nest-egg which her mother had left her was steadily diminishing until now it was no bigger

  than a hedge-sparrow’s. Her little home was her own, but that meant that she had to keep up the repairs on it. There was a slate off the roof after the winter gales, the front gate hung by a

  thread, and all of it was in sad need of a coat of paint. Coal was as precious as diamonds and nearly as dear. Thank goodness she didn’t need many clothes; but still, however carefully

  preserved, things wore out, and some of them had to be replaced.




  But then things were always turning up, she assured herself stoutly. For instance this job of baby-sitting. If Elsie Brent, dear old Elsie who had married a policeman and thus put paid to the

  notion of them living together, a pair of happy old maids, which they had cherished as girls – if Elsie hadn’t met young Mrs Seymour in the town and said ‘I know just the one

  you’re looking for,’ well, she wouldn’t have been walking down this lonely road at nearly one o’clock in the morning. Wasn’t it lucky that Mrs Seymour had taken to

  her, especially as she knew she wasn’t everyone’s choice being a bit prim and proper and set in her ways? ‘Maggsy’ indeed, thought Miss Maggs, not quite decided whether to

  be pleased or offended. Well, I suppose it shows she’s fond of me. She may be flighty but she was brought up as a lady and I’d walk farther than this to help her out. If it wasn’t

  for my groggy knee I might even enjoy the walk. But then, if it wasn’t for the arthritis I could take on some other kind of work more profitable than baby-minding.




  I must be walking heavily, she thought. Or else it’s the quiet. I sound like Sam Brent clumping along. He may be in the C. I. D. now but he still walks as if he was on the beat. Poor Sam!

  I wonder if his ears have been burning this evening. Here’s the Larches where someone walked off with all that table silver the week before last.




  ‘Just boys,’ Sam Brent had said when she taxed him with neglecting to find the culprit. ‘Just a bunch of no-good hooligans taking it in turn to ransack the pantry.’




  ‘Pooh. This isn’t London.’




  ‘My dear Gert, this isn’t a local problem. It’s universal.’




  ‘Then why don’t you do something about it?’




  ‘I will if they get too bobbish. I know where to lay my hands on them. They can’t do your rich friends much harm,’ he added with a sly dig at her, she knew, for her

  old-fashioned gentry-worship. ‘Just relieve them of a few of their bits and pieces.’




  ‘And you call that nothing?’




  ‘Property isn’t all that sacred, Gert, not nowadays.’




  ‘You’d say different if it was your forks and spoons.’




  ‘Maybe I should. But the fact is, Gert, I can’t spare my men to stand guard over the nobs’ houses in place of the staff they haven’t got.’




  ‘But the cheek of it – in broad daylight. However can they tell there’s no one at home?’




  ‘Haven’t you heard of the telephone? The housebreaker’s accomplice, that’s what I call that ruddy instrument.’




  ‘I’d be ashamed to let a mere boy get the better of me.’




  ‘I guess I must be getting slack. I’m about due for retirement, that’s what it is, Gert.’




  ‘You expect me to believe that!’




  ‘Ah, they’ll grow out of it.’




  It was all right to take that easy line, but what about when one of these thieving boys slipped over a garden wall as bold as brass and landed by your very feet? He didn’t stay bold, not

  he! As soon as he saw her he went as white as dough and his eyes looked about to pop out of his head. She knew him and he knew her, and just for an instant they stared at each other aghast before

  he threw off her detaining hand and went pelting off, while she called after him, voice throbbing with timidity: ‘What have you been after, you scoundrel?’ Then she’d gone home

  herself and written a sharp note to Brent; she recognized her duty if he didn’t. But she didn’t send it. Mother always said when you’re upset write your letter but

  don’t post it. And sitting alone at the Seymours’ she decided she never would.




