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Prologue

 


I had to wait
when I went to collect bread and milk from our village store. The
owner was serving the man that Father called ‘the Devil’s
Henchman’. He said some really dreadful things to her but she
laughed as I had never heard her laugh before. When he left the
shop, she frowned at me.

‘What d’you
want, girl?’

‘Father says
Leighton Longshaw is evil, Mrs Greenhough. But he was making you
laugh.’

She twisted her
mouth into an ugly shape and sighed. ‘Your good-for-nothing
father’s a hypocritical fool, girl. And you’re just a fool; plain
and simple.’ She smiled as if she thought she had said something
clever. ‘What do you want?’

‘Father says
I’m to tell you I start work at the Dairy next week and can he have
a bit of credit until I get my first wages, please? We’ve run out
of sugar for his tea, you see.’

She almost
threw a bag of sugar at me. ‘You’ll pay as soon as you’ve got your
wages, girl. Though, God knows what sort of job an idiot like you’s
going to get.’

I bowed my
head, as Father had taught me, and took the bag back home. On the
way, I passed a cottage with the door open. There was a thing I had
never seen before in the far corner of the room. It had moving
pictures on it and I was so surprised to see this that I actually
stopped and watched to see if it was true. It was only a few
seconds before the man who lived there saw me.

‘Bugger off,
cretin.’ He started to shut the door.

His wife came
and peered at me. She frowned. ‘Oh, it’s only that Heacham girl.
She can’t help it, George; probably never seen a telly before,
livin’ with that ne’er-do-well father of hers. Shouldn’t yell at
her; she’s simple.’ She turned to me, her face firm but not unkind.
‘Off you go, Faith, there’s a good girl. It’s not nice to peer into
people’s houses, you know.’

As I moved
away, Leighton Longshaw walked past me in the street. He was a tall
man with the happiest eyes I have ever seen, a mop of dark hair and
a beard. And he smiled at me. Smiled. I remember because no one
ever smiled at me; people generally scowled. Because I was schooled
at home, by Father, and lived outside the village in an isolated
cottage, I had no friends I could ask about why this bad man should
smile at me so nicely. When I got home, I mentioned it to Father
but he warned me to have nothing to do with him.

‘Keep well away
from him, girl! Evil beyond your worst nightmares. That man’s
trouble through and through. You better not have done owt to
encourage him or I’ll have to scourge you, girl.’

‘I just passed
him in the street, Father.’

‘Make sure
that’s all you ever do with Leighton Longshaw, girl. Now get my
tea.’

I never argued
with Father, of course. But I did think the man’s smile had been
kind and friendly. It was such an unusual event for me and it left
me feeling the sort of joy I only knew when I was up at the tarn;
swimming or watching the birds flying. I very much wanted to
experience it again.
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1976

 


Monday 9th
February

 


‘You’re having
me on!’ I thought one of my former lovers must be playing silly
buggers.

‘What do you
mean, Mr Longshaw?’ Her voice had an edge of nervousness, almost
fear, to it.

‘Pulling my
leg. I mean you’re not really Faith Heacham.’ It couldn’t be
her.

‘I’m sorry; I
don’t know what you mean by pulling your leg.’ Her anxiety was
briefly overcome by undisguised frustration. ‘But I am Faith
Heacham.’

I struggled to
accept that Faith Heacham was on the phone to me, of all people.
But her naivety convinced me. I answered the rest of her hesitant
questions and, in spite of misgivings from a small warning voice,
invited her for interview.

Abby tried to
recapture my attention, playing the coquette, shrugging her
gorgeous shoulders and bringing beguiling movement to her
breasts.

I closed the
mouthpiece with my hand. ‘Patience.’

The door from
the kitchen opened and, apprehensive at once, Abby flung one arm
across her chest. But, seeing it was only Ma, she relaxed
again.

‘Until one
o’clock, then. TTFN.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Ta ta for
now.’

‘Oh, I see.
Good morning, Mr Longshaw.’

The short call
finished, I replaced the phone and wondered what had made me agree
to interview this strange girl from the village.

Abby saw my
puzzled frown. ‘Who was it, Leigh?’

Carrying coffee
mugs on a tray, Ma stumbled over Abby’s polyester wrap on the floor
and kicked herself free of it.

‘Faith
Heacham.’

Ma frowned at
the name. ‘Shilling short of a pound.’ Thumping down the tray in
emphasis.

I decided
against pointing out the anachronism; Ma didn’t take kindly to that
sort of criticism. ‘I’m interviewing her after lunch.’

Abby arched
delicate pencilled eyebrows. ‘You’re interviewing the village
idiot?’

‘Didn’t sound
like an idiot. Local, uncertain, nervous, naive but not stupid.
Voice like burgundy silk, with none of the coarseness you’d
imagine. Funny, I’ve never heard her speak, you know. Wouldn’t
expect that voice from a tiny wench like her.’

‘Beats me why
you want a Girl Friday anyway.’

‘Answer the
phone when I’m working, amongst other things.’

‘Stick an
extension in the Perv’s darkroom and get him to take messages.’

‘Of course! I
never thought. Merv’s unique and candid misogyny would be perfect.
Work like a charm on every secretary, receptionist and potential
model who called. Good idea, Abby.’

‘Sarkey
sod.’

I tripped the
shutter. ‘Shift your lovely bum a tad to the left. Beautiful.’
Another work of genius captured on film.

‘Can’t Ma take
messages?’

‘I do.’ Ma’s
face said all she needed to on that subject and she left without
another word.

‘She does. It’s
not just that. Takes me hours to type a letter. Paperwork clogs up
my creative cogs, I’m forever running out of film and paper, and
the tax return’s murder. Anyway, a good pair of legs under a mini
or micro and some bold boobs in a see-through might keep those
damned reps out of my hair. Do wonders when clients visit in
person.’

‘All three of
them.’

‘Cheek. If I
had some glamour here to greet them, there’d be more.’

‘Faith Heacham
hasn’t got legs or tits. She’s not glam. She’s skinny and square.
I’m glam. I’ve got legs and tits.’ She displayed to best
advantage.

‘And very
beautiful they are, Abby. But you’ve all the organisational skills
of a bramble bush, and your idea of accounting is, “Any money? Yes,
stroke no. Spend it”. Anyway, you’d not work the hours I want for
the wages I’m offering.’

She yawned her
boredom again and I prepared to finish the session with a last
couple of shots. ‘Move a bit further over, honey, and don’t pose.
It’s “Housework au Naturel.” remember? You’re supposed to be
actually doing the hoovering.’

‘As if I’d get
involved in housework. I’m not a skivvy. Anyway, if it’s supposed
to be au naturel, shouldn’t I be completely nude?’

‘They’d never
publish it. And I’d never get you on page three like that.’

‘Even so,
wouldn’t you like…?’

‘Of course,
even if it’s just for my personal collection.’

She did;
leaving just the shoes to enhance the length and shape of her legs.
I repeated the poses I’d already done.

The roll
finished, Abby decided she’d had enough. She took my hand off the
film magazine I was about to remove from the ‘Blad. ‘That’ll wait.
I won’t.’ She dragged me into the sitting room, where Uncle Fred’s
framed sepia parents, stiff in matching gilt frames, glared
Victorian disapproval at us from the ancient oak mantelpiece. The
roaring fire countered the ice in their stares, making the
sheepskin rug yet more inviting. Abby rested her lovely skin on the
soft wool and pulled me down to join her.

An hour or so
later, I left her glowing inside and out, languorous on the creamy
fibres. At her request, I stuck a stack of singles on the radiogram
and wandered off as Hot Chocolate sang ‘You Sexy Thing’,
appropriately enough.

Back in the
office, I replaced denim flares and the psychedelic shirt Abby had
insisted on removing from me during the shoot, and took the films
to the darkroom for processing.

Merv, however,
was not lurking in the orange glow of his domain. The stockroom
door was ajar and, fixated by his view through the tiny window, he
didn’t hear my approach. I loathed his attitude to women.

‘Stripping
another unfortunate female?’

‘You do
it.’

‘Merv,
comparing my photography of women with your lewd mental despoiling
is like placing Velazquez in the same frame as Vargas.’

He grunted.
‘Seen that ‘un starkers.’

I peered over
his shoulder, down through the white-encrusted skeletal sycamore to
the lane end where a small, anxious young woman stood ankle deep in
fresh snow. It took me a moment to recognize her, though she wore
her usual cast-offs and was expected.

‘Not that one,
Merv. I doubt even the doctor’s seen that little body.’

‘I ‘ave! Seen
the lot. Outside it were an’ all. Doesn’t shave its armpits. All
‘airy they was. Mucky little twat.’

I left Merv his
fantasy, unwilling to explore or argue and suddenly aware of the
dangers of his corruption and loathing meeting with her reputed
purity. ‘Depending how things go this afternoon, you may soon see
her; face to face.’

‘Eh?’

‘I’m
interviewing her in twenty minutes.’

‘It’ll never
effin’ model for you!’

‘Girl Friday,
Merv.’

‘Waste o’ time.
Less brains than a shagged sheep.’

‘I’ll accept
your expert assessment of the sheep, Merv, but have you actually
met the girl, spoken with her?’

‘Everyone
knows. Even its effin’ dad says it’s thick as cow dung.’

‘I admit he
seemed determined to brand her an idiot before he sent her out to
work. Anyway, I’ve nowt to lose by giving her a hearing. The only
other two who responded were great to look at and fun in bed but
the blonde had all the mathematical aptitude of an artichoke and
the redhead thought typewriter keys were arranged
alphabetically.’

‘You’ll not
gerrit in bed, Leigh. Never tecks its knickers off. It’ll not even
teck off its coat if it knows a man’s lookin’ at it.’

I turned him
away from the window to face me but he couldn’t meet my eyes,
despite our equal height. ‘I want that order printed and finished,
Merv. I’ll deliver it after the interview.’

‘Waste of
effin’ time if you ask me. It’s got nothing you want.’

I left Merv to
it; confident he’d do his usual perfect job. As a photographic
printer and technician, he was brilliant; as a man… I
shuddered.

At my desk, I
picked up the morning paper and waited for Faith Heacham to knock
at my door. Recalling her, apprehensive in the snow, I wondered
again how the skinny, ragged, village idiot had persuaded me to
interview her.
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I crossed
pristine snow on the village green to use the phone box for the
first time in my life and trembled with more than just cold. Mrs
Greenhough, cosy in her post office stores, might have let me use
her phone but Father called her the village gossip and it was not
worth the risk.

I followed the
scratched and faded instructions and dialled the number, taken from
a card in the post office window. The ringing tone stopped and I
heard his voice for the first time, and felt an unexpected and
disturbing tingle at its deep, musical quality.

A relief map of
the local area stood next to the phone box to show tourists the
walks. Fortunately, someone had scribbled ‘House of Sin’, in bright
red felt tip on the map; otherwise I would not have known how to
find Longhouse.

Four miles from
the village; it took me less time to cross unknown fields of snow
than I planned. Better early than late. Though, with feet and
fingers numb from cold, I could have done without the wait.
Father’s watch, leant so I would not be late for my job at the
Dairy, showed I still had a few minutes before the interview.

Curiosity, and
a sense of mission; to save Leighton Longshaw’s wicked soul, took
me to Longhouse. The inevitable punishment from Father, if I
returned home without a job, after walking out of the Dairy earlier
that morning, had only a little to do with it.

I ploughed
through deep drifts that lay against blackthorn hedges lining the
steep lane. Fresh snow worked its way into worn shoes Father had
bought from a jumble sale, joining slush already soaking my socks.
Near the white five-bar gate, I considered running back home to
face the belt. Better the devil you know….

On the
gatepost, a sign warned ‘Beware’ above a blue and white glazed tile
of a man chasing a woman. I had never seen a man without his
clothes and, although I should have turned away, I was fascinated.
Father often saw Hope and me undressed but I had not seen him, of
course. A man, being forged in the image of God, must preserve some
mystery.

I wondered if
they all looked like that; if I got the job, I would soon know.

The long, old
house crowned the soft curve of the hill, its three entrance doors
facing me. The left one seemed to lead to a workshop or garage with
a stone arch over closed double doors beside it. The right, with
its deeply carved panels polished by time and use, had to be the
main entrance. The plain centre door opened as I looked and a man,
aged somewhere between twenty-five and forty, poked his head out
and beckoned me in.

I drew breath
sharply; this danger might overwhelm me, if I let it, and that was
enough to make me enter. I closed the gate, crossed the space
rutted only by one set of car tyres, and turned to find his
deep-set eyes gazing into mine with a directness I had not met
before.

‘Step on it,
love. Ma’ll have my balls if I leave this door open much
longer.’

Ma? Of course,
Mrs. Hodge, his housekeeper; respected by everyone, in spite of all
the dreadful things they said about Longhouse. I would be safe with
her in the house. Though safe from what, I had no real idea. And I
was not at all sure what his balls, whatever they were, had to do
with it. He opened the door wider so I could step inside and the
bright colours of his patterned shirt assailed my eyes.

‘No further in
your shoes, love. Can’t have wet footprints all over Ma’s polished
floor.’ He closed the door behind me. The trap snapped shut as I
knelt uncertain on coarse cocoanut matting with ‘Welcome’ written
on it.

My fingers were
numb and the knots in my frozen laces almost defeated me. By the
time I had them untied, the heat inside the room was overpowering.
I got up too quickly as he offered to help with my coat. His next
words made no sense through a loud buzzing in my head. My skin felt
wet and cold. The walls swayed in and out of focus, as if they
might fall in on me. Abruptly, everything went black.

Brightness,
like white unbroken snow, made me squint; a fine black line
cracking its surface as my eyes focussed. My face was too warm on
one side and the ground hard but smooth beneath me. I heard the
murmur of voices at the same time as I realized I was on my back. A
second later, I knew where I was and that my feet were in the air,
naked as my knees.

‘Steady.
Steady, love. You’re safe.’ The voice made me tingle, again.

‘She’s
concerned she’s decent.’ Mrs Hodge moved into my field of view.
‘Don’t worry, lass, no-one can see your unmentionables.’

The fold of
skirt between my legs reassured me he could see no more than my
knees and lower limbs, though that was bad enough. He held my bare
feet in his hands, massaging them so that a dull, hot ache flowed
through the flesh to offset the surprising pleasure of his skin on
mine.

‘Stay there. No
one’s going to harm you and you’re safer on your back than
standing, for the moment.’

I must do as he
said, though Father would punish me for this pleasure I could not
help but feel. I turned to face the source of heat and saw flames
flickering round thick logs in a large, black grate. His feet were
in view, pale skin visible between the dark leather straps of his
sandals. Blue, shaped inserts with embroidered flowers of gold, red
and violet widened the bottoms of the legs of his pale khaki, denim
jeans.

‘Fainted,
love.’ Mrs Hodge frowned down at me. ‘Fainted with the heat after
the snow.’ She spoke slowly and loudly, as if I might be deaf, or
stupid, like so many others did.

‘Thank you, Mrs
Hodge, I know. I’m sorry. I don’t usually fall over when I meet
people.’

‘Don’t worry on
my account, love. Women fall at my feet all the time.’

‘Bighead.’ Mrs
Hodge accused him.

Father held
women inferior to men but I had seen them behave almost as equals
at the Dairy. It was good to know that, in this house of sin, women
were able to speak their minds.

Mrs Hodge
squinted down at me. ‘You all right, love?’

‘I’ll be fine
if you’ll help me to my feet and let me sit for a bit, thank
you.’

