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  Chapter One


  It was just before five oclock that the gentle knock came at the door.


  Martha Crayle had been about to leave the office. She had put on her overcoat and was looking at herself in the mirror over the fireplace, knotting her scarf over her head. The coat was scarlet
  and the scarf was of green and scarlet checks. She liked bright colours. She was a shortish, sturdily built woman of fifty-three, who was often taken for less because her movements still had the
  energy of someone much younger, her short, toughly curling brown hair had no grey in it, and the expression of her round, widely spaced blue eyes was one of innocent youthfulness. Nothing that had
  ever happened to Martha, and a good deal had happened to her in her time, had ever deprived her of that look of hopeful candour.


  She was glad to hear the knock, even if it meant that she could not leave for home just yet. She had had the office entirely to herself all the afternoon. Olive Mason, the secretary, was down
  with flu and Lady Furnas, the chairman, was away on a cruise in the Caribbean. And not a single caller had dropped in. So Martha had had no one to talk to and had been distinctly bored.


  She had had her knitting with her, part of a knitted dress that she was making for herself, but she was not really a dedicated knitter. As an accompaniment to cheerful conversation she was not
  against it, though the results of what she did somehow seldom quite satisfied her, but simply to knit on and on by herself in a drab, empty office, which was not as warm as it might be, was not
  what she thought of as a rewarding way of spending her time.


  She would have been better off if she had brought her transistor with her, but Olive Mason had never suggested that she should do that and Martha was not sure how it would be regarded if she
  did. This business of being a voluntary worker could sometimes be tricky, and she was anxious not to displease anybody. It was important to her, working conscientiously and regularly as she did, to
  think that she was a help, was valued.


  The knock at the door was softly repeated.


  Arrested in front of the mirror, her head-scarf knotted under her chin, Martha called out, Come in!


  The door was opened with diffident caution.


  There was no need for the caution. The lettering on the door, under the notice that said NATIONAL GUILD FOR THE WELFARE OF UNMARRIED MOTHERS said, ENQUIRIES. The caller had every right to walk straight in and do her enquiring.


  But just as her knock had been shy, her way of entering showed that she wanted to be as inconspicuous as possible. She slipped in, closed the door noiselessly behind her and stood still just
  inside it, breathing quickly.


  She looked about twenty-four. To Martha, who had been developing an eye for such things since she had come to work here as receptionist, the girl also looked about three months gone. Her
  normally slender body had only just begun to thicken. She was wearing a dark blue and green tweed coat on which raindrops glistened, dark slacks and muddy, flat-heeled shoes. Her long, light golden
  hair was flattened damply to her head and there was a sheen of moisture on her face, which was oval and very pale, with delicate features and noticeably large grey eyes that looked nervously at
  Martha out of deep hollows of exhaustion. The girl was carrying a small suitcase which Martha, who was observant about certain things, noticed was of good leather.


  She did some quick summing-up. A girl from a well-to-do family who gave her expensive presents, like the suitcase, but who had turned her out because of her condition, or perhaps from whom she
  was hiding, afraid to let them discover it. Not that you saw much of that sort of thing nowadays. Most families seemed resigned to accepting the illegitimate off-spring of their young as part of
  their own responsibilities. But occasionally you encountered the patterns of the past.


  Well, come in, Martha said. You look awfully wet. Come and sit down by the fire.


  The fire was only a small electric heater that shone with a dim red glow in the empty Victorian fireplace. The Guild did not waste any of its scanty funds on comforts for its employees.


  The girl did not move.


  Youre closing, she said. Im too late.


  An educated voice, low-pitched, pleasant, hopeless.


  Martha undid her head-scarf and dropped it on the desk.


  I was only getting ready to go because nothing was happening, she said. Im in no hurry. Come and get warm.


  She sat down at her desk, switching on the lamp at her elbow, which showed up the shabbiness of the small room, the dull green walls that had not been painted for a decade, the battered desk,
  the hard, unwelcoming chairs. There was nothing to brighten the place up but a vase of chrysanthemums on the desk, which Martha herself had brought that day from her own garden, and a calendar on
  the wall, sent for some mysterious reason the Christmas before by a local garage, and showing a picture of the main street of the town flooded from end to end with a rainbow river of cars.


  Its a horrible afternoon, she said. How long have you been trailing around in the rain?


  Ever since . . . I came down on the bus from London this morning because I thought I could . . . I mean, I didnt think of the difficulties, so I just started . . . I dont
  know how long exactly . . .


  The girl seemed incapable of finishing a sentence. She still did not move from just inside the door.