  She might be foolish, but it had dawned on her that she and Sam Brent were a pair. Though by training and inclination she was so strictly honest that a respect for the goods of others was a part

  of her flesh, she believed with all her heart that a person was of more value than a chattel. Report the boy and what happened? He would come before the magistrates, probably be let off as a first

  offender and be put on probation. Nothing very dreadful in that, you might say. But he’d lose his job and lose his character and might be started downhill for life. Well, it might be wrong

  and immoral but she couldn’t do it. He’d had a fright and probably that would be enough to straighten him out, especially if he was only one of a gang of silly muddle-headed boys egging

  each other on to acts of devilment. Live and let live, she said to herself sheepishly. But Ma wouldn’t have approved. Oh, no.




  Away in the distance a clock made a single chime, and the sound came to her very clear and pure like a sound over the water.




  Out went the street lighting.




  Down went Miss Maggs’s heart into the sole of her sensible walking shoes.




  She stood stock still for a moment before starting to fumble for her torch.




  Then when she had hold of it between her gloved finger and thumb, she found that the world which had been completely black had re-registered itself as black and grey. Immediately she was

  reminded of the television screen where ordinary objects had only to be dimly seen to terrify. It was crazy to think that the ditch beside her had suddenly become full of reptiles and was crawling

  with snakes and toads. She did think it.




  With a big effort she pulled herself together. She had her first finger on the switch of the torch but she delayed putting it on. Instead she looked for comfort towards the town, which, because

  of the surrounding darkness, had become a nest of incandescence. Down by the river there was a steady glow. It was only on the outskirts that the lights had been dowsed. She ought to be pleased

  that someone was thinking about keeping the rates down.




  There’s nothing there in the dark that wasn’t there in the light, she told herself firmly.




  There was just this short gap – yes, really quite a short gap between where she was now and the river.




  For the first time since leaving the Seymours’ central heating, she was conscious of the cold. But what could one expect in the early spring at one in the morning? Wasn’t it round

  these ghostly hours that vitality was at its lowest ebb? When old folk slid gently from life into death without waking up to do it? By two she would be in her own comfortable bed with a hot-water

  bottle at the foot, and perhaps, who knows? another at the top. Who was to interfere if she was inclined to spoil herself?




  She began to walk again but at a much slower pace. The path which had seemed as smooth as butter was now full of bumps and roughnesses. The hedge towered over her like a cliff. Let me keep my

  thoughts on the town, she scolded herself. How compact it looks, like a model – a fascinating model all lighted up. There are the churches – St Edmund’s, the short squat tower,

  and All Saints, the delicate spire. There is the Town Hall; and there is the Memorial Hall. Well, really it does look like a boot-box and no mistake. What was that? Oh, just a twig I must have

  trodden on. I’m all ears. The night is full of noises if you listen for them. You’re getting quite poetic, my girl; what a pity you don’t get paid for it. If only this were

  festival week there’d be bound to be more people about! There couldn’t very well be less, as there’s nobody. Nobody at all. So much the better. You aren’t afraid of nobody,

  are you, Gertie Maggs? That would be daft.




  Her nervousness was beginning to scatter her thoughts. They started to dart this way and that like frightened imps, until she had to put on the torch to steady herself. It dug a small round hole

  in the path before her; it was worse than useless and she put it out again.




  But the act itself had strengthened her and she set herself to consider the practical aspects of her night’s work. At half a crown an hour, and tonight, how many hours would it be –

  say six – that would be fifteen shillings, a serviceable sum. Enough for one grocery bill at least. But if tucked away and not used . . . what vistas that opened up. Fifteen shillings a week

  for three months; why, that would be enough for the house painting or a short holiday. And then perhaps I could take a visitor for festival week. Eveyone does it so I don’t see why I

  shouldn’t. She could have Mother’s room, because, of course, it would be another unmarried lady like herself. But that wouldn’t be difficult, as nearly all the visitors were

  women. She might make a nice friend, well, almost a friend, who would come regularly every year like a lot of them did and end up by dying and leaving all her money to my benefactor Gertie Maggs

  for her assiduous care and so that she shouldn’t have to be out on the road so late at night, or, rather, early in the morning.