Her look of
confusion deepened.

‘Told you.’ The
man smiled back down at me with satisfaction. ‘Sure you’re ready to
be upright?’

‘I’d feel
happier perpendicular than prone, now my brain’s recovered its
circulation, thank you.’

Mrs Hodge
looked utterly flummoxed but helped me to my feet and guided me to
a wooden chair in front of the desk. ‘It’s no good, love; I’ve got
to know. You are Faith Heacham, aren’t you?’

‘Yes. I’m sorry
about that. I normally just say hello, you know.’

The man grinned
and held out his hand. ‘Leighton Longshaw; pleased to meet you,
Miss Heacham, or is it Faith?’

I took his
hand. It was warm, dry and firm. At the Dairy, I had started with
Father’s formal approach but quickly learned most people preferred
first names. ‘Faith.’

He held my hand
for what seemed a long time and only let go when a slight frown
crossed his brow. ‘Coffee or tea, Faith? Or something
stronger?’

‘What are you
having, Mr Longshaw?’

‘Call me Leigh,
everybody does. “Mister” makes me feel a hundred.’

‘And he’s only
ninety-eight, you know.’

I saw a twinkle
in Mrs Hodge’s eye and, starting to understand some of the humour I
had heard at the Dairy, wondered if I should risk joining in. The
way she spoke to the man made me bold. ‘I can’t believe that, Mrs
Hodge. I wouldn’t have thought Leigh was that old.’ She looked at
me expectantly and I dared the rest. ‘No, not a day over
eighty-nine.’

They both
laughed and the look that passed between Leigh and his housekeeper
showed me I had been right to try.

‘I’ll get the
coffee.’ Mrs Hodge left, shaking her head.

‘Ma thought you
were…, your reputation, you know?’

‘Reputations,
Leigh. I suspect, and hope with all my heart, that you know more
than most folk just how false they can be.’
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Faith’s
unexpected conversational skills and sense of humour were not the
only surprises she sprung, once she recovered from her faint. She
picked up my dislike of Biblical quotations and allusions straight
away and stopped using them, which was just as well, considering my
views.

I found a
well-organized, able and clever young woman, with a contradictory
set of ideas and values and the most eclectic range of knowledge
I’d ever come across. I was intrigued. I had nothing to lose by
giving her a trial. But it was only fair to let her meet Merv
before either of us made a decision.

She accompanied
me from the office, through the small waiting area, where
occasional reps and clients sat in ancient, leather, easy chairs
and gazed at life-sized monochromes of women on the walls. Faith
avoided the flesh but admired the smaller landscapes and sighed
with audible relief when I led her into the studio.

The snow had
stopped and early afternoon sun was sending shafts of light through
the high windows to fall in dazzling rhomboids at the base of the
far wall. Specks of dust, floating in the silent beams, leant the
large space a cathedral quality.

She seemed
entranced; though whether by the scale of the room, the atmosphere
or the assorted equipment, I could only guess. I let her stand and
stare at a sight I knew well. ‘Impressive, isn’t it? I spend so
much time in here, I forget how strange it must appear.’

‘It’s
wonderful; amazing.’ Her enthusiasm was genuine.

‘Used to be two
storeys; hay barn above, animal quarters below. They built these
longhouses to provide living space for the farmer’s family and
animals all in one building. It was built in the sixteen seventies.
Uncle Fred and I completed most of the work a year or so before he
died. The old coach house at the end is now a garage on the ground
floor with the darkroom above. That’s where I’m taking you.’

‘Is this where
you work, Leigh?’

‘A lot of the
time. The small items I do in here but the larger stuff’s done on
site. I do mostly catalogue work in here; light industrial, tools
and fastenings, things like that. Some portraiture and a bit of
formal work with models. But I prefer to work in situ with the
girls when I can.’

‘I
noticed.’

The tone of her
voice spoke volumes. I’d seen embarrassment and censure cloud her
features as she looked at the work on display in the office and
waiting room. Strangely, the print of the Velazquez Rokeby Venus,
behind my desk, didn’t appear to unsettle her as much as my
photographs. Perhaps because it wasn’t frontal, or because it was a
painting, she found it less threatening.

‘If I decide to
take you on, Faith, you’ll be spending some of your time around
models, often topless, sometimes nude. How do you feel about
that?’

She fixed me
with a determined stare. ‘As long as I don’t have to take off my
clothes, I’ll manage.’

I looked at her
ragbag collection of hand-me-downs: brown tweed skirt to the
ankles, long-sleeved, heavy cotton blouse in dingy white with
appliquéd lace, hand-knitted brown cardigan with darned elbows and
fraying cuffs. And, judging by the lines, she was wearing a heavy
bra at least two sizes too big. I wondered what her knickers would
be like: straight from the school gym? I hadn’t seen a young woman
so badly dressed. Hardly the glamourpuss I was seeking. Maybe
exposure to me and the girls would educate her tastes and show her
the possibilities. She had potential as far as face and figure were
concerned. A bit of weight, makeup, hair set free from its
constricting band, limbs allowed to feel the air, and she could be
a different and very attractive woman.

‘You can be as
covered or uncovered as you like, though I do sometimes take off my
clothes when I’m working with a model.’

‘All of
them?’

I nodded.

‘Why?’ Her
question was condemnatory.

‘Sex, a lot of
the time. But a naked girl feels vulnerable in lots of ways. Not
least, there’s the temperature. It’s easy, when you’re sweating
under the lights in jeans and polo neck, to forget how cool it can
be in your skin. I try to develop empathy with my models and being
naked helps that.’

‘Don’t they
mind?’

‘I wouldn’t do
it if they did. In fact, some of them demand it. I never expect or
ask anyone to do anything against their will, Faith. That’s one
reason I’m making the situation clear to you now, so you know what
you’re getting into. I’m not about to change my way of working just
to avoid embarrassing you. Nudity is pleasure and delight for me.
You find it disturbing or threatening and I sort of understand
that; it’s depressingly common, but it’s your problem, not mine. If
you find it unacceptable, we might as well close this interview
right now.’

She crossed the
space between us until she was looking up into my face with a
challenging expression I found disconcerting. ‘You said yourself
I’m not the idiot people think, Leighton Longshaw. But you don’t
know that I’m also professional. I hate the idea of public
nakedness. Your unclothed body might embarrass or offend me; I
don’t know: I’ve never seen a naked man. Your behaviour is sinful
and it’ll send you to Hell for eternity. But, if you employ me to
work with naked women, or men, I’ll carry out my duties as
required. My feelings and beliefs are my own and have nothing to do
with you or the job.’

‘Are you always
so truthful?’

‘I try to be.
Life would be so much better if everybody was honest all the time,
don’t you think?’

‘It’d be
intolerable. But what matters is whether you can work in the
conditions I’ve described.’

‘I thought I
just said I can.’

I looked down
into her face and saw truth shining in her eyes; her wide-set,
large and very dark, brown eyes that stared at me so directly.
Looking into those eyes, I saw potential for passion. I also saw
her vulnerability and unique quality and I wanted to know her
better; to know her well.

I needed to
lighten the mood. ‘Do your eyes bother you?’

She frowned.
‘No. Why?’

‘They bother
me.’ I laughed shortly, as much at my mistake in using an
inappropriate line, as at her incomprehension. ‘Come on; let’s see
what you make of Merv the Perv.’

‘Mervyn
Tupper?’

‘Know him?’

‘He’s a
neighbour, of sorts. I’d heard he worked for you. I hoped it wasn’t
true.’

‘What do you
know of him?’

‘Like most in
the village, he’s called me names. But, really, only what I’ve
heard about him from others.’

‘Reputation,
then?’

‘And we both
know how false that can be. Maybe he’ll surprise me.’

‘Prepare to be
shocked.’ I led the way to the end of the studio and the foot of
the vertical ladder. ‘Not pleasantly.’

I shinned up,
aware she might worry I was looking up her skirt, an impossible
feat, if I followed her. On the metal landing, I waited for her
before opening the door into the suite of small rooms that served
as printing, storage and finishing area.

I studied her
as she watched the glazing drum turn slowly, its mirrored chromium
cylinder reflecting the fluorescent tubes and the blue-white
daylight streaming through the windows.

‘It’s very warm
and there’s an odd smell. Would I work up here?’

‘Eventually;
I’d want you to do most of the print finishing… drying, glazing,
trimming and mounting. It’s all done in here. Merv’s kingdom is the
darkroom.’ I indicated the blank white door with its bulbs mounted
above. ‘When the red light’s on, you can’t go in. It means Merv’s
loading film into tanks for processing. Stray light would fog the
film and ruin it.’ I explained the light-trap and gave quick
descriptions of the other equipment in the room until the red light
went out and a green bulb shone. ‘That means Merv’s put the
darkroom lights on; we can go in now.’

‘Why not just
one bulb?’

I was pleased
she was analysing; it showed promise. ‘The bulb might’ve blown. The
green light’s insurance.’

I went through
the light trap, closing the door behind me before I could open the
one into the darkroom. Merv was working by white light, pouring
developer from a glass measuring cylinder into a tall, stainless
steel, processing tank on the wet bench. ‘You’ve got a
visitor.’

Faith entered,
blinked with surprise at the brightness of the white room and
turned quickly away from the wall facing her. Dozens of women, cut
from the pages of porno magazines, displayed obscenely behind Merv.
It was his realm and I chose not to impose my own standards on the
way he decorated it, much as I disliked his preferences.

‘Faith Heacham;
Mervyn Tupper.’

Faith, good as
her promise to give him a chance, extended her hand. He leered
unpleasantly, stripping her with his eyes as he briefly touched
hers. I tapped his arm and caught his eye with a warning that
stopped him moving too far into vulgarity.

‘Yeah.’

‘How do you
do?’

‘Fu… great,
given the chance. You?’

‘Fine, thank
you.’

‘Talks, then?
Never thought it could.’

Faith failed to
recognize this as a reference to her and, unfamiliar with small
talk, remained silent.

‘I’m
considering offering Faith the position of Girl Friday, Merv. Do
you think you could work with her?’

‘Any position
it takes, I’ll go along with.’

‘And you,
Faith, how do you feel about working with Merv?’

‘I don’t
understand everything he says, but he seems less… coarse than I’d
heard. I’m willing to try, as long as I don’t have to work under
those… those pictures.’

‘Good. Good.
Right, we’d best leave him to it; don’t want him ruining the films
by forgetting to agitate the developer, do we?’

Merv
immediately lifted the metal tank and upended it five times in
quick succession before replacing it on the bench. I indicated that
Faith should leave the room again. She was barely out of the door
before I turned to Merv. ‘Well done, Merv. Think you can manage to
remain as polite if she comes to work here?’

‘Once it gets
its tight little bum under the desk I’ll ‘ave to tease it. It’s too
thin. Keeps its curlies short and tidy though. You can see right
through ‘em to its…’

‘Thank you for
that, Merv. That order ready to go?’

‘Final rinse.
‘Ave ‘em on the dryer in a mo.’

‘Right. I’ll be
up for them in half an hour.’

‘It’ll never
let you, Leigh. Dunno why you’re botherin’.’

I found Faith
blushing on the other side of the light trap. ‘He says some very
strange things. Was he talking about me?’

‘All talk is
Merv. Doesn’t mean anything by it, you know.’

‘He can’t
possibly know what I look like.’

‘Guessing.
Wishful thinking. Just guessing, that’s all. Shall we go back?’

I paced the
office and Faith studied the local landscapes of the Dales I’d
displayed on the walls in the hope that tourists might drop in to
buy them.

‘Like
them?’

‘They’re
beautiful. I didn’t know you could do that with photography. It’s
beautiful countryside. I recognise this one, but where were the
others taken?’

I thought she
was pulling my leg until I saw the genuine question on her face.
They were all local, none more than a dozen miles from
Longhouse.

Ma brought
fresh coffee in before I had the opportunity to answer properly.
Old Hodge poked his face around the door and saw Faith. He smiled
at her and lifted his cap in greeting. She gave him a little nod of
acknowledgement and smiled back. Everybody liked Old Hodge.

After Ma had
placed the tray, she tested the white socks by the fire and found
them dry at last. ‘You never took the lass traipsing into that cold
studio with nowt on her feet, Leigh?’

I hadn’t
noticed, and she’d said nothing. I found myself apologising for my
thoughtlessness.

‘I had nothing
to put on my feet and you wanted me to see the rest of the work
place. I wanted to see it. I’m used to cold feet.’

‘See, Ma, she’s
perfect. No complaints, no fuss. Just what I need.’

‘Taking her on,
then?’

Faith’s eyes
followed me as I moved to my desk and sat down in the leather
chair, still trying to make up my mind.

The door from
the hall opened and Abby stepped in, pink along one side from the
hearthrug. I saw Faith close down her emerging look of surprised
disapproval and turn it into polite indifference.

Abby glanced
round the room. ‘Sorry. Thought you’d be done by now. Just wanted
my wrap.’

It lay on the
floor near my desk, where Ma had kicked it after Abby had discarded
it for our earlier session. Her briefs lay at my feet, out of
sight. Faith picked up the wrap, shook out the dust and creases and
took it to the fire to warm for a few moments.

No one
spoke.

She turned and
held the gown, helping Abby into it. ‘Does the hair around your
genitalia grow that short naturally or do you trim it?’ She sat
down with no sign of a blush and gave me a look that spoke
volumes.

Abby flicked
her long tresses back over her shoulders and laughed a little
uncertainly. ‘I …er wax and trim it, sweetie … But what an odd
question to ask in mixed company.’

‘I’m sorry. I
didn’t know I shouldn’t…’ And this time she blushed.

‘It’s okay,
sweetie. No one’s died.’ She perched on the edge of my desk and
looked at Faith speculatively before twisting to face me. ‘Prettier
than I expected but a bit on the thin side for you, I’d have
thought. Taking her on?’

I’d almost made
up my mind before Abby had come in. Faith’s demonstration of the
professional attitude she’d described in the studio was enough to
clinch it, in spite of that strangely personal question. ‘If she
wants the job. What do you say, Faith?’

Her whole body
relaxed and relief took the frown from her face. ‘Thank you. Thank
you, very much, Leigh. I can start now, if you like.’

‘Now? I thought
you had a job at the Dairy? You’ll have to give notice,
surely?’

‘They’ll not
want me to work notice after what I did this morning. No, I can
start straight away, if that’s all right for you?’

She had no idea
of the significance of her throw away admission. Abby and Ma
exchanged curious glances.

‘What, exactly,
did you do this morning, Faith?’ My tone alerted her to the
seriousness of her comment. She was suddenly confused and unable to
collect her thoughts. I wondered if I’d misjudged her or even been
misled. ‘Out with it. Let’s have some of this famous honesty.’

Still she was
reluctant to speak and I began to grow impatient. Ma stepped in to
the rescue. ‘We’re not sitting in judgement, love. Just
curious.’

She glanced at
each of us in turn, fear and uncertainty distorting her pretty
face. When she brought her eyes back to mine, I nodded and tried to
take the suspicion from my features.

‘Tell us in
your own words.’

She literally
took a deep breath, as if about to plunge into cold water. ‘I told
you Father got me the job at the Dairy?’

‘Working for
one of his cronies… friends, yes.’

‘I’d worked
there a few weeks when Mr Furnswurth asked me to move out of the
general office and be his personal secretary. He’s a… a horrible
man. The other women talked about his wandering hands and the way
his eyes undress you. He looked at me like Mervyn did.’