  So youve been hunting for a room all day, have you? Martha said.


  The girl nodded.


  And they took one look at you and said they were full up.


  The girl nodded again.


  So you thought of trying us.


  Yes, butthe girl pushed back a wet strand of hair from her faceIm not sure if you can help me.


  Nor am I, Martha said. I know the Helsington Hostels full. Anyway, they wouldnt take you in without all sorts of checking up. But come and sit down and just
  tell me a few things about yourself. She took a form out of a drawer and picked up a ballpoint pen. Please dont look so scared. If we can help you, we will.


  Yes, but . . . The girl seemed about to stick at that point, then went on in a sudden rush. On the door it says you help unmarried mothers.


  Yes, thats right, Martha agreed.


  But Im married, you see.


  Martha laid the pen down on the desk and sat back in her chair.


  That does complicate things a bit, I suppose, she said.


  Probably it means you wont help me now, the girl said.


  Well, technically speaking . . .


  Martha paused. Normally this was the point at which she would have gone and consulted Olive Mason, who, in any case, was the person who would have had to make some decision about the case.
  Marthas job was only to get a few particulars from the applicant for help and keep her comfortably chatting until Olive was ready to see her. But with Olive ill and Althea Furnas in the
  Caribbean, Martha had to think for herself.


  Technically speaking, she said, the office is closed and Im only a voluntary worker. Ive no authority and I dont know if I can do anything for you
  anyway. But if youll come and sit down Ill make a cup of tea and we can talk about your problems.


  The ghost of a smile passed briefly across the girls pale face.


  Youre very kind. When I came here I thought a social worker would bewell, difficult. But that was silly. I dont know why one thinks such things. One shouldnt
  take people for granted. Any more than they should take one for granted oneself. They shouldnt think they know whats best for one without finding out what one really feels. Do you
  think they should?


  Martha went into the little scullery that opened out of the office. She filled the kettle and plugged it in. Putting tea-bags into the tea-pot, she called back over her shoulder, Are you
  really married?


  Often the girls who came here said at first that they were, though they had a way of wanting to tell the truth about themselves in the end.


  Oh yes, the girl said. There was a pause. But it isnt as simple as that exactly.


  I didnt think it would be.


  There was no irony in Marthas tone. She was hardly ever guilty of irony. It was just that in her own experience nothing to do with marriage had ever been simple. Her two husbands had left
  her for reasons that she had never understood. She had believed that they were happy with her, and then suddenly each of them had up and gone. The first one had said that she was intolerably
  domineering. The second had said that she was such a doormat that it brought out all the worst in him and that he could not bear that. It had been very puzzling. And each of them had left her with
  a child who had had to be cared for and educated. Well educated. From the first Martha had had ambitions for her children, although neither husband had ever paid her the maintenance to which the
  courts had said that she was entitled. She might have fought for it, of course, but that would have been a sour, unpleasant thing to undertake. It had come more naturally to her to shrug off the
  past, get herself work and manage alone.


  That had been before Aunt Gabrielle had come into her life and made everything easy. So easy that now, with the boys both grown up and doing well in their different ways, Martha could treat
  herself to the luxury of taking a job for which she was not paid. A job of some sort was a necessity to her. That was one thing that the long, difficult years had done to her. She would have found
  it intolerable to stay idly at home all day.


  Bringing the tea-tray into the office, she found that the girl had at last sat down near to the small electric heater. Martha poured out a cup of tea for her, then one for herself.


  Im sorry, we seem to have run out of biscuits, she said. Thats because our secretarys been away the last few days with the flu. Its the sort of
  thing she always remembers.


  Im not at all hungry, the girl said. But the teas nice. Thank you.


  If youre married, Martha said, whats really your problem? Have you left your husband?


  The girl gave a very slight shake of her head. She was looking down pensively into her tea-cup and it seemed for a moment as if she did not intend to make any further reply. Martha, watching
  her, thought that if she had looked happy, if there had been any light or animation in her face, she would probably have been beautiful. But the only expression in the big grey eyes was fear.


  That seemed very sad to Martha. She had had to fight most of her own fears by herself, without much assistance from anyone, but she found that fear in another person called up all the
  protectiveness in her nature.


  What is it then? she asked. Or dont you want to talk about it?


  The girl went on looking into her tea-cup.


  He left me, she said. Three years ago.


  Oh, I see, Martha said. You mean the child isnt his.


  No.


  And what about the childs father?


  Hes a student. A Ph.D. student. His subjects social science.