  So she was back on the old tack. What shall I do if food gets even dearer? Or if my leg gets worse – or if the arthritis moves around to other places? The future loomed ahead as black as .

  . . as black as . . . the mouth of Woodlands Avenue, of unhappy memory, which she was just about to pass. Now she was really making headway. The side road yawned like a cavern of hell. It held a

  deeper blackness than the one she was on by far. She seemed to be ages crossing it; she felt as if she could have put out a hand and leaned on the dark, it was so solid. Her feet were numb with the

  cold. She was surprised that they still made the same noise. Clump, clump, clump.




  And now she was past it and walking faster.




  Clump, clump, clump.




  Shush, shush, shush. . . .




  Curious, that was the first time she had noticed the echo.




  Clump, clump, clump, clump.




  Shush, shush, shush. . . .




  Her hand went to her heart. There was one footstep which hadn’t an echo. No, she must be mistaken. Her heart was beating too loudly; she couldn’t tell which was her heart and which

  the echo. Steady now – steady.




  Clump, clump, clump, clump.




  She hesitated.




  Shush, shush. Then nothing.




  She dared not turn round. She couldn’t have done so if she wished, because her body would have refused to obey her will.




  Now she was certain that she was being followed. All that she could do was keep on walking at the same rate, pretending to a courage which she didn’t feel. Someone had come out of the side

  turning, out of the darkness of Woodlands Avenue, and was following her.




  There are times when instinct is unanswerable, and this was one of them. Times when danger doesn’t need a form to be tangible, when the blood itself senses disaster and sends out its

  message on every thread of nerve until the whole system is informed.




  The first finger of Gertie Maggs twitched and the torch was alight again. Again the round spot appeared before her like a mockery, a will-o’-the-wisp.




  She literally thirsted after light. Her throat was dry and parched. If only I can reach the river, she thought. She fastened on the lights as her salvation, as if no act of darkness could take

  place where there was light. Never for a moment did she truly believe that she had no reason to fear; that some other delayed walker, perhaps even another baby-sitter, was eager for her company

  along the empty road. Her sex and her virginity led her to assume that her pursuer was male, but the actual pursuit robbed her of reasoning power. Short, staccato sentences flashed across her mind

  like captions on a screen.




  What does he want?




  Is it my purse?




  Is it rape?




  Why does he wait?




  Why doesn’t he strike?




  Can’t he tell that I’m old?




  And once relief flooded into her: is it the boy? Of him she had no fear at all and would have stopped to let him catch up with her. Then all was blotted out by panic, by the need to escape from

  those maddening footfalls and a passionate desire to reach the river. She felt the road bearing round to the right and hope rekindled. An improbable little vision of a kettle on a gas ring floated

  before her eyes. A ribbon of steam, fraying into airy strands, spurred her on into achieving the impossible. She began to run.




  Miss Maggs hadn’t run since her childhood. When she was a young woman it was not the fashion, and when it was no longer a question of suitable or unsuitable behaviour, she was past it. Her

  joints, stiffened by arthritis, made her movements like those of a stringed puppet, a travesty of the real thing. The excruciating pain which the effort produced was lost or merged in her greater

  terror.




  And behind, the echo, implacable as ever, changed also to a lope. Now a further bend in the road hid the encouragement of the river lamps. But it meant that she was nearer to the goal she had

  set herself. She ran blindly but surely. Her absolute necessity had cured her of fumbling and brought back her instinctive memory of the way. One more turn, and she rounded a brick wall so close

  that the rough surface broke the kid skin of her left-hand glove. The other hand still clutched the useless torch.




  She saw the first lamp beckon, and the footsteps behind her drummed into her ears. It might mean that another pair of feet had joined the hunt; it might mean only that her pursuer was so much

  nearer. She was beyond distinguishing. Her heart pumped furiously and her breath laboured.




  She was there. She was within arm’s length of the lamp itself. Then she felt a tremendous weight on her back, as if a beast of prey had leapt upon her. She stumbled. She was borne down

  relentlessly to the pavement. She twisted and turned. Now, at the last moment, she had an overwhelming desire to see her assailant. Let him declare himself – let him expose his deeds to the

  judgement of the light.