‘Some men
routinely undress women with their eyes. I find their attitude
appalling. I know Furnswurth and he’s just the type. All outward
respectability but seething with sexual repression.’

She considered
that for a moment. ‘His office has a wall of shelves from floor to
ceiling and steps so you can reach the top. Some of the women told
me he sits at his desk and looks up their skirts when they get
files from the top or bottom shelves. He couldn’t do that with me,
of course. My skirt’s a decent length.’

She must have
guessed my intention to try to change that because she stared at me
sternly. ‘And always will be, in case you’re thinking any
different.’

Her insight was
vaguely unnerving after such brief acquaintance.

‘How you dress
is up to you, Faith. Most men these days prefer the mini or micro,
but the maxi’s fine, especially in a flowing fabric. Can’t say I’m
a lover of your old lady’s tweeds but… up to you. You were telling
us about Furnswurth…’

She let my
criticism go but she’d have something to say should I raise the
subject again. ‘He asked for one of the files on the top shelf. I
was looking for it when he came and stood below me, pretending to
help me look. Before I knew what was happening, he put his hand up
my skirt.’

‘The man needs
seeing to.’

She gave me the
briefest of troubled smiles, for my support, I suppose. ‘I couldn’t
believe it. He goes to Father’s chapel. I was too shocked to move
at first but then he slid his hand even further up and actually
touched my genitalia. I came to my senses then. I kicked his arm
and bent down and slapped him across his nasty face as hard as I
could. I almost fell off the steps.’ She stopped, awaiting
judgement.

‘Dirty old sod.
I’d have kicked him in the goolies.’ Abby slipped off the desk and
put a comforting arm around her shoulders.

‘Do you think
they’ll not have you back ‘cause you slapped his face, love? Is
that it?’

She frowned at
Ma. ‘They won’t have me back because I walked out, there and then,
of course, Mrs Hodges.’

‘Did you hurt
Furnswurth?’

‘I don’t know.
I expect so. I know it’s very wicked of me, Leigh, but I hope so.
Why? Does it matter?’

‘No. Just
satisfying if you blacked his eye. I understand your comment now,
Faith. I think you were right to do what you did. Showed courage
and presence of mind. And I’d be happy for you to start work for me
in the morning.’

Her relief was
almost tangible. ‘I can start right now, if you like.’

‘Go home and
have a short rest. There’s only a couple of hours of the working
day left anyway. But there is just one thing.’

‘What time
should I be here in the morning?’

‘Up to you;
eight thirty to five or nine to five thirty in the week, up to
lunch time on Saturdays. I don’t mind. But I want to know
something, Faith. I’m curious to know why, having reacted so
violently to Furnswurth’s sexual advances, you came straight here?
You must’ve believed I was the most sexually dangerous man in the
area.’

‘I was out of a
job. I have to work. Father is… He wouldn’t understand me leaving
like that. In fact, he won’t believe me.’ She shrugged as if
resigned. ‘We really need the money because he can’t work, so I
couldn’t go home without another job. Yours was the only one with
the skills I have. I saw your postcard in Mrs Greenhough’s window.
In the rack outside, a newspaper said that unemployment’s gone past
a million and is still rising. Where else would I go?’

I grinned at
Abby and Ma. ‘Honest, but she’ll gain no points for diplomacy.’

‘Bit of honesty
from a pretty lass’ll do you no harm. Most of ‘em are so eager to
have you in their knickers they’ll say owt to please you.’ Ma gave
Abby a look full of meaning and received a protruding tongue in
response. ‘You’re a real surprise to me, Faith, but you’re a
welcome addition to Longhouse, and I for one hope you’ll not change
your ways too much by working for Leigh.’

She managed a
smile for Ma, and then turned to me with apprehension. ‘I must be
completely honest, Leigh. I believe it’s as bad to miss out facts,
as it is to make them up when it comes to truth. At the Dairy, they
either think you’re a wicked libertine or else the most eligible
and delectable bachelor in the district, whatever all that means.
No one talks about you as if you’re a danger to women, though; just
the opposite, in fact. They say you’re licentious and lewd; more
words I don’t fully understand, except I know they’re bad. So I
didn’t think I’d be in any actual danger unless I let you think I
was willing to take off my clothes. Which, by the way, I most
certainly am not! Also, I intend to help you see the error of your
ways and lead you down the path of righteousness so that we can
save your soul.’

I shook my head
at her candour. Faith was showing all the signs of being a serious
challenge and I relished the coming contest. But she hadn’t
finished.

‘I also came
here because Father’ll be livid when he learns I’m working for you.
But he won’t stop me; we need the money. He calls you ‘Satan’s
local henchman’ and believes no woman’s safe with you. I can tell
him he’s mistaken about that, and for…’

‘You seem very
sure.’

‘Oh, if you’d
wanted to do something to me, you had the perfect opportunity when
I was lying at your feet. As far as I can tell, you didn’t even try
to look up my skirt. And you went up the ladder before me because
you knew I’d feel more comfortable that way. In fact, you’ve
behaved in a way that even Father would find hard to criticize. I
believe you’re a gentleman, even if you do fornicate and take
pleasure in the flesh, and I shall tell Father what I’ve learned
when I get home’

‘You’ll ruin my
reputation as the local despoiler of virgins.’

‘I don’t fully
understand what that means, but I’m hoping you’ll ruin mine as the
village idiot, Leigh.’

The studio door
let Merv into the office. ‘Tight little twat gone…? Oh. Yeah,
right. ‘Ere’s that order, Leigh. I’m done now. I’ll be off…’ He
knew he’d overstepped the mark.

I wanted the
girls, especially Faith, to know how strongly I objected to his
attitude. ‘Merv. I’ll say this now, in front of Ma, Abby and Faith.
I’ll give you a choice: either you start to treat the women in this
household like human beings or you can leave for good.
Understood?’

Merv looked at
the floor.


‘Understood?’

He glanced up
at me and nodded.


‘Understood?’

Faith jumped at
my volume.

‘Yeah. Right,
yeah, Leigh. Right.’

‘Good. Now,
apologize to Faith and then bugger off home. And find another word
to use when talking about women to me or anyone else in this
household. You might start by using their names. Go.’

Merv turned to
Faith, his face purple with a mix of anger and embarrassment.
‘Yeah. Right. Sorry, then.’ I knew we’d get no more from him and I
gestured him to leave. He went without another word but he glared
at Faith as he closed the door.

‘God, but he’s
foul that one.’ Ma had never liked him.

‘Foul mouth,
foul mind.’ Abby felt the same way.

‘It’s not just
the words; it’s the attitude that lies behind them.’

‘If he upsets
you, Leigh, why do you employ him?’

Her directness
continued to surprise and amuse me. ‘There’s not much choice around
here when it comes to skills and talent, Faith. If you turn out to
be as good a Girl Friday as Merv is a printer, I’ll count myself
extremely lucky.’

She looked
around the room, skimming quickly past the photographs of women’s
bodies, but taking in the rest of the details. ‘You’re expecting me
to do most of the print finishing in that room next to the
darkroom. I didn’t see a phone in there. I won’t be able to answer
calls unless you have one put in.’

‘Hasn’t even
started and already she’s costing me money. Hop it, wench, before I
change my mind!’

She slipped her
socks and shoes on quickly and was inside her shabby winter coat
before I relented.

‘You’re right,
of course. You can have your extension, but only when I’m satisfied
you’re right for the job.’

A huge smile of
relief brightened her clouded countenance.

Ma turned to
Faith and nodded. ‘You’ll do.’

I foresaw those
two forming an alliance against me in all sorts of subtle ways and
I relished it. ‘Right. I’m off down to Garsington. Coming,
Abby?’

She looked out
of the window and then stretched, revealing tempting skin. ‘I’ll
wait for you near the fire. You’ll need warming up when you come
back.’

My look
softened her eyes and parted her lips. I turned to Faith. ‘Can I
take you home?’

‘Garsington?
That’s a long way, isn’t it?’

I laughed.
‘Less than fifteen miles.’

‘Garsington.’
She spoke as if it were another world. ‘No, thank you, Leigh. I
believe it’s in the wrong direction.’

‘Suit yourself.
See you in the morning then.’

‘Eight thirty.
And thank you for giving me a chance, Leigh. I’ll prove my
worth.’

I wondered if
she would or whether I’d saddled myself with problems simply from a
desire to try to mould this strange little wench into a real woman.
Time, no doubt, would tell.
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I walked
quickly along the main road, eager to be home and out of the cold.
On the crest of the first hill, out of sight of the house, a car
was parked by the side of the road, its engine running, exhaust
clouding the air behind it.

‘Word wi’ you,
twat.’

I glanced at
Mervyn then ignored him and continued on my way.

‘Do owt to meck
me lose my job an’ I’ll break your scrawny neck. Gerrit?’

His hatred
seemed genuine and I shivered with more than cold, wondering what I
had done to deserve it. I walked on without looking back but he
drove slowly after me and pulled alongside.

‘I’m good at
what I do for Leigh. Skinny little twat like you’s not screwing it
up for me. Right? Right? I said, Right?’

I refused to
look at him and, as he continued beside me, I gathered my courage
and dashed behind his car. A ladder style allowed me over the dry
stone wall into a field. I did not intend to leave the road at that
point but I had to be free of his foul tongue and threats; in the
process, I learned a short cut home.

‘Remember it,
twat. I mean it!’ His thick, vulgar voice bellowed at me over the
barrier.

Then he was
gone and silence surrounded me. I hugged myself briefly and strode
on, determined not to let his vile threats spoil my victory. It was
enough that I would have to face Father with all my news after
arriving home late.

Mrs
Greenhough’s shop was still open when I reached the dark village,
its lights illuminating the fresh snow on the pavement. I had taken
that first step; I was working for Leigh. It was time I started to
make people alter their views and see the real me. I stopped before
the shop door. Who was the real me? But it was not the time or
place for such a question.

Mrs Greenhough
looked up as I went in and her face quickly set into the one that
said she would stand no nonsense. ‘There’s nowt for you here unless
you’ve cash, girl. I’ve heard what happened at the Dairy and you’ll
have no wages this week. No job; no credit.’

She expected me
to leave the shop without a word and go home empty handed to face
Father’s wrath. My confidence, however, had grown with my attack on
Furnswurth and my success at Longhouse.

‘You may think
you know what happened this morning, Mrs Greenhough but I don’t
expect you know that I start another job tomorrow.’

She opened and
closed her mouth like one of the tiny fish in the beck that ran
through the fields below the cottage. No sound came out.

I had said more
to her in that one sentence than I had in the past few weeks. ‘I’ll
be paid more than I was at the Dairy, before Furnswurth put his
hand up my skirt and touched my genitalia. I’m working for Leighton
Longshaw at Longhouse now, so I’ll be able to settle the bill at
the end of the week as usual.’

For a few more
moments, Mrs Greenhough remained speechless. Then she glowered at
me. ‘I’ve no idea what’s got into you, girl. But you’re clearly
deranged, using language like that! And if you think I’m going to
believe that you, of all people, are working for that villain,
Longshaw, you’re sadly mistaken.’

I would have
been frightened before but my success with Leigh had made me bold.
‘You won’t need the postcard in the window any more, Mrs
Greenhough. I’ve got the job as Leigh’s Girl Friday. If you don’t
believe me, why don’t you phone him? The number’s on the card. And
he’s not a villain, but a gentleman.’

She looked at
me as if I were mad and then strode to the window to remove the
card. ‘I will! And when I hear the truth, I’ll be telling your
good-for-nothing hypocrite of a father what a wicked little miss
he’s brought up to lie to folk. He’ll give you the hiding you
deserve.’

I decided on a
treat to take home as a surprise for Father. No point in getting
anything special for Hope, of course.

Mrs Greenhough
returned and looked at me in a different way. It was obvious she
found it hard to believe what Leigh had told her but she tore up
the card. ‘Right. Well, it seems you will be paid, then. That’s
different. You can take the things you want and pay on Saturday as
usual. Mr Longshaw particularly said I was to thank you for
remembering the card, by the way.’

I chose a
couple of Eccles cakes, made with butter, to go with the fresh
bread and the bottle of milk and a bag of potatoes. ‘Thank you, Mrs
Greenhough. I’ll be in later in future, as I’ll be walking home
from Longhouse after work. Good night.’

‘Good night,
girl, er, Miss Heacham.’

‘My name is
Faith.’ I was smiling as I left the shop and the smile remained as
I walked through the village. Already my life had started to
change, as I had hoped it would when I stood in the snow waiting
for the interview.

The final
half-mile from the village was no distance in my mood of newfound
confidence. I passed the junction where the narrow lane ran round
the side of the hill and led to the farm where Mervyn lived with
his father and brothers. I shuddered and hoped my confidence was
not misplaced. Father would not be pleased at my news but he needed
my money and he would accept the change of work. I hoped the new
experiences I faced would change me in time; even more than they
already had.

There was a low
moon shining over the tops of the fells and the trees cast deep
black shadows over the drifted snow as I climbed the steep stone
track to the cottage.

‘What time’s
this, girl?’ Father was in his chair by the fire.

‘Sorry, Father.
I’ll get tea on first and then explain. Has Hope been all
right?’

‘Any reason she
shouldn’t be?’

‘I’ll get tea,
then.’

Upstairs in my
room, I pulled the old, red satin slip on over my skin for my
domestic chores, so my work clothes could remain clean and smart,
as Father demanded. The kitchen was cold and cheerless but the hot
water thawed out my hands as I washed out my knickers ready for the
morning. Cooking brought a little more warmth to smooth away the
goose pimples.

With our meal
finished, I fed Hope. Then, over a cup of tea and the special
cakes, I told him of my day. He remained silent, waiting until I
had finished before demanding to know the salary and new hours of
work. He grunted over the increase in my wages but was unhappy I
would have to set off earlier each morning and arrive home later
each evening.

‘Once the
snow’s gone, I’ll find a cheap second hand bicycle; that’ll cut the
travelling time.’

‘Women on
bicycles. Devil’s work.’

‘I just thought
it might save a bit of time, and I always wear a long skirt,
Father, so…’

‘More expense.
All right. I suppose you better had. But let no strangers see your
flesh. Give me no further cause to correct you, girl.’

He said nothing
about Furnswurth but I expected he would have words with him in
private and then decide whether to beat me for my part in the
incident.

‘Longshaw’s
reputation will suffer less than your own, girl. You’re a fool if
you think otherwise. You’re a fool anyway. Mind you give no cause
for folk to gossip more than they will. You know the penalty for
sin in this house. I’ll have no more whores under my roof. Your
mother whored; wicked Jezebel. I scourged her but she was too
steeped in wickedness to change the ways of her sex. Let me hear a
word of you going the way Eve led and I’ll have the skin off your
back. Understand me, girl?’

‘Yes,
Father.’

Whilst I washed
the dishes in the unheated kitchen, I weighed-up father’s
uncharacteristically generous response to my news. No shouting, no
lecture and no beating. He must have had a very good day and I
offered a silent prayer of thanks for my escape. Even when I
brushed the carpet as I cleaned around him, he made no
complaint.

The evening’s
housework complete, I lifted Hope from her bed beside the wall.
Pulling her into a sitting position, I knelt in front of her and
let her fall across my shoulder. The worst part, as always, was
standing up with her dead weight on me, but I got her out to the
back garden and sat her on the toilet. She had grown used to the
routine, at last, and I was glad she was quickly finished as the
air was freezing with the cloud cover gone. Once I had cleaned her,
I got her back to bed.