  I meant, does he know about the child?


  Oh yes, Ive been living with him until just lately.


  Does he want the child?


  II think so. He was upset at first, but now he says he wants it.


  Then just exactly whats the difficulty? Couldnt you and your husband get together somehow and arrange a divorce, so that you and this other man could marry?


  The girl raised her head and gave Martha a long, odd stare.


  Perhaps, she said, only Im not sure if I want to marry Don. Hes got somequeer ideas about me.


  Youve left him, have you?


  Yes.


  How long ago?


  A week. Ive been living with my family since then. But I cant stay with them. Thats quite impossible.


  Why?


  Marthas relations with her own family had always been cool but pleasant. Her father had been a freelance journalist, feckless, gentle, much wrapped up in himself and the dire problem of
  making a living. Her mother had been a shy, thoughtful woman, difficult to know. But in times of crisis they had never abandoned Martha, though their ways of intruding into her life had sometimes,
  unintentionally, been chilling.


  The girls fine eyebrows twitched nervously together.


  Because theyre trying to make me have the child adopted, she said. They want me to have what they call a new start in life, pretending none of it ever happened. And
  thats the one thing I dont want to do. What I want is to think things out for myself. Thats why I came away.


  What made you choose Helsington to come to?


  For Helsington was not a place to which many people bothered to come unless they had good reasons. It was a small, rather characterless town in the south Midlands, with some light industry on
  its outskirts and some pleasant country round it, but nothing in the town itself to attract to it, in the middle of November, a lonely, desperate young woman, who wanted the right sort of
  surroundings in which to do some serious thinking. Martha herself had come there from London because of the offer of a job, and gradually, without quite knowing why, had settled in so that now she
  only very occasionally thought of leaving.


  I just happened to remember it, the girl said. My grandmother used to live here and when I was a child we often used to come here to stay with her for the summer holidays.
  She died years ago and I havent been here since, but I remembered it as a place where Id been very happy. And I thought all Id have to do was go to a boarding house and ask for
  a room to stay in for a bit. After all, this isnt the holiday season. I didnt think the place would be crowded. But perhaps because I brought so little luggage with me, and then got
  wet and looked rather miserable, and with my being pregnant too, everyone turned out to be full up. So I came here to see if you could tell me what to do.


  How did you hear about us? Martha asked.


  By accident, really. Theres that hotel opposite and I was standing in your doorway downstairs to get out of the rain, and wondering if I should give up the idea of looking for a
  boarding house and see if Id have better luck with a hotel though I couldnt afford one for more than a night or two, when I saw that notice of yours by the door, saying you were here
  on the second floor. And it seemed quite extraordinary and much too good to be true, but I thought Id just come up and see. . . . She paused. She had put her feet close to the fire
  and her wet shoes were beginning to steam. I dont really want to go to a hostel or anything like that, she said. But I thought perhaps youd be able to advise me
  what I ought to do.


  Why dont you go back to London and your Don? Martha suggested.


  Oh no!


  Does he know where you are?


  He probably thinks Im at home.


  But your parents must know youve left. What will they think?


  Theyll think Im with Don. They wont worry.


  But suppose they get in touch with him and they find youve vanished, wont that be rather hard on them?


  The girl drew down the corners of her mouth, which gave her face a momentary look of vengefulness, almost of ugliness.


  I dont mind what they think. They shouldnt have tried to make me have the child adopted. I want to have my child. I want to keep it. They shouldnt have
  interfered.


  No, I suppose they shouldnt. It doesnt usually do any good. Have some more tea.


  Thank you. The girl gave Martha her cup and as Martha refilled it gave a deep sigh. She was beginning to look more relaxed. Youre wonderfully kind. And I expect
  Ill find somewhere to stay all right. Dont worry about me.


  I was just thinking . . .


  As a matter of fact, Martha had really started thinking about the matter some minutes ago, when she had been out in the scullery, making the tea, but she had not wanted to rush things. Rushing
  things, she knew, was a bad habit of hers. Yet her second thoughts were very seldom different from her first thoughts. Once an idea had entered her head, it generally carried her away.


  You said you just want a chance to think things out, didnt you? she said.


  Yes.


  For a few days?


  Thats all.


  Well, Ive actually got plenty of room at home myself, Martha said. I used to run a boarding house, but I got left a legacy, so I was able to stop working, and the
  place is empty, except for Mr. Syme. He was one of my oldest boarders, and I hadnt the heart to turn him out. But he wouldnt bother you. Hes very good at keeping to himself. So
  I could easily let you have a room, though youd have to look after yourself mostly, because Im out a good deal. But I daresay you wouldnt mind that. Youd at least have a
  place to rest and have peace and quiet. What do you think about it?