  But her eyes were so fogged by the strain of her exertions that she saw only a blur of features. Her arms were pinned to her sides by two rigid bands of flesh and blood. Her head was being

  forced back to the level of the paving stones, her neck ached intolerably. She had a strange, fleeting impression that she was being regarded by two immense eyes, lustrous and sorrowful, quite

  outside the range of her experience.




  Lacking breath, she opened her mouth in the mimicry of a scream, and a hand came down over it, gloved and hard and final.




  Her spirit fled, far, far swifter than anything she could have accomplished with her poor body.




  So did he, the attacker. But she never heard his departure into the night, running, running, running.










  Chapter Two




  KITTY heard him come in. The house, for all its Edwardian ugliness, let in noises like it let in draughts.




  Every sound, from the turning of the key in the back door, the steps from scullery to kitchen, the smack of his raincoat on to the back of a chair, gave as accurate a picture of his movements as

  if she had seen them with her own eyes. Through them she even heard his mood, and it was no better than when he had gone out.




  She wasn’t the only one awake. Above her head, their landlady’s bed creaked, then there was the scuffle of slippers as the old lady moved about the room. A scramble of small,

  individual clatterings was familiar enough to be recognized as Mrs Fitch’s preparation for a midnight feast. Cocoa tin, enamel saucepan, cup and saucer . . . she was assembling her utensils.

  Now she was opening her biscuit box.




  Someone else was thirsty, too. The steps went back into the scullery, and then the plumbing set up a groaning and rumbling which only meant that the tap was being turned on to fill the kettle.

  There was a tinny sort of click as the bottom of the kettle came into contact with the gas ring.




  Kitty passed an envious tongue over her dry lips. She raised her head gingerly from the pillow, and peered at the small, cheap alarm clock on whose figures the luminous paint had been so thinly

  spread. Twenty minutes past one. She craved for the tea which she guessed was being made, but she knew better than to call out for a cup.




  She wasn’t going to give that brute of a baby an excuse to wake again. Oh, no. She’d had enough of that. Raising herself on to her elbow, she cast an anxious glance down into the

  depths of the cot beside the bed. But it was too dusky to make out more than a vague outline. Perhaps Miss Baby had turned over on her face and suffocated herself. Well, it was no more than the

  little wretch deserved.




  Was Nick coming in? Should she creep out and join him in the kitchen and try to make it up?




  No, she wouldn’t. Nick in one of his moods wasn’t to be interfered with. Besides, it would only start things up again. It might be all right for him, but what did he take her for?

  Wasn’t it bad enough to have had the baby in the first place, without wanting to give it a brother or a sister? Nick wasn’t reasonable. You couldn’t ever be sure, and she was

  going to be safe rather than sorry.




  Whoever would have thought that such a lot of misery could come out of a little bit of fun? Of course, Nick had done the decent thing. Wasn’t so keen, though, was he? Ma and Pa had kept on

  nagging at him. Well, it nearly killed them, the disgrace of it. That was only how they thought of it. Dozens and dozens of girls had babies when they weren’t married, and got them adopted or

  something. They were away for a few weeks, and then they went back to work, and took up again with their boy friends.




  But that wouldn’t suit Ma. She must have wept buckets; you’d have thought she was the one.




  And there was something to be said for being married. There was the actual day in your white dress and everyone making a fuss and slopping over you; pretending that they didn’t know that

  you jolly well had to. And the holiday at Brighton and knowing that you needn’t bother to take care, because it was too late anyway. And Nick was full of beans then; made a joke of it and

  gave himself airs as a family man. But now it wasn’t so hot. This dump of a place, and old Mrs Fitch half off her rocker, and nothing to spend through not having a job.