For an hour, I
worked her floppy limbs, bending her joints, curling and
straightening her spine. I told her about my day, the weather, the
animals I had seen on my walks, what the night sky looked like as I
had made my way home. Hope’s expression, as always, remained
unchanged, her hazel eyes blank and expressionless.

The exercises
done, I filled the bowl with hot water and washed her. There was
that strange smell from her again; it was there nearly every day.
It seemed to come from a slight milky discharge. I asked
Father.

‘Stop worrying.
I’ll tell you if there’s anything to concern yourself about. You
know nothing, so stop bothering me with what you don’t
understand.’

He went back to
his book.

She looked sore
again and I blamed myself for failing to rub enough cream on that
morning. I was generous with it, once I had towelled her dry. I
rubbed her skin all over with baby oil to keep it soft and free
from bedsores before fitting her overnight nappy.

‘It’s a cold
night, Father. Shall I put her nightie on?’

‘You’ll take it
off in the morning. I can’t lift her on my own.’

I struggled to
pull the brushed cotton over her head, settled her breasts into the
bodice and made my usual whispered complaint.

‘Not fair,
Hope. Yours are bigger than mine!’ I giggled softly, hoping there
might be some reaction to this habitual little joke that included
her but left out Father. She made no response, of course. I
straightened the skirt beneath her so she was not lying on folds or
creases. I brushed her long, dark hair, cleaned her teeth and made
sure her nose was clean. With a kiss, I lowered her onto the pillow
and covered her with the light quilt.

The coalscuttle
was empty so I filled it from the coalhouse next to the toilet and
made my own visit whilst out there. The bulb blew as I switched on
the light, so I got a new one from the kitchen. Father would be
furious if he had to use it in the dark.

I rested the
coalscuttle by the fire and stoked the flames with fresh coal and
cinders to last overnight. ‘I’m for bed, Father. Goodnight.’

He grunted but
did not lift his eyes from the book in his hands.

The bathroom
was cold, as always, when I peeled off my slip and washed in a
little warm water at the sink. Father came in as I was drying
myself.

‘Run my bath,
girl.’

He stood and
watched as I put in the plug and brought the water to the right
temperature for him. My towel slipped off and he hung it on the
hook until I was finished.

‘That feels
about right, Father. Deep enough?’

He grunted. I
took my towel to my bedroom and left him to bathe undisturbed. Once
he had finished and left, I returned to drain the bath and clean
it. He came back in, wearing his dressing gown, as I was cleaning
my teeth. I stood to one side whilst he cleaned his and then
finished my own as he went to his bedroom.

It was half
past eleven when I knelt beside my bed to say my prayers, the hard
boards cold under my knees. At twenty to twelve I slipped,
shivering, under the covers. I thought of Hope, wrapped and warm in
her nightdress, and wished Father would find me something similar,
just for the cold nights.

I set the alarm
clock for five thirty so I could get everything done in the morning
and start work on time for my first day at Longhouse and the
beginning of what I hoped might be a new life.
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Friday 12th
March

 


‘Can’t
understand it, Old Hodge; lass ‘as been eating my dinners for a
month or more and she’s not put an ounce on. If owt, she’s getting
thinner.’

Old Hodge
looked up from his steaming mug of tea and assessed me before he
turned to her and replied. ‘Ma, for a wise old woman, you’re
lacking in summat if you can’t see what’s blindingly obvious.’

She said
nothing, knowing he would explain.

‘Where’s this
lovely lass live?’

Ma nodded.
‘‘Course, every day she walks four mile here and four mile back
across them fields and fells.’

Nothing much
had changed in the weeks since that first night. My routine at home
was just the same but, since starting work at Longhouse, I was
happier than I had ever been, in spite of the tiredness.

I came out of
my reverie to find Old Hodge and Ma looking at me as if they
expected me to say something.

‘Your father
has your supper ready when you get home, o’course?’ Ma’s question
was phrased in such a way I could not tell whether she was being
sarcastic.

‘Oh aye, bound
to, a good Christian gentleman like ‘im. He’ll like as not have a
nice warm bath ready and your slippers warming by the fire.’ Old
Hodge, however, made it patently obvious by his tone what he
thought of Father.

‘And there’ll
be no question of you nursing that lump o’ dead meat that’s your
sister.’

‘Leave Hope out
of this, both of you.’

‘Am I daft, Old
Hodge, that I never thought on it?’

‘Nay, Ma. Soft
in t’ead, perhaps, but I’d not go as far as daft.’

‘You’re a
comfort and no mistake.’

I took the mug
of tea Ma offered me and dunked a chocolate digestive in it. ‘The
way that terrible old man insults you, Ma.’

‘I know. Things
you ‘ave to put up with when you’re married.’

‘Perhaps you
should leave him?’

‘He’d only
starve without me. That, or more likely find some pretty young
wench willing to share his bed and send him on his way before his
time.’

I smiled
through my blush. The colour deepened when Old Hodge leant forward
and whispered in my ear, loud enough for Ma to hear. ‘You’d teck
care on a wise old man, Faith, wouldn’t you? You’d not let me pine
away for lack of affection, I know.’

I had changed
so much in those weeks that I laughed and pushed him softly away
with my palm over his face. ‘You’re wicked, Old Hodge. You’ll never
get to Heaven.’

‘Happen I’m not
off there anyroad. T’other place sounds warmer and more
interestin’. All them ‘arps an’ singing’s not for me.’

‘Old Hodge!’ I
almost quoted the Bible at him but stopped myself: things that were
Father’s entire life impressed no one at Longhouse.

‘You go too
far! Faith’s still got beliefs, even if you haven’t. Wicked man.
Finish that tea and get back outdoors to that garden where you
belong.’

Old Hodge
grinned at his wife and winked at me. Unable to condemn him, I
responded with a rueful smile.

‘Look, that’s
no good at all, Faith. How am I supposed to keep him under control
if you undermine all my efforts?’

‘Him, under
control?’

We turned at
Abby’s remark. She had come in unnoticed and smiled at our
surprise. ‘Old Hodge has only ever been controlled by Old Hodge.
And always will be.’

The old man
made a great play of crossing to where Abby waited. They embraced
in a way that made me turn away, scandalized.

Ma laughed
delightedly at them, however. ‘That’ll cost you tonight, Old Hodge.
And if you think you’re getting a cuppa after that, you brazen
hussy, you can think again.’

They parted and
pretended shame until Ma gave in.

‘Get out to
your flowers and trees, you wicked old man.’ And she poured a cup
of tea for Abby.

‘Any idea when
Leigh’s due back?’ Abby sat beside me at the scrubbed kitchen table
and stretched long legs out of pink hot-pants onto a spare chair.
Old Hodge made a great play of sneaking a look at her shapely
limbs, whistled in admiration and then ducked out through the
utility room before Ma could chuck her last bit of biscuit at
him.

‘He expected to
finish at the factory about two, so he’d be due back about half an
hour ago, but he said he might drop into Jessop’s on the way back
for some film.’

‘I thought it
was your job to order stock? Why’s he having to go into a
shop?’

‘It was
something we don’t normally keep.’

‘And he has to
have it in such a hurry that he thinks it’s all right to be late
back for my session?’

‘As far as I
know, Abby, it’s for your session.

She managed to
flounce without standing. ‘He’ll be late and then we won’t have
time to do everything.’

‘I shouldn’t
worry, I’m sure Leigh’ll give you all the attention you want, both
in front of the camera and afterwards.’

‘Not jealous,
are we?’

‘Of course I’m
not jealous!’ But I felt my colour rise and I wondered why.

‘He’s not going
to ask you to pose for him, or screw you, till you’ve got some meat
on your bones, sweetie. If you want Leigh to notice you, and you
do, you’ll have to develop some curves to show you’re a woman. He’s
not going to notice a bag of bones in dead women’s cast-offs.’

‘That’s enough,
Abby. You know Faith’s no …’

‘It’s all
right, Ma. I don’t care about the opinion of a … a tart like
her.’

‘Tart, fart.
Your problem, sweetie, is your fanny’s too tight.’

‘Rather that
than be open to any man willing to expose his penis.’ I had
recently learned the word, after asking Leigh when I was trying to
describe something Mervin had done to upset me. I had to ask Leigh
because Father had censored my encyclopaedia and dictionary.

Abby cringed
for an instant. ‘Cow! I’m not sleeping with anyone but Leigh, and
you know it.’

‘For now. But I
saw you with that rep the other day. I wonder how long he’d have
kept his trousers on if Leigh hadn’t been home.’

‘Bitch! At
least I know what mine’s for. You want to get with it, Fay. You’re
so square you’d slot into a cardboard box.’

‘Just because
you’ve burnt your bra and allow your breasts their freedom, Abby,
it doesn’t mean your mind’s liberated.’ I was learning more every
day by reading Leigh’s newspaper and listening to the radio in the
kitchen. Two new and fascinating experiences.

‘At least my
bra’s worth setting on fire. Yours wouldn’t warm a saucer of milk
for the cat, even if you piled them all up and set fire to the lot.
I’ve got tits. See? These are tits, Fay. All you’ve got is a pair
of advanced boils. Tits look like this.’

‘And very nice
they are, too. But I’m not sure Faith’s impressed.’

We turned at
Leigh’s words, Ma shaking her head in despair, me just grateful for
somewhere to look after Abby’s display. But Abby simply untucked
the rest of her blouse and whipped it off, the better to show
Leigh.

‘Lovely. But
you might like to ditch the hot pants if we’re having a full on
shoot. You know I can’t have marks on your skin.’

Abby stripped
quickly and checked for impressions left by her clothes. A faint
dimpled line circled her hips, marking the place where the hot
pants had made contact. She wore nothing else, so there were no
other marks on her perfect skin. ‘It’ll soon go.’

Ma humphed at
her and turned to Leigh. ‘Have you eaten, Lad?’

‘I’m fine, Ma.
Grabbed a bite in the Directors’ canteen. They like to call it
their restaurant but it’s nowt more than a glorified canteen.
Food’s not a patch on yours, but not too bad for a factory.’

‘How did the
job go, Leigh?’

‘Fine, thanks.
Take the films up for Merv, will you, and tell him I need the
proofs by tomorrow afternoon, so he’d best get them deved now.’

Being, as Leigh
put it, out in the sticks, he had to show he was up to speed with
everything so he tended to do jobs in less time than most of his
competitors. It seemed to work; most of the businesses came back
for more once Leigh had done a job for them, anyway.

I left the
kitchen for the office, grateful to get away from Abby’s display
but reluctant to visit Merv’s den. I opened the aluminium case on
Leigh’s desk and took the films from the compartment. Poking my
head round the kitchen door, I found Abby wrapped around Leigh as
Ma made a fresh pot of tea. ‘Not left a part film in the ‘Blad,
have you, Leigh?’

‘Do I ever?
Should be five, love.’

I left for the
studio, my lips tight and my body still set with anger at Abby’s
words and actions. Empty and silent, the huge room continued to
impress me. With no sun, soft grey skylight filtered through the
windows. I wheeled a standard spot from the centre of the floor to
the wall, its small rubber wheels rumbling along the wooden boards.
I was determined to keep the place tidy.

In the
darkroom, Merv was at the enlarger, masking a shot of a hand
holding a spanner. I could now recognize such things in negatives.
The shot was for the cover of a tool catalogue Leigh was doing for
a manufacturer in a city to the south.

‘What you want,
Stick?’

At least he no
longer habitually used that other word for me. I could put up with
his insulting nickname. I put the films on the dry bench. ‘Leigh
wants you to dev these today and print them ready for tomorrow
afternoon.’

‘An’ I want to
shove this up you, but you’re scared of it, aren’t you, Stick?’

The gloom of
the orange safety lamp hid my outrage. He liked to make me blush.
In spite of myself, my eyes wandered to the object of his insult,
its head barely peeping from the fist he had curled round it.

The first time
he had shown me it, I had been shocked. Later I had seen Leigh
without his clothes for the first time. I found Leigh as
fascinating as Mervyn was repulsive and wondered why I should feel
this difference.

‘Staring, eh?
Interested? Must want it up.’

His insinuation
inflamed my annoyance more because his words highlighted my guilty
contemplation of Leigh than because of what he said.

‘Leigh warned
you not to talk to me like…’

‘You tell ‘im
an’ I’ll fuck you till you split and bleed…’

‘I tell him,
Mervyn and you’re out of work. Think about that.’ And I left before
either of us could say more.

Churning over
the experience and frightened and disgusted by his threat to hurt
me in that way, I went down the ladder to the studio floor,
arriving just as Leigh entered with Abby. I could not avoid the
comparison: Leigh was larger, limp, than Mervyn, erect. I looked up
into Leigh’s face and raised my eyebrows in question, not really
wanting to be there whilst the pair of them cavorted in their
skins. I still found Leigh’s nakedness in the studio disturbing and
embarrassing, even though it was Abby who demanded it.

‘Just whilst we
get set up. Once you’ve helped me arrange the lighting and
background, you can run off back to the safety of the office.’ He
said it with a hint of condescension that had me bristling.

Tight lipped,
angry because of Mervyn’s threat, Abby’s scathing display and
Leigh’s implied criticism, I pulled spots, floods and reflectors
away from the walls into the centre of the room. I dropped the
white background paper down, pulling it along to the foot of the
tripod and folding the soiled section underneath. The small mat and
stool I plonked close to the edge. Abby sat on the stool and
imperiously held out her hand for a towel to wipe dust from the
soles of her feet before she stepped onto the pristine surface.

Leigh set up
the Hasselblad and took the light meter from his case, before he,
too, wiped his feet and walked up to Abby.

I watched her
pose, thrusting her hips forwards in an effort to reach his as he
stood before her. ‘Am I lighting you for pornography or are you
going to skip the photography and go straight to the sex?’ I don’t
know what made me say it.

Abby gasped and
stood up straight. Leigh turned slowly to face me. I knew I had
upset him, but I was angry and I felt confused by some emotion
inside me that I could not identify but that made me resent Abby’s
behaviour with Leigh. Her comment about jealousy still rankled and
that made me angrier with her and myself.

‘The issue of
sex is between Abby and I. As for pornography, you know I don’t
hold with it.’

I recognized
the warning in his voice but I was boiling inside with feelings
repressed for too long. ‘I wonder why you engage in it so often, if
you dislike it so much.’

Abby watched
with her hands clutched together and her mouth agape. Leigh gripped
the light meter tightly and shook it at me. ‘I don’t know what this
is about, Faith, but I advise you to cut it out.’

‘Advise away.
It won’t alter the fact that you take pornographic pictures and try
to pass them off as something you call art. Anyone with half an eye
can see it’s just an excuse to get women to take off their clothes
in front of you and make promises with their bodies. Art! It’s sex.
That’s all it is. Sex.’

‘There’s nowt
wrong with sex. But what I do with my camera isn’t connected with
sex in that way. My pictures of women celebrate their beauty.’

His measured
tone should have warned me. This mood was a step away from temper.
But I had to say what had been building in me for weeks as I
learned more facts and more language than I had ever encountered
under Father’s narrow tutelage. ‘Celebration? Women showing all
they’ve got to all and sundry? It’s exploitation and you know it.
No matter how you wrap it up, no matter how you describe it, Leigh,
it all comes down to pornography in the end. I just wish you’d be
more honest about it, that’s all.’

Leigh must have
been doubly insulted, hearing his own words re-arranged and thrown
back at him by the pupil he had so recently tried to teach about
art and morality.