  What do I think? The girls face grew suddenly, beautifully radiant. Her eyes in their shadowy sockets shone. Do you really mean it? Just like that? You
  dont know anything about me.


  Well, youll remember Im just making this offer on my own account, wont you, and not on behalf of the Guild? They insist on references, and medical reports, and
  investigating backgrounds to make sure youre really desperate for help, and so on. But I generally make up my mind very quickly about people, and if youd like one of my rooms for a
  few days, youre welcome. But you mustnt expect much. It isnt at all grand. Martha, uncertain how luxurious the home might be from which the girl had fled, was quick to
  fear criticism of her shabby old house.


  If you knew how wonderful it seems . . .


  Then drink up your tea and well go.


  Martha felt pleased now that she had made her offer. As she had said, she made up her mind very quickly about people, and though it was only occasionally that she found herself actually
  disliking anyone, her normal attitude to the human race being one of almost all-embracing tolerance, there were people to whom she took more of a fancy than others.


  Of course, Ive sometimes put people up for the Guild officially, she said, standing up and picking up the tray. Sometimes if weve had a particularly sad case
  and the hostels full as it is now and yet ones felt one simply had to do something, Ive helped out. That house of mine is really so big, you see. I suppose its stupid of
  me not to have sold it and got into something smaller, but its such an effort house-hunting, and its nice to have somewhere for the boys to come home toIve two sons, you
  know, and one of thems just got married and Im soon going to have a grandchildand then theres Mr. Syme, whod be horribly unsettled if he had to find somewhere new
  to live. So somehow Ive never thought seriously of moving.


  She had taken the tray into the scullery and was speaking over her shoulder again as she rinsed the cups under the tap and tipped the tea-bags into the bin under the sink.


  There was silence in the room behind her. All of a sudden Martha had a feeling that the room was empty, that the girl had gone. She turned back to the door.


  The girl had not gone, but she had risen to her feet, crossed to the window and was standing there, looking out into the rain.


  She was standing singularly still and there was an intentness in the way that she was gazing out into the dusk that made her look as if she were watching and waiting for something important to
  happen.


  But there was nothing much to be seen from the window but the windows on the other side of the street of the Compton Hotel, a high, flat-faced, concrete building, with a flashy portico, outlined
  in neon, and rows on rows of identical windows, some of which were lit up already, while others were still dark, with empty rooms behind them. There was a good deal of rush-hour traffic in the
  street and the pavements were crowded with people hurrying along, under bobbing umbrellas. That was all.


  Dismissing the puzzle of the girls attitude as probably no more than a symptom of the state of tension that she was in, Martha took her own umbrella from the peg on the wall where she had
  hung it when she arrived and tied her scarf over her hair again.


  Lets be going then, she said.


  On their way downstairs one or two other people who were leaving offices that opened on to the narrow, shabby staircase called out good-evening and made remarks about the shocking weather. She
  chatted with them as she went down, followed by the silent girl, whose face, Martha noticed as the two of them reached the doorway at the bottom of the stairs and stood there nerving themselves to
  step out into the driving rain, had become as pinched and pale again as when she had first come into the office.


  Opening her umbrella and holding it so that the girl should get some protection from it, Martha took her arm and they started off up the street. It was a narrow street, a turning out of the High
  Street, with most of its houses, except the Compton, built of dingy red brick, meant once as good, middle-class residences, but which with time had mostly slithered downhill into shops and offices.
  Perhaps because the street led to the Infirmary, a great many of the shops were medical supply shops, with their windows filled with strangely shaped objects of steel and plastic, which in daylight
  could promise gleaming and efficient help to the suffering human body, yet which in the dark could become eerily threatening and even mocking the weakness of flesh and bone, compared with their own
  lifeless power. As always, at this hour, the traffic was dense. The rain hissed on to the wet paving stones and gurgled in the gutters. A gusty wind threatened to snatch the umbrella from
  Marthas grasp.


  It isnt far, she said. Are you all right? Can you manage it? Perhaps I ought to have rung up for a taxi, only you can never get them in weather like this, just when
  you want them.


  No, Im all right, the girl said. Im fine.


  Its got so cold today. Youre really all right, are you?


  Yes, Im fine.


  They struggled on in silence towards the corner of the street.


  Suddenly the girl exclaimed, as if the thought had only just occurred to her, Do you realise you dont even know my name?
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