  And worst of all, Miss Baby. No one had ever said a word what babies were like; why hadn’t someone warned her what babies were like? You saw them being wheeled about in prams and you never

  imagined! You weren’t exactly dumb; you knew they had to be fed and kept clean – but gosh, they were worse than any pet. And, whatever you might say, it wasn’t nice to have a

  sloppy old dress that opened down the front and have to let it suck at you. Well, that was one thing she hadn’t stuck for long. Miss Baby was on national food, and had to lump it if she

  didn’t like it.




  And the nappies – huh – it was all disgusting. If Reenie and Ed and her hadn’t all been so much of an age, she might have had some idea what babies were like, but she

  hadn’t a clue. Fancy, she hadn’t even known they had to be fed early in the morning before you got up. What a sauce! She got the better of that. Now she kept the rotten stuff in a

  thermos flask and emptied it into the bottle without getting out of bed.




  Now Nick had downed his tea. That was him piling together the crockery on the tin tray. If he wasn’t careful he’d wake her up again, then there would be the devil to pay.




  Now he’d be coming in, she supposed, and start looking for his pyjamas.




  Kitty held her breath, and lowered her head back on to the pillow. She decided to pretend to be asleep. If she was asleep they couldn’t have another row, could they?




  The cheap alarm clock ticked, minutes elapsed, and still he hadn’t come. He was moving about in the kitchen; undressing, she supposed. At last there was the snap of the electric switch,

  and the streak of light under the communicating door disappeared. Finally the couch groaned. That settled it. He wasn’t coming in at all; he meant to sleep where he was in his underclothes.

  She wished him joy of it. She wondered what he had found to use for bedclothes.




  Suddenly she felt desperately tired. She remembered that before long that demon which had sprung out of her own body to torment her with its importunities would be ready for another day. She

  yawned, and almost before the yawn was completed fell sound asleep.




  From the kitchen continued to come occasional squawks of springs, and once a fall of cinders into the grate.




  Upstairs Mrs Fitch muttered her way through cocoa dreams.




  All else was still.




  Wah, wah, wah! Wah, wah, wah! Wah, wah, wah!




  Why bother about an alarm when you had Miss Baby? Still half asleep, Kitty leaned out of bed, grasped the thermos and the feeding bottle, and tried to transfer the contents one to the other with

  no other guide than the sense of touch. With nervous fingers she pushed on the teat, and fumbled round in the top end of the cot. At last a leech fastened on to the rubber. She felt for a moment

  the touch of warm, moist flesh. She lodged the bottom of the bottle between the blankets. Then she went back to her interrupted slumbers.




  Two hours later she woke again with a guilty start, remembering that Nick had to be at the garage by eight-thirty. She slid her bare feet out on to the mat, an island in a sea

  of linoleum, and stood up, hugging her arms round her shivering body. Groping by feel round the end of the bed, she cautiously drew back on its old-fashioned rings the heavy serge curtain which had

  been starving the room of air. Immediately the cold and critical light of morning displayed a dining-room incongruously disguised as a bedroom. The liverish hue of the waist-high surround, the

  whorls of the damp-stained wallpaper, all pointed at past consumption of horrid meals, giving the lie to marble-topped wash-stand and mahogany wardrobe.




  Baby, heiress to all this magnificence in decay, lay with cheeks suffused, stoppered by her own bottle. Not daring to dispute possession of this personal property, her mother made a grab at her

  own clothes heaped on one of the chairs of the original suite with fretwork top and carpet seat. She dressed quickly, hooking and zipping with icy fingers. Then she dipped her flannel into the used

  water of the night before, and wiped face and hands before sticking a comb through her towy hair.




  Leaving the door half ajar, she crept into the kitchen. In the half light which followed her she stood still to look at Nick on the sofa. His knees were hunched up under his raincoat, and from

  under it protruded two socked feet. Across his chest one broad hand clutched at a slipping hearth-mat, whilst against his throat, outstretched to comply with the contours of his pillow, his scarf

  cut a line between chin and neck as if it were a noose.




  He appeared uncomfortable enough to satisfy even his wife. But his features at that unusual angle were oddly handsome. Rather bold and brutal and blank, like a stone-cut head from ancient

  Greece.
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