Abby was almost
as cross as Leigh but remained sensibly dumb. Leigh took a step
forward and stopped, his control plain in the tense muscles of his
whole body. His voice dropped almost to a whisper. ‘If you feel
like that, Faith, you’d better leave now. Go!’

‘With
pleasure.’ I turned and strode from the studio, my footsteps
echoing and hollow. At the door I turned. ‘Will you post my P45 or
should I come back for it?’

‘I’ll post the
bloody thing, if that’s how you feel.’

I glared at him
for a long moment before I turned away. In the office, I gathered
my things together, put on my coat and shoes and left at once. I
did not tidy up, fearing Leigh might come in and say something
else.

Even before I
reached the gate, I wondered if he had really meant I was sacked.
Had he just expected me to leave the studio? It was too late now.
It was done.

I set off down
the damp cold lane for the cottage, to face scorn, anger and the
well-deserved shame and pain of punishment from Father for losing
my job by voicing my own ill-informed opinions.
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Tuesday 16th
March

 


The kitchen was
warm with the succulent aroma of frying bacon. I grinned at Jenny,
the post woman, pretending to pose for me; saucily lifting the hem
of her skirt and revealing support tights clinging to her size
twenty-two thighs.

‘How about it,
big boy? Want a good time with a big, and I do mean bi..i..i..g
girl?’

‘You’re
incorrigible, Jenny. What’d George say?’

‘Since when did
you give a toss for the opinion of any woman’s husband, Leighton
Longshaw? Any case, he’d be pleased if another man found me sexy
enough to have his wicked way with me. All talk and trousers, you
are. Bet that Abigail Churchfell’s not really here at all.’

‘Still in bed,
exhausted after another night.’

‘Braggin’
again. Losing your touch there, aren’t you? Been here a couple of
months. Don’t usually last that long.’

Ma slipped
bacon, eggs and mushrooms from the frying pan onto a plate with
beans and fried bread. ‘Got her hooks into him, that one. If he’s
not careful, she’ll be persuading him to ask her to marry him.’

‘Oh, Ma! You’ve
made him go all pale, look. He’d best not have that breakfast,
feeling as sick as that.’

‘Hands off,
Jenny. Hop it, and let me eat in peace.’

‘Such charm. No
wonder he has them all falling at his feet.’

‘I know. How
can they resist?’

I took a
forkful of bacon to my mouth and paused. ‘Ma’s my favourite. No one
can touch her cooking.’

‘Flatterer.’ Ma
went through the utility room and yelled out of the back door for
Old Hodge to come in for his breakfast.

Jenny bent
close, apparently intent on kissing my ear, but pinched a mushroom
off my plate instead. She grinned and backed out through the office
door.

‘Tomorrow,
you’ll pay for that.’

From the
office, she shouted her obscene reply of hope and closed the door
before I had time to accept or reject.

Ma returned to
dish out Old Hodge’s breakfast. The old man came in and lifted his
cap to scratch his head before he sat down opposite me. ‘T’old ash
in yon corner’ll not last through another storm.’

‘You’ve been
predicting the felling of that tree for sixteen years; ever since I
came to live here.’

‘Longer than
that, Leigh. He used to tell your Uncle Fred it were in imminent
danger every spring. I reckon that tree’ll outlast the lot on
us.’

I began opening
the post; a lilac envelope revealing a four-page letter. A
photograph fell from between the sheets, followed by a folded
promotional leaflet. I picked up the picture and studied the
smiling woman in her body paint, before turning to the pale leaves
of hand written text. ‘Zizi sends her love to both of you. Hopes to
pop up for my birthday.’

‘Don’t know why
you don’t marry Zoë. She adores you and she’s so kind.’

‘Sexy,
stunning, heart of gold.’ Old Hodge examined the photograph
appreciatively and passed it to Ma.

‘Never changes.
You’d not think she was the same age as you, Leigh.’

‘Zizi’s fine
for short spells. I love her to bits, but I couldn’t settle down
with her. She’ll never stop smoking and she won’t leave London, and
I’m certainly not leaving Longhouse to live down there, for all the
business it might bring.’ I lay the letter aside and looked at the
leaflet. ‘It’s the Photographic Show at Olympia end of May. I’ll
probably go down for a couple of days. Zizi’s invited me to
stay.’

‘You take
advantage of that girl. She deserves better.’

‘Zizi knows the
score, Ma. She’s a big girl.’

‘Zoë’s too kind
hearted by half.’

I opened a
couple of bills and cursed. ‘We’ll have to cut down on electricity
and coal; they’re costing me a small fortune.’

‘Long as you
and your wenches go naked, you’ll ‘ave to pay to keep it warm or
freeze your assets.’

‘Anybody’d
think I was made of money. Did you hear the radio this morning?
Prices have risen by seventy per cent in the past three years!
Ridiculous; no wonder everyone’s going bust.’

The last two
letters were from overseas and I viewed the envelopes suspiciously.
From the German one I pulled out a single sheet typewritten in
schoolboy English with a smaller piece of paper stapled to the back
of the top left corner. ‘Bugger me!’ I looked at the cheque and
passed it to Old Hodge for confirmation. ‘That say what I think it
does?’

‘More’n you pay
Ma in a year!’

Ma looked over
her husband’s shoulder at the cheque. ‘Well, that’ll keep the house
warm for a while anyroad. What’s it for?’

I read the
letter again. ‘I’ve no idea what they’re talking… hang on. Of
course! You remember the place that made industrial fastenings,
went bust and was bought by a German firm?’

‘Did a
catalogue and some advertising stuff for them as I recall. Never
paid you a penny.’

‘They have now.
It’s funny; the letter refers to my communication to them and
apologizes for the delay in paying. Last time I wrote any
threatening letters was over two years ago. Why now, I wonder?’

‘Does it give
the date of your letter?’

‘It says
twenty-third of February this year, but that can’t be right.’

‘What about the
one from the States?’

I opened the
other envelope and pulled out another letter with a cheque
attached. This time I looked at the amount before I read the
letter. ‘Bloody hell! Must be my lucky day. It’s in dollars but I’d
say it’s for twice the other one! Someone up there loves me.’

‘Letter mention
anything about a reminder from you on February twenty-third, by any
chance?’

I screwed up my
face at Ma but read the letter. ‘This is too weird. I don’t recall
sending details of the serial numbers of any slides, but that’s how
they say they identified them as mine, and I definitely didn’t
write a letter to …’

‘Faith did. She
told me she’d been going through your bad debtors file. Said there
were over thirty unsettled accounts in there and none of ‘em
touched for nearly three years.’

‘I’ve been
busy.’

‘Aye. I reckon
she’s brought in her salary for a year and a half, or more, Leigh.
Shame you got shot of her. Wonder who’s gaining from her efforts
now?’

‘Shit!’

Ma and Old
Hodge exchanged meaningful glances and I knew I was in for advice
or criticism; probably both.

‘Look, it
wasn’t my fault she left. I never meant for her to go.’

‘Perhaps you
should’ve told her.’

I couldn’t
out-stare Old Hodge so I looked at the letter again.

‘Said you’d
lost a gem there, didn’t I?’

‘Look, it
wasn’t my fault she misunderstood…’

‘Course not,
Leigh. I mean, innocent little lass with no experience is bound to
have a proper grasp of the big bad world. Bound to know more’n a
businessman who’s travelled and seen life, been educated and had a
few advantages. No, you’re right, Leigh; bound to be her fault
there was a misunderstanding.’

‘Now, Ma, don’t
be too hard on the lad. I mean, it’s not as if he prides hissen on
knowing women. Not like he believes he understands them or
owt.’

‘True enough.
Always been honest about that, has our Leigh. Still, bright and
able lass like that shouldn’t have any trouble finding work with
only a million or more out of work and no transport out the
village, should she?’

‘None at all.
Mind, let’s be fair, Ma. He’s not said he’ll not try to get her
back, has he?’

I knew I was
beaten. But I wasn’t ready to admit it. Faith’s accusation had
stung and still irked me. That I could see some truth in her
assessment made it even more difficult to accept. I looked at the
two cheques and the accompanying letters again. Her efforts had
brought in a fifth of my annual turnover. There was no doubt I owed
her. And I certainly missed her being about the place. It was not
just her work and organisation, but something strangely compelling
about her mere presence.

‘Course,
problem is, Ma, pride can blind a man.’ Old Hodge slurped the last
of his tea and picked up the bacon rind from his plate. ‘I’ll be
back at it now. Want yours, Leigh, or can the birds have it?’

I nodded at the
rind on the edge of my plate and Old Hodge took it. He turned in
the doorway, lifted his cap and scratched his head, all the time
looking at me as if he expected something. ‘Terrible affliction,
blindness.’ He shook his head slowly and plodded off into the
garden, his body shouting disappointment.

Merv was tying
the apron round his waist as I entered the finishing room. ‘You’re
up for a bonus for that special job last week. I can pay you now.
And I want you to know you’ve Faith to thank.’

‘That little
twat? ‘Ow’s that then?’

‘She was doing
her job.’

‘Not now she
ain’t. Skinny tart’s signing on with the other no-hopers. Fuckin’
good whippin’ from her father an’ all if he’s any sense. Serves ‘er
right, if you ask me.’

‘I didn’t ask
you, Merv. But I want you to know you’ve reason to thank her.
There’s a chance I might ask her back, you see?’

‘After what the
bitch said to you? I’d never ‘ave her tight little arse back ‘ere
if I were you.’

‘Just as well
you’re not, then, isn’t it? Suffice it to say, if she decides to
return, I expect you to treat her with more respect.’

‘Can’t respect
a skinny tart that don’t know ‘ow to be a woman.’

‘It’s not a
request, Merv, it’s a requirement.’ I stayed long enough for the
message to sink in.

In the bedroom,
Abby was diagonal across the bed, the quilt wrapped round her upper
body but one leg uncovered from thigh to toe. Her blonde hair, like
a halo against the deep blue pillow, hid one eye but exposed a
small ear. I tried to ease the bedding from beneath her but she
woke, as I’d hoped, and twisted to frown up at me. I told her about
the cheques and praised Faith.

‘So you’re
going to beg her to return? Doubt she’ll get any more for you.
Can’t be that many bad debtors in your files, can there?’

‘A few more,
those two were by far the biggest.’

‘There you are,
then. She’s done you a favour by doing her job. I’d let her stay
where she is. I mean, do you really want a square like that working
here with her yesterday attitude? Leave her be, Leigh, you’re well
shot of her. She’s not cool, not sexy, not in the groove, man.’

‘You can be a
hard bitch, Abby.’

She sat up and
shrugged the covers off. ‘But soft and sexy with it.’

I nodded. She
was beautiful to look at. ‘Aye, well, you might as well stay where
you are for the moment. I’ve a job in Bradford. I’ll be all today
and most of tomorrow. Might stay over at Abdul’s if he’s got
something on.’

‘You mean if
he’s lined up one of his escort girls for you.’

‘Me? Involve
myself with a woman who sells it? I don’t think so. Not even if
someone else is paying the bill.’

‘Come back
tonight, Leigh. I’ll make it worth your while.’

‘I don’t doubt
it. Depends how long it takes and what Abdul has in mind. It
doesn’t do to reject the hospitality of an Afghan, you know,
especially a well heeled one.’ I bent and kissed her. Her own
perfume mingled with the spray she used liberally.

She stretched
an arm up to pull me closer, her tongue parting my lips before she
disengaged to speak. ‘Don’t go.’

‘Living to
earn.’ I let her fall back onto the rumpled ultramarine sheet. ‘See
you later.’

‘Tease!’

‘I’ll make it
up when I get back.’

She groaned
with frustration and punched the pillow as I left. I resisted the
temptation and hurried downstairs.

Packing my gear
in the office, I missed Faith. She would have everything prepared
and would wait by the gate to close it after me.

As I was about
to leave, Abby wandered in, wrapped in the sheet from the bed. She
let it fall around her feet as I looked at her. ‘Come back to bed
with Abby, baby.’

‘Work to do.
Someone’s got to keep this place going.’

She tongued her
parted lips and stroked her hand down the flat of her belly to
loiter in the short blonde curls.

‘Temptress.
I’ll see you later. ‘Bye.’ It wasn’t easy, but I left.

At the gate, I
turned to look at the house and suddenly I missed the way Faith
would stand there until I left the lane end, not waving but
watching and wishing me a safe journey. I wondered whether she
would come back after the way I’d let her go.
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Friday 19th
March

 


‘You’re a fool,
girl. Always have been, always will be. I’ve a mind to scourge that
sin from you again. What do you suppose we’ll live on? Fresh air
and your idiot pride?’

Father had been
angry since I had been out of work but what had caused this
particular outburst I did not know. He had made the beating as
humiliating as it was painful. The pride I had gained from Leigh
was gone. My back, bottom and thighs were still striped.

Hope, at least,
was better for my constant attention and I was pleased the redness
and discharge had gone during the past few days. I assumed Father
did not clean her properly, but dare not tell him until he was in a
better mood.

‘I’ll find
another job, Father. But it won’t be easy with so many people out
of work.’

‘Of course it
won’t be easy, girl! You should’ve thought of that before you
insulted the wretched sinner. I’ve told you before to keep your
fool’s mouth shut. Who cares for the opinions of a stupid, ignorant
maid like you? Nobody. Keep your words to yourself in future, or
I’ll flog you till I spill your blood.’

‘Yes,
Father.’

Hope tossed her
cover off again and I put down my encyclopaedia to fix it.

‘Leave her be.
It’s warm enough. She needs air to keep her skin healthy. Why must
you always be covering her up?’

‘I just
thought… well, she’ll be nineteen soon, Father. I mean, is it
seemly for her to be…?

‘Seemly?
Seemly? There’s only you and me here, girl. Hardly a public
spectacle, is she? Leave her be and get me a cup of tea if you’ve
nothing better to do. The Devil makes work for idle hands, you
know. It’s a shame you don’t show such concern about me instead of
insulting your bosses every few minutes.

‘You’ve managed
to get yourself banned by the main employer in the neighbourhood
because you imagined some sort of assault. As if a respectable man
like Furnswurth’s going to do a thing like that. As if any man
worth his salt is going to show a second’s interest in an ugly,
stupid strip of a girl like you.

‘Now you’ve
offended your new employer. What do you suppose people are going to
say about you? I’ll tell you what, girl. They’ll say you’re
unemployable. They already say you’re an idiot. I worked hard to
get Furnswurth to take you on, and what do you do in return? Insult
the man and accuse him of an act he’d never commit. I gave you the
benefit of the doubt before, but I’m inclined to think you made it
up, except you haven’t the wits. If I thought you had, I’d give you
a thrashing you’d not forget in a hurry, I can tell you. Obviously,
you just misunderstood the man. Now everyone’s got you marked down
as argumentative and troublesome. How you’re going to get
employment again, I don’t know. We’ll all starve. My word, but I’ve
a good mind to whip your foolish hide off…’

‘I’ll make you
a pot of tea, Father.’ I dashed into the kitchen and filled the
kettle. With Father working himself up to a temper, being out of
sight was the best way to avoid another belting on my already sore
skin. It was one thing to accept the righteous punishment for my
sins but I didn’t think I deserved another bout of penitence just
yet.

From the window
over the sink, I frowned as a car pull in at the foot of the track.
Only Father’s friends from the chapel ever visited and they
generally arranged in advance. In any case, none of them had a car
like that. It looked just like Leigh’s. I gasped as Leigh opened
the car door and stepped out.

Watching him
approach up the rough track, I allowed the kettle to overflow and
spill cold water down my front. That alerted me to my state and I
put the kettle on the stove and lit the gas before leaving the
kitchen.

Father looked
up from his book and stared at the wet patch spreading down the
front of my old white underskirt. ‘Where’re you going, girl?’

‘I’ve got to go
and put…’

‘Make the tea.
I’ll tell you when you can change.’

‘But, Father
there’s a...’

‘I can see the
wet patch. Leave it. If you’re cold and uncomfortable, all the
better. You might be more careful next time.’ He licked his lips
and swallowed as if his mouth was watering.

‘It’s not that.
I must go and change before….’

‘Don’t argue
with me, girl!’

His tone was
dangerous and I had learned over the years not to push him,
especially in this mood. ‘Sorry, Father. But I really think you
…’

‘Think? I don’t
care what you think!’ He pushed himself up out of his chair by the
fire. ‘You don’t think. You’re a fool, girl, an imbecile and an
ugly, useless selfish one, at that. If it wasn’t for my constant
vigilance, you’d be a whore like your mother and the rest of your
sex.’ His hands were at the buckle of his belt.

I was trapped.
Leigh was almost at the door and I was in a skimpy black bra, more
lace than fabric, and a short white underskirt made transparent by
water; my alternative housework clothes. I dare not argue more with
Father as he pulled the belt out of its loops. I retreated to the
kitchen.

The knock at
the door was loud and Father could not ignore it. He was caught
between replacing his belt, covering Hope, getting me through the
front parlour to the stairs and answering that insistent knock. I
knew he would leave me in the kitchen until the visitor had gone,
if necessary, even if that was all day. Hesitation brought a
further knock and he replaced his belt and went to open the door.
In his anxiety, he pulled it harder than he meant to and it swung
back rapidly, showing us all to a startled Leigh.

I dashed from
the kitchen to the stairs before Father had time to even greet him.
I don’t know why I paused at the foot of the stairs, but Leigh
looked disturbed as he met my eyes. Then I was up the stairs and
pulling on my skirt and jumper.

When I returned
to the parlour, the front door was closed and Leigh was standing on
the mat, looking irritated as Father tried to pull the quilt from
under Hope so he could cover her. In other circumstances, the scene
might have been comical, but Father’s puritan stance coupled with
my modesty led only to embarrassment.

‘Stupid girl!
How many times have I told you to keep her covered, and not to go
around half dressed yourself?’

I wondered if
Father’s lie sprang from his desperate need to keep his reputation
pure.

Leigh glared at
Father and then turned his gaze to me with an abrupt smile of what
looked, incredibly, like pleasure. ‘I’m sorry to intrude on your
privacy. I’d like a quiet word with you, Faith, if you don’t
mind?’

‘She’s sorry
she argued with you, Mr Longshaw. She’s a stupid girl and I’ve
punished her, of course. I told her she doesn’t deserve to be
employed by a generous and respectable man like you. I must
apologize for her stupidity, but she…’

Father halted
as he realized Leigh was staring at him with utter contempt.

‘As I said, Mr
Heacham, I’m here to speak with Faith.’ He addressed his next
question to me. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk, Faith,
please?’

‘Only the
kitchen, Leigh.’ But his manner gave me courage to ask. ‘I expect
my bedroom’s out of the question?’ I glanced at Father.

‘It shouldn’t
take long. Wherever you’ll feel most comfortable; outside if you’d
rather, though it’s a bit cold.’

To my
amazement, Father nodded at the stairs, nodding more vigorously as
I arched my eyebrows in question.

‘Please.’ I
pointed. ‘Right, at the top of the stairs.’

As always, my
room was tidy and fresh. There was so little in it that it took
seconds to keep neat. Leigh waited for me to enter and suggested I
close the door. I had to kick away the wooden wedge for the first
time in years. Leigh took in everything with a sweeping glance and
his face clouded briefly before he smiled broadly at me.

‘First of
all…’

‘Please, Leigh,
do sit down.’

He perched on
the edge of my narrow bed, patting the space beside him. ‘I’ve
come, first of all, to apologize for Friday.’

‘I’m sorry,
too, Leigh. I was unforgivably rude.’

‘You were
passionately vociferous, honest as always, and frank in your
opinions. Mistaken but not rude. I was harsh and unjust, and I’m
sorry.’

‘Thank you,
Leigh. But there was no need…’

He held up his
hand and I fell silent, wondering what he wanted.

‘Secondly, I
want to thank you, Faith. Thank you for all your hard work at
Longhouse, but especially for doing a job, on your own initiative,
that I’ve put off far too long. You never said you’d written to the
bad debtors. On Tuesday, I had a reply from a couple and a third
replied today. All positive, all clearing their debts. I can only
assume you used some sort of magic in your letters. You’ve brought
in significantly more than your salary for the year.’

He paused and I
wondered if I was supposed to say something. I could think of
nothing so I just nodded and smiled my uncertainty.

‘The main
reason I’m here, Faith, is to offer you your job back.’

I jumped up,
surprised, delighted; not believing my great good fortune and about
to accept the offer before it vanished.

‘Oh, I know I
don’t deserve you, but if I were to offer you a pay rise, say ten,
no, hang it, you’re worth it, fifteen per cent, would you be
willing to return? Please?’

My mind reeled.
I almost admitted I would go back without the extra money, but the
thought of Father’s anger appeased by the increase stopped me. I
blushed with guilt as I accepted. ‘Thank you, Leigh; I’d be
delighted to return. But I think we should make some rules about
certain things.’

He smiled and
relaxed. ‘I think we only need mutual respect for each other’s
positions. Do you think that would do it?’

‘It’d be a
starting point.’

‘We’ll have a
good talk; see if we can’t at least understand each other’s point
of view?’

‘I’ll look
forward to that.’

He held out his
hand and I placed mine in it and we looked at each other until he
let me go again.

‘If you want,
and you’ve time to wait for me to get ready, I can return with you
now.’

‘There’s no
need to rush, Monday would …’

‘I’d really
much rather start right now if I could, Leigh.’

‘I’d like that,
too. I’ll wait in the car.’

‘I’m sorry to
seem awkward, but would you mind waiting downstairs? I promise I’ll
be no more than five minutes. I just need to… change my
clothes.’

‘Okay. Best
change that wet underskirt and that sexy black bra, eh?’

I blushed again
and he shook his head at me in a way that made me feel he cared. He
winked, a gesture I had seen given to others but never to me.
‘Don’t worry, I saw nothing I shouldn’t. And don’t be long.’ Then
he turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.

For the first
time since Mother had left, I changed my clothes with my bedroom
door shut.

Father was
standing awkwardly at the foot of Hope’s bed when I returned to the
parlour. He had managed to cover her up. Leigh was by the front
door, impatient to leave.

‘I’m off to
Longhouse, Father. Leigh’s given me another chance.’

‘More accurate
to say Faith’s given me another chance, Mr Heacham. You have a
remarkable daughter.’

Father glanced
at me and sneered. ‘I know her better.’

At the front
door, I paused to collect my coat from the peg and faced Father.
‘I’ll be home, as usual, about six fifteen.’

‘You’ll be home
just after five. I’ll be giving you a lift in future, work
permitting. From time to time, you might have to wait the odd half
hour, morning or afternoon, but I’ll still get you home earlier
than if you were walking.’

I was about to
protest but the expression on Leigh’s face, coupled with Father’s
recent lecture about arguing, stopped me. ‘Thank you, Leigh, I’d
really appreciate that.’

‘You’ll spoil
the girl. She needs firm discipline and…’

He turned to
face Father. ‘What she needs, Heacham, is love. Allowing Faith to
walk nine miles a day so she can work to support you and her
sister, suggests a less than Christian attitude. I’m only sorry I
didn’t realize sooner just what a strain it was on her. It’s a pity
you didn’t see fit to help her out.’

Father opened
his mouth to speak but no words came out. Leigh waited for a few
seconds before he opened the door and gently urged me ahead of
him.

All the way
down the track, Father’s expression of unspent rage at Leigh’s
accusation floated before me. I feared I might suffer on my return
home, because of Leigh’s criticism, but I had seen that Father was
not the man I thought he was and that Leigh was a better man than I
had believed. I would never feel quite the same about either of
them again.

At the car,
Leigh opened my door first and helped me with the seat belt before
he climbed in to drive. ‘Will your father be watching?’

‘Why?’

‘I’d like to
give you a thank you kiss and welcome you back.’

‘And you want
his permission?’

‘Your
permission, Faith. It’s his reaction and treatment of you that
worries me.’

A kiss would be
terrible, in Father’s eyes. ‘Can it wait until we’re at
Longhouse?’

‘I’d rather
have Abby jibe about me taking advantage of an innocent virgin than
risk your father’s anger causing you suffering. Yes, it can
wait.’

I tried not to
let him know it was my first journey in a car, pretending hard to
relax. ‘Did Father say anything to you?’

‘He insulted
your intelligence again, made excuses for the woman on the bed…
your sister, Hope?’

‘She suffers
from a rare brain disorder. They tried to operate when she was a
baby but it went wrong. She has the mental age of a year-old infant
but the body of …. Well, you saw. She developed into the shape of a
woman but she’s never menstruated. Oh! Is it all right to say that
to a man?’

He nodded.
‘Better than being coy about it. Every woman bleeds and I prefer
the proper term to any of the multitude of euphemisms. I’ve noticed
that about you, Faith. Most people call body parts and functions by
anything other than the right name, but you always use the correct
medical term.’

‘That’s all I
know. It’s what I read in my encyclopaedia or what Father
says.’

‘Is Hope’s lack
of body hair natural?’

‘It just never
grew.’

‘And is she
always naked?’

‘Father says
it’s better for her skin to have the air to it. And it’s easier if
she has an accident, you know. She has a nappy in the night and I
take her to the toilet morning and last thing, of course. It makes
washing and oiling her simpler.’

‘Faith Heacham,
you’re amazing. Absolutely amazing.’

He pulled the
car up at the side of the road. We were well out of sight of the
cottage and out of the village. There was no one about. He leant
across and kissed my cheek. ‘Abso-bloody-lutely amazing.’ And he
drove off again.

I touched my
cheek. His lips had brushed my skin so lightly it was almost as if
I had imagined it, but the sensation was lovely. If that was
kissing, no wonder people enjoyed it.

‘Faith, I know
you respect the privacy of others and I know you value privacy for
yourself. But I also know how honest and open you are. May I ask
you a personal question? I have my own very good reasons for asking
but you don’t have to answer if you’d rather not.’

Leigh did not
normally go around the houses so I wondered what he wanted to know.
‘Ask away.’

‘Do you
normally wander around the house dressed… like that?’

I thought he
might ask me to do the same at Longhouse. ‘At home I do. Father
won’t have me ruin my office clothes by doing housework in them.
And, of course, with there being only him and Hope there it doesn’t
matter how I’m dressed, does it?’

‘Perhaps not.
Has your father ever touched you, in the way Furnswurth did
when…?’

‘Leigh! He
wouldn’t. He wouldn’t ever do a thing like that. He said I should
never let a man see or touch my breasts or my bottom or my
genitalia, because it’s sinful and makes men lust for the flesh. He
said I mustn’t show my body because men’ll think I’m offering it to
them.’

‘But it’s okay
to be naked or half dressed in front of him? He won’t lust after
your flesh?’

‘He’s my
father, Leigh. He’s a Christian. He’d rather die than do anything
like that! No, Leigh. He’d never, ever touch me like that. In fact,
apart from when… well, he never touches me at all, really.’

Leigh looked at
me curiously; he knew I had been about to tell him something. ‘What
did he mean about you being punished, by the way?’

The beatings
were humiliating and, as Father had made clear, they were private;
between him and me and God. There was no need for anyone else to
know about his attempts to save my soul from damnation.

‘He …er …I
think that’s private, really. A family thing, you know?’

‘I see.’

It was hard to
imagine anyone putting so much meaning into two words. I felt he
did see, all too well. I no longer felt certain about what I should
tell him. Something inside me wanted him to know everything about
the life I shared with Father. But another part of me wanted to
keep the whole thing private and hide it from him forever.

It was
impossible to decide which was right and the only way to stop the
argument going round and round inside my head was to change the
subject. I said the first thing that came to me. ‘I’ve missed you,
Leigh. That is, I’ve missed working at Longhouse.’

We were driving
up the lane toward the gate and I wanted to get out to open it, but
I had no idea how to unfasten the seat belt.

Leigh looked at
me as the car slowed to a halt. ‘You’re a funny lass, Faith. I’ve
missed you, too. Welcome back.’

He twisted to
unfasten my seat belt but I held my face ready, expecting another
kiss. He shook his head at me before he kissed my cheek again as he
unclipped the belt. ‘God, but you’re a puzzle, you are. Intriguing
and fascinating. Go on, hop it and open the gate, wench.’

He had called
me that before. I had no idea what it meant, but he said it with
such good humour that I smiled and did as I was told. He was still
shaking his head at me and smiling as he drove in through the
gate.
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‘…Happy
birthday to you.’

Abby seemed as
much embarrassed as touched by our display. She blew out the
candles on the cake Ma had baked and iced.

‘How old are
you?’

She whispered,
a secret, that she was twenty-two. ‘How old are you?’

‘I’ll be twenty
one in a few months time.’

‘Twenty-one?
What date, love?’ Ma seemed keen to know.

‘Some time in
July or August, I think.’

Ma, Old Hodge,
Abby and Leigh stared incredulously at me.

It was Leigh
who asked. ‘You don’t know when your birthday is?’

‘Oh, I always
put August the first on forms and things. But I don’t know the
actual date.’

‘Have you never
celebrated your birthday, love?’

‘No.’

‘Had a
party?’

‘Never.’

‘Been to a
party?’

I shook my head
as Ma and Leigh exchange glances. ‘You will this year.’

Ma reached
across and enfolded my hand in hers. ‘Apart from that useless
father of yours, who knows your birthday date?’

‘Mother, I
suppose. And probably Charity.’

There was a
moment of total silence around the table. ‘It’s Abby’s birthday.
Shouldn’t we be concentrating on her?’

Abby leant
across and kissed my cheek. It was nice, but nothing like being
kissed by Leigh. ‘You’re a weird, peculiar, funny woman, Fay, but,
honey, you’ve got a heart of gold.’

We toasted Abby
in white wine and wished her health and happiness. I sipped the
pale gold liquid in my glass and liked it, so drank the rest.

‘Nice?’ Leigh
smiled in a slightly mocking fashion.

‘Very.’

‘Not drunk wine
before, have you, Fay?’

‘I do wish
you’d call me Faith. And, no, I haven’t.’

Abby turned to
Leigh. ‘You’ll not have such a straightforward time with this one,
Leigh. Needs educating. And, obviously, she’s not into free love,
or any kind of love, as far as I can tell. Won’t be sharing your
bed for a long while.’

‘Ever!’

Leigh just
grinned at my emphatic statement.

‘I mean it.
Unless we were married, of course.’

I wondered why
I had said that and whether I should have, but Leigh just smiled at
me in that odd way he sometimes had and Abby, well, Abby shrugged
her shoulders and stared at me as if she believed the exact
opposite.

‘Once I’ve
gone, you’ll be able to spend more time… Oh, it’s okay, Leigh, I
knew you were working up to a split, but being the sentimental old
fool you are, you didn’t want to tell me until after my birthday.
I’m getting bored anyway; too easy to have my way with you. Time
for pastures new. Des has been in touch and my liver’s hanging out
for the cool of jazz and a spot of pot, so I’m scooting to his pad
tomorrow.’

Leigh seemed
not at all upset at her announcement, more disappointed in
something else.

‘You’ve ditched
the weed, Abby. Don’t take it up again for kicks, love,
please.’

‘I’ve kicked
the habit once, I can do it again. I ache for a fix, honey. Des is
groovy but he doesn’t do it down below for me like you. Don’t
begrudge me my lift.’

‘Suit yourself,
Abby. But you know my views on coffin nails.’

She leant
forward and squeezed his hand. ‘I know; Nosmo King rules here,
okay. Relax, lover, it’s not going to happen to me. Anyway, what I
propose for today, since I know you’ve nothing on, is…’

‘Not yet, but
I’m sure he’ll be that way as soon as you’re ready.’ I blushed,
horrified by what I had said. But they all just laughed as if I had
cracked a joke.

‘As I was
saying, I think you and I should have a final session on the
project. You said you wanted me for the window cleaning shots. It’s
a nice day, for the inside shots. And, now the walkers are on the
scene, we might entertain them by using the French windows in the
library.’


‘Exhibitionist.’

Abby turned to
Ma and nodded. ‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it. They’ll not be able to
identify me from the stile in the bottom field but they’ll be
almost sure we’re almost naked and it’ll give them something better
to talk about than their boots.’

‘Will you need
me, Leigh?’

‘Doubt it. I’ll
use natural light with reflectors, as I have for the rest of the
project. If you wouldn’t mind bringing a couple in from the studio
and taking them to the library...?’

I stood,
confused for a moment, before shaking my head and leaving for the
studio. I had no idea where to find the library. I shrugged; there
were not many rooms to choose from after all.

Leigh’s final
session with Abby in front of the camera lasted all afternoon; he
was gathering pictures of part clothed or naked women doing
housework for some sort of arty book he called ‘a coffee table
book’, though I wasn’t sure what that was. I imagine they had
carnal knowledge of each other as well.

The following
morning, long after Leigh had left for Harrogate, Abby appeared in
the office with her bags. I looked at her in her lemon crop top
that hugged her breasts so closely that her nipples protruded.
Lilac bellbottom hipsters fitted tightly to her thighs and
buttocks. Her feet were shod in bright red platforms of glossy mock
patent and her right wrist held a dozen assorted bangles that
clinked as she moved.

She sauntered
to the leather seat behind Leigh’s desk, sat down and lifted her
feet onto the desk. ‘Call me a taxi, honey.’

‘Okay, you’re a
taxi.’

‘Ho-di-ho.
Positively antediluvian, sweetie.’

I ordered the
taxi and asked for the destination, which Abby gave me. When I had
finished on the phone, I stared across at the woman who had shared
Leigh’s bed for as long as I had known him. ‘Aren’t you sad you’re
going?’

‘Easy come,
easy go. Leigh and I are free spirits. It’s been fun and the best
sex ever. But all good things… In any case, and hear me here, Fay,
never let a man get under your skin. They’re shits by and large.
Leigh’s hip and fun and he screws with a rod of hot steel but he’s
just a man. Get liberated, honey. Live your own life, get in the
groove but make sure it’s your groove. Hey, man, lighten up and get
easy.’

I shrugged. ‘I
expect I might understand half of what you say eventually, Abby,
but I wish you’d speak English.’ I wondered why she had suddenly
taken to talking in this peculiar fashion but I knew better than to
ask. ‘The taxi will be here in half an hour. I never realized you
lived so far away; I always thought you were local.’

‘Fay, you’re so
parochial; just the end. It’s only the other side of Garsington for
Pete’s sake. Any case, I don’t live there, my pad’s over the other
side of the Dale in Wharfsden. Where I’m going is this hip joint
where a groovy guy who digs jazz and pot hangs out. He’s been
freaked by me since the beginning, so I thought I’d just, you know,
drop in and drop out for a while.’

I shook my head
and wondered if it would be rude of me to get on with my work. Abby
had other ideas.

‘Let me fill
you in on some heavy news, honey. When the time comes to hone the
bone the first time, don’t close the canyon and hold your breath.
Just loosen up and welcome in the joy horn, breathe easy, pant, and
ride it. That way it won’t hurt at all, I guarantee.’

I thought I had
probably been given some valuable advice but was both too shy and
too polite to ask for an explanation so smiled, nodded and said,
‘Thank you, I will.’

‘Final word.
Leigh’s your guy for the first ride. He’s got hands that take you
to the stars and he licks like for paradise. He’s the only guy I’ve
had who not only knows what a clit is but doesn’t have to hunt it.
Hits the spot every time.’

I became
vaguely aware that all this was to do with sex. It was a concept
outside my personal knowledge and experience, though I knew Abby
and Leigh fornicated all the time and evidently enjoyed it. Now, it
seemed, there was some strange, esoteric language involved. It was
another reason to avoid an activity my father described as
destructive and harmful as well as addictive.

The taxi
arrived and I helped Abby load her bags onto the back seat as the
driver sat inside, smoking. She got in and asked him what it would
cost. It sounded a lot to me.

‘Flash the
cash, honey. Leigh says to take it out of petty cash.’

‘I don’t think
Leigh would expect me to pay for your taxi …’

‘Calling me a
liar, honey?’

I had no idea
what was best. In the end I thought I had better pay as she said
and ask Leigh when he came back. I just hoped he would not be too
cross if I had chosen wrongly. He could be funny about money
sometimes.

When Abby had
gone, I caught up with the paperwork so that I had finished before
lunch.

In the kitchen,
Ma opened the topic that had started the previous day. ‘Do you have
anything to do with your mother, Faith?’

Old Hodge was
at the table already and watching me with interest. I liked the
Hodges; they were kind, warm and affectionate. They made me feel
wanted and safe and valued. Father made me feel unwanted, unworthy,
stupid and a burden. My mother… ‘I used to write occasionally but I
never got a reply. Father says she’s a whore, but then he says all
women are so I don’t suppose that helps. She left me behind when
she took Charity because she thought me ugly and stupid. Charity’s
grown up now; I’d like to meet her but I don’t know anything about
her really.’

‘Just a
thought; why not write to your mother from here and give Longhouse
as your address? She’s bound to be curious. You could ask her when
your birthday is, as well.’

‘Why should she
reply here, Ma, when she never does at home?

Ma looked at
Old Hodge. He took my hand and held it between both of his. His
fingers were strong and gnarled but his touch was soft and
welcoming. ‘What Ma’s suggesting, love, is that perhaps your Mum
did reply but your father didn’t want you to hear what she had to
say.’

‘Father would
never…Oh!’ It had not occurred to me before. He always either met
the post woman or demanded I give him the post unopened. Not that
there was ever very much; a couple of large plain envelopes, quite
heavy, with foreign stamps every month and others I assumed must be
bills by his manner when he opened them. ‘Why would he not want me
to know what she has to say?’

‘Perhaps he’s
not always told you the truth?’

‘Father always
tells the truth!’ I pulled my hand free from Old Hodge, startled by
his accusation and expecting to feel an anger that never came.
Instead, and unaccountably, I burst into tears. Old Hodge put his
arm round me and uttered soothing words as he stroked my shoulders
and back.

Afterwards,
calm and collected again, I explained how Father’s behaviour during
Leigh’s visit had unsettled me. He had seemed afraid of Leigh,
deferential and condescending, even telling lies. This was so out
of character for a man I knew as violently opinionated. Father, I
explained was a difficult man, hard and sometimes brutal in his
search for what he considered truth and duty and the true service
of God. I always tried to do as he commanded but I had discovered
things that made some of what he told me seem doubtful.

‘Father seems
to hold opinions and beliefs that most other people don’t agree
with. He’s always told me that other people’s views don’t matter
because they’re all sinners and they’ll burn in Hell. But I look
around me and I see good people, I see people who love and are
loved, people who care, people who say and do things to make life
better for others and I’m so confused and…’

‘Do you believe
you’re stupid, Faith?’

‘Father does.
Most people do.’

Old Hodge
lifted the ever-present cap and scratched his bald head. He looked
at Ma and apparently received the encouragement he sought. ‘You’re
a bright, intelligent, young woman, Faith. Ma and I think so, and
Leigh. And, by now, if you talk to most of the villagers, you’ll
find they treat you with more respect.’

I had noticed
people seemed to smile at me in the street and sometimes even
spoke. ‘Why?’

‘Because,’ Ma
told me, as she dished out the meal, ‘Old Hodge and I, and Leigh,
have been telling them the truth. We’ve been undoing the years of
lies put out by your father.’

‘What
lies?’

‘Why, Faith,
when you’re so obviously bright and clever, do you think folk call
you an idiot?’

‘I’m ignorant
and...’

‘Ignorant,
maybe. Ignorant in the sense that you only know what your father’s
allowed you to know. He’s spent your entire life telling people
that you’re stupid. Tell people something often enough and they’ll
believe it in spite of the evidence. Of course, your clothes
haven’t helped.’

‘Why? Why would
father do that?’

‘That’s
something you’ll have to discover for yourself. One thing I do
know, though and that is you’re not a fool, you’re not an idiot,
you’re not stupid, Faith. You’re simply innocent and naive. And we
can do something about that.’

When Leigh
arrived home, rather later than expected, I was in the library.
‘Knew I’d find you in here if you weren’t in the office. Now you’ve
discovered it, you can’t keep away, can you?’

‘I’m sorry,
Leigh. I’d finished everything there was to do in the office and I
thought I might be able to learn something of use in here, that’s
all.’

‘Don’t
apologize. In fact, from now on, you’re to spend some of every day
in here. I want you to read as much as you can. If you finish your
work early, come in here and pick up a book until I’m ready to take
you home. It’s the only way you’re going to catch up on your
education and increase your knowledge of the real world. It
wouldn’t hurt if you watched a bit of telly, either. Trouble is
you’re at home when the good stuff’s on. I’d love to see your
reaction to some of the current sitcoms. I’m sure you’d find Frank
Spencer amusing, and The Good Life. And Morecambe and Wise would
definitely make you laugh.’

I had only had
a glimpse of a television in operation, as I passed a cottage in
the village. There was one in the sitting room, crouching in the
corner between the fire and window, with its great grey screen
staring into the room. I had no real idea what it held but most
people seemed to enjoy it. Father was violently opposed to it and I
wondered what wickedness it portrayed to deserve his severe
sanction.

One day,
perhaps, I would see some of what it had to offer and then I might
judge for myself and decide whether Father was right or wrong. The
significance of that thought hit me hard.

‘Are you all
right, Faith?’

‘Is it normal
for children to believe what they’re told by their parents?’

He sat opposite
me. ‘Depends on the parents and the child, Faith.’ For a while, he
struggled to make up his mind about something. ‘In your case, I can
only say that you’re singularly more intelligent than your father.
If you want my opinion, and you did ask me, I suggest you question
and doubt everything he’s ever told you. And I do mean
everything.’

It was too
much, of course. I was steeped in Father’s opinions and rules and
ideas. I had none of my own and precious little information to form
any. But I had learned that Father’s view of the world was
violently different from almost everyone else I knew. I looked
about me and saw that most people had periods of contentment and
even occasional happiness. Father was habitually morose.

On balance,
whether he was right or wrong seemed not to be the point. I asked
myself whether I wanted to be happy or miserable for the rest of my
life and I knew the answer even as I posed the question. But that
opened huge questions and threatened life-changing answers for
which I was not ready.

I found myself
seeking the mundane, the ordinary, in order to avoid the turmoil
caused by my questions. ‘Leigh, Abby asked me to pay for her taxi
out of petty cash. Was that all right?’

‘An enigma.
That’s what you are, Faith Heacham. A puzzling, fascinating,
exasperating, endearing, frustrating, attractive, idiosyncratic,
marvellous enigma. And, yes, it was perfectly okay to pay for
Abby’s taxi from petty cash. I suggested it, but I forgot to tell
you. Sorry. Come on, little Miss Enigmatic, time I took you home to
that monster of a father of yours. Though, God knows why you stay
with him.’

His words so
surprised me that I was incapable of speaking sensibly, so said
nothing. I thought about how he had described me and what he had
said about me staying with Father. That raised terrifying, exciting
possibilities that made my head spin. I could not cope with such
ideas and again sought refuge in my surroundings and things
familiar.

Early spring
sunlight dappled Leigh’s hair as we passed under the greening
trees. I found myself looking at him and thinking how attractive he
was. Another thought too disturbing to allow.

‘Ever been to
York?’ His question came unexpectedly and startled me with its
apparent irrelevance.

‘York?’

‘York.’

‘I’ve never
been out of the Dale, Leigh. I’ve been to the village, Longhouse,
and to a secret tarn up above the cottage. Nowhere else.’

He shook his
head in disbelief, though our enthusiastic discussions of his
landscapes must have revealed how little I knew of our local
geography.

‘Warn your
damned father you’ll be late home on Monday night.’

‘I think you’re
more likely to be damned than Father.’

‘As likely, I
suspect, but for different reasons.’

That raised
more questions than I could face with my mind already whirling.
‘Why will I be late on Monday night?’

‘We’re going to
York for the day.’

‘You’ve got a
job in Leeds.’

‘Tuesday?’

‘You’ve
promised George you’ll have the proofs ready for the calendar by
last thing Tuesday.’


‘Wednesday?’

‘Nothing that
won’t wait.’

‘Wednesday,
then. We’re spending the day in York on Wednesday. I want you in
your best togs. Be as adventurous as you like. And have a pair of
stout town shoes as well as something for evening wear with you. Do
your hair and put a face on. We’re going to do the town, you and
I.’

I was excited
and frightened. ‘Father won’t allow me home later than seven.’

‘Father will do
as I say, if he wants you to stay in my employ and get paid. Try
that on him. Your father understands the language of money, even if
he’s deaf to every other normal plea.’

Leigh stopped
at the village shop for me to collect bread and milk. It was such a
habit now that he just did it as a matter of course, occasionally
coming in with me to buy a magazine or paper or some of Ma’s
favourite sweets. Mrs Greenhough was much more respectful to me now
and I noticed she treated Leigh with great politeness even when he
pulled her leg, which he did most of the time.

At the bottom
of the steep track that led to the cottage, he stopped the car and
got out to open my door.

‘Why are you
taking me to York?’

‘Need a new
typewriter. That old manual’s had its day. Time to invest in an
electronic model, I think.’

‘Will that take
all day?’

‘An hour, at
the outside.’

‘Will it take
us a long time to get there?’

‘It’s about an
hour and a half each way, why?’

‘You said we’d
be all day and not get home till late.’

‘That’s right.
See you Monday. Have a good weekend.’

‘Aren’t you in
tomorrow?’

‘Sorry,
should’ve told you, but it only came up a short while after I got
back. I’ve got to go and see someone over the weekend and I’ll be
setting off early tomorrow morning. Family thing. Sort of emergency
but I expect it’ll come to nothing. It usually does. Look, have the
day off. Take a day’s holiday. Paid, of course.’

‘Thank you,
Leigh, but I’d rather go to Longhouse.’

He looked at me
for a long time. ‘If you must. But set off late and leave early.
Spend your time reading. Better still; write that letter to your
mother. I mean it. See you on Monday.’

And he returned
to the car and drove off. He seemed rather distracted as he left
for his family crisis. And I realized I knew very little about him
and absolutely nothing about his family, except that he had once
had an Uncle Fred who had lived in Longhouse.

I waited for
the sound of his car to die away before turning to climb the rough
track to the cottage. I was a little earlier than usual and hoped
Father would be pleasantly surprised to see me.
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Wednesday 31st
March

 


We had
travelled for half an hour in uncomfortable silence.

‘Have I upset
you, Leigh?’

‘I don’t say
much about the way you look at work, Faith, because I know you’ve
no fashion sense and clothes are just covers to you. But I thought
I’d made it clear today was a bit special. I mean, that dowdy old
tweed skirt, a blouse that’d look better on your grandmother and
those shoes that seem to be all you ever wear. And that’s hardly an
evening bag, is it?’

‘I’m sorry I’m
a disappointment. Perhaps you’d better take me back home.’

‘Don’t get all
injured with me. I hoped you’d make an effort, that’s all.’

‘I did what I
could. I took up the hem of my skirt as far as I dare, persuaded
Father to let me have a bath and washed my hair last night.’

‘And that’s
it?’

‘What else
could I do?’

‘Oh, come on! A
bit of make up? Your best dress or skirt? A pair of new shoes? I’m
sure you could…’

‘Oh, you’re
sure are you? It’s easy for you, Leigh. You have a wardrobe full of
clothes. Several pairs of shoes. What I’m wearing is what I have,
Leigh. I can’t do better than that. Unless you’d have me travel in
the stuff I wear for housework? Or naked?’

His silence
unnerved me but I had said enough. The day had started badly and
now I had made it worse. I wished he had never suggested the trip
out.

‘I’m sorry,
Faith. I just assumed that… Well, you’re a young woman, earning a
decent wage. I automatically assumed you’d have new clothes and
make up. What else would you spend your money on?’

‘Father doesn’t
work because of his back and because he has to stay home to care
for Hope. My money goes into the housekeeping.’

‘All of
it?’

‘All.’

Again, he was
silent. The hostility had gone but his continued silence unsettled
me. From Ma and Old Hodge I had learned some of the basic social
skills my father had neglected. A change of subject might help.

‘I never said
before, but the lift you gave me when you asked me to come back to
work was the first time I’d been in a car.’

His silence
persisted for a few seconds that seemed an eternity. ‘I’m an idiot.
I’ve taken on a bright, gifted, generous and hardworking assistant
and I know nothing about you. It’s so easy to take things for
granted. So easy to assume. Faith, I need to know something of your
personal history. I need to know more about you.’

It was my turn
for silence. Where to begin?

‘Begin from
your earliest memory and take me as far as you like.’

‘I was very
young; perhaps not even four. Father was shouting at my mother. At
the time, I’d no idea what caused the argument, but now I know it
must’ve been when Mother finally accepted Hope would never be any
different, would always be a baby. Father won’t see it. He still
believes; he has faith that she’ll somehow miraculously emerge from
her silent imprisonment and start to talk and walk and laugh and
cry. Of course, she never will. But that was the beginning of a
change that made my mother leave and abandon me when I was six.

‘I’d had my
first year at school and was doing quite well, I think. In any
case, I remember Mother praised me, cuddled and kissed me for my
efforts. Then, one day, I was waiting for her by the school gates
and she didn’t arrive. Father came at last, with Hope in her
pushchair that was too small, and took me home. I haven’t seen my
mother since.’

I gazed at the
curling strip of tarmac flowing quietly beneath the car, unwinding
as we drove over hills and vales as foreign as a distant land.
Pictures of my childhood filled my mind and I was suddenly aware
that Mother took all joy and laughter with her. All the days since
then were grey.

‘Don’t dream
it, Faith, tell me. I can’t hear your unspoken memories.’

‘Sorry. I just
discovered something very sad.’

‘Tell me.’

‘When my mother
left, she took all the colour with her. Father only works in black
and white, mostly black.

‘Don’t grow all
lyrical and metaphysical on me. Now isn’t the time for poetry. Just
tell me what happened.’

‘I went to
school for one more day, but Father either wouldn’t or couldn’t
take me after that. He was supposed to teach me at home. At any
rate, when I was about thirteen, someone came to check and he
persuaded her, with my help, that he was teaching me well enough.
I’d started to learn to read before school and I was quick enough
to learn the rules of language so I could read well very early.

‘There was an
atlas, a history of the world, an old encyclopaedia and a
dictionary in the house. Father had been through them with a thick
black pen, crossing out words and paragraphs. There were entire
pages missing from the encyclopaedia. There was the Bible, of
course, and some books of sermons by eighteenth century
clerics.’

‘You had no
television, I know. Radio?’

‘Father says
they’re instruments of the Devil, won’t have them in the house.
Same with newspapers and magazines. I’ve seen those at Mrs
Greenhough’s, of course, and I can understand why Father rejects a
lot of them. All that flesh and talk of sex. It’s as if nothing
else matters in the world.’

‘I know you’ve
only travelled within a few miles of home, so all this is new to
you?’ He waved a hand at the passing countryside with its flat
fields and huge sky.

‘If I had to
get out of the car now, I wouldn’t even know which way to go to get
back home.’

‘Any idea how
far you are from home, Faith?’

‘About ten
miles?’

Leigh chuckled.
‘Sixty. Another ten and we’ll be in York. One thing you can teach
me regarding local geography; you once mentioned a small tarn above
your cottage. I don’t know of it. Is it far?’

I smiled
secretly. ‘It’s my refuge. Small but quite deep in places. It’s
where I go to be alone. I discovered it one day when Father wanted
me to get some fresh air and sent me off for a few hours in the
summer. Later on that same summer, it’s where I learnt to swim,
almost by accident.’ I was too ashamed to tell him I had been
trying to drown myself because my life was so miserable.

‘I’d like to
see your tarn, Faith, like to see you swimming.’

‘I bet you
would! But you’re not going to.’

‘Hey, no need
to get all haughty. I’m not suggesting anything improper. Your swim
suit would cover your...’

‘People don’t
wear suits to swim. You’re pulling my leg again, Leigh. I’m not
that daft. They’d get all wet and drag you under the water.’

‘No, really,
it’s a special sort of…’ He realized the import of my words even if
I did not. ‘You swim nude?’

‘Of course!
Doesn’t everyone?’

‘But I thought
you believed it was immoral to be naked?’

‘Only in
public. I don’t wear anything in the bath or in bed, so why should
I wear anything to swim? There’s never anyone about. No footpaths
for walkers. And I’d hear a farmer with his dogs or tractor in
plenty of time.’

‘But not a
peeping tom.’

‘What’s a
peeping tom?’

‘Doesn’t
matter. Are there trees at the tarn, or nearby?’

‘There’s a
small copse of mountain ash at the southern end, a few rocks along
the western shore. Why?’

‘The farm where
Merv lives with his father and brothers hugs the slopes on the
other side of the hill above your cottage.’

This had
nothing to do with what we were talking about. ‘I know; horrible
family.’

Leigh grunted.
‘That explains that.’ He was silent for a while. ‘Apart from
teaching yourself your many skills, keeping house for your father,
nursing Hope and cleaning that barn your father calls a chapel,
what else do you do?’

‘Read and sleep
mostly; of course, I only have the books Father thinks are
suitable.’

‘Does your
father actually do anything at all?’

‘He has a back
problem. He can’t lift anything or even walk far without pain. He
hides it very well, though. Some people believe there’s nothing
wrong with him, but that’s because he’s so brave and
uncomplaining.’

‘Or such a good
actor.’

‘What do you
mean?’

‘No matter.
We’ll be in York in a few minutes. After we’ve found somewhere to
park, and that’ll take half a day, we’ll go for coffee and then
find our new typewriter. Once that’s out the way, the rest of the
day is ours to have a bit of fun, do some sightseeing, okay?’

‘Sounds
exciting. Is it a very big place?’

‘You know we
passed through Hawes earlier on?’

‘That big
market town?’

‘That big
market town is a very small market town. Think of fifty of them
packed together, add a few buildings four or five storeys high and
you’re getting near to the size of York. And York’s not a
particularly big place.’

I shook my head
and let him have his joke on me. I would discover the truth when we
arrived.

‘There is one
thing, Faith.’

‘I’m
listening.’

‘I want no
argument about what I’m going to say. No refusals, no fuss. Today
is a treat for you, for me as well, but mostly for you. I’m going
to spend some money on you, buy you a few presents, treat you.
Okay?’

‘Why?’

He opened his
mouth to speak and then shut it again and drove in silence for a
few moments. ‘Faith, you’re extraordinary. Any other woman would’ve
started suggesting things I might buy her. You just want to know
why. I’m having to learn a whole new set of rules in dealing with
you.’

‘You’re having
to learn?’

‘Okay, fair
point. Anyway, as to the “why?”, it’s quite simple. You earned me a
great deal of money with your handling of those bad debtors
and....’

‘I was just
doing my job.’

‘Faith! I want
to reward you. I want to buy you something. I want to do it, I can
afford to do it, and I’m going to do it. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, Mr
Longshaw, sir.’

‘Good. And
don’t be so cheeky.’

‘No,
master.’

‘Mmm. In a
couple of minutes, we’ll be on the outskirts of the city. You’ll
begin to see what I mean about the size of the place. Do I have
your word that you won’t argue about the presents I want to buy
you?’

‘What will you
expect in exchange?’

‘What?’

‘I’m sorry,
Leigh. It’s just that Father said I…’

‘Your bloody
father’s got a lot to answer for. And he’s wrong. Not all of us
expect to be paid with sex for presents. Not all men expect a girl
to whip her knickers off for the price of a dress or a piece of
jewellery. Some men like to give women presents because they like
to give women presents. I like to give women presents. I expect and
require nothing in return. Not even your gratitude. Do I make
myself clear?’

‘I keep making
you angry and disappointed. I’m sorry. There’s so much I don’t know
and almost everything I do know has come from Father. His views
differ so much from those of most other people. Thank you for your
offer, Leigh. I accept gladly and I’ll try my best not to embarrass
you.’

Leigh took his
hand from the steering wheel, found mine and squeezed it gently.
‘Thank you. I’ll try to remember you’re an innocent with a
fanatical puritan hypocrite for a father. Here comes York.’

We were
travelling in a long queue of traffic. Leigh had called Father a
hypocrite and I worried about that for a moment, especially when I
remembered Mrs Greenhough had said the same thing. But then the
volume of traffic and the buildings took my attention instead. In
fact, there were more cars visible from my seat than I had ever
seen in the space of a single day before. And houses lined both
sides of the street; a street that seemed to go on forever. Where
did all those people go when they wanted to be alone?

There were so
many people on bicycles; so many people on foot. Men with beards
and flared colourful trousers, men wearing shorts and coloured
vests, women with skirts as short as Abby’s, some even shorter,
some a lot longer, women with bare shoulders and necklines that
made their breasts obvious. People in all sorts of clothes, people
with different coloured skins, people of all shapes and sizes. And
a huge stone wall with an arched gateway and towers. And so many
shops I could not count them. It was amazing, exciting,
frightening, fascinating, wonderful, alarming, incredible.

We drove into
an open space that seemed big enough to hold my entire village and
Leigh parked the car amongst hundreds of other cars in an area that
seemed to exist only for that purpose. He switched off the engine
and laughed at me. ‘Close your mouth, Faith, you’ll catch
flies.’

‘It’s…
everything’s so… I’ve never seen so many… I feel so small and …
there’s so much to look at and…’

‘I thought it
might be a little overwhelming for you. But you’re bright and brave
and I’m sure you’ll cope. Don’t stare and gape, especially at
people; they’re not so tolerant of innocence in cities. Country
folk are a lot more accommodating of strangeness, rather oddly.
I’ll answer any question you want to ask. And, please, do ask.
Don’t be afraid or embarrassed. I’d much rather you asked than made
an idiot of yourself.’

‘Or of
you.’

‘True. But it’s
you I’m most concerned about. Right. Stay in the car whilst I get
the ticket.’

‘I want to come
with you, Leigh. I want to see. I want to see everything.’
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When she first
came into my life, Faith was just a rather idiosyncratic young
woman with only the cheapness of her labour and her excellent
office skills to commend her. She was pretty in a waifish way but
not the sort of woman I sought. But, then, there were those eyes
and her baffling innocence.

Over the few
weeks she’d worked for me, she’d learned rapidly and well. She
quickly took all the finishing tasks out of my own and Merv’s
hands. She organized the office and me so efficiently that I never
missed an appointment or ran out of stock and, if I couldn’t find
an item of equipment, she always knew where it was.

But there was
more than work to Faith. Her curiosity, once beyond her father’s
boundaries, was endless. She was so eager to learn about
everything, it was like having a bright, attractive and
well-behaved child about the house. She read voraciously;
responding enthusiastically to my invitation to use the library,
which Uncle Fred and I had spent much time, energy and money in
stocking with a broad-based selection of books.

She’d grown in
confidence and this was reflected in the way she now held herself.
No longer the round shoulders and stooping walk, no longer the
shuffle of shame. She was upright and open. Her face had taken on a
semi-permanent half smile, as if she was pleased with everything
she saw. And this smile lightened her face and brought a sparkle to
those glorious eyes that were so deep I feared I might drown in
them. She’d started to put on weight now she was no longer walking
miles every day. And the new flesh was distributing itself with
real promise. She was on the way to becoming a very attractive
woman.

Her dowdy
clothes I now knew she wore not from choice but the meanness of
Heacham. The trip to York gave me an excuse to do something about
that by introducing her to the pleasures of buying and wearing
fashionable clothes.

As we left the
car park and set off down the broad path beside the river, she was
alive with interest, keen to notice everything about her. I wanted
to take her hand, to be in contact with this strange, captivating
young woman. It just seemed right. She would reject such intimacy,
regardless of how innocent it might be. The irony amused me: I’d
shared much greater intimacy with so many women without fear of
rejection.

‘Why the
smile?’

‘I’d like to
hold your hand and I was wondering why I find it so difficult to
ask you, when I’ve touched every naked inch of so many women.’

‘Why?’

No reference to
my inexplicable difficulty, no argument or condemnation regarding
the other women. Just a simple demand to know my reason for wanting
to hold her hand; the very aspect of the situation I found most
difficult to understand myself.

‘I don’t know.
It seems the natural thing to do with you.’

‘You’re being
remarkably honest, Leigh.’

‘Perhaps you’re
rubbing off on me.’

‘Careful.
Honesty can be dangerous.’

‘Now you’re
teasing me.’

‘I’m not sure
about the hands. It sounds harmless enough and I expect I’d enjoy
it. Let me see if I can tell what that sort of contact means in
society.’

‘Are you always
so analytical before you make contact? It’d be hard bloody work
making love with you if you are.’ I’d said it without thinking,
without knowing I thought it. That I spoke in terms of making love
rather than having sex was disturbing.

‘If analysis
will save me from your rapacious intent, Leighton Longshaw, I’ll
use it for the foreseeable future.’

There was no
malice, no blame in her response, but she meant it and I knew I’d
blown my chance for now.

We reached
Lendall Bridge and climbed the flagged slope to reach the road. I
took her to a café I’d visited previously and chose a window seat
so she could watch the people go by. The waitress was new, from the
uni, but one of my previous conquests tipped her off and she smiled
a welcome as she brought the menu. I gave her the benefit of an
encouraging smile before turning my attention to Faith and the list
of items on the printed card.

We ordered my
cappuccino and Faith’s Yorkshire tea and, after my reminder that
she had agreed to be treated, a cream cake each. The waitress was
positively coquettish as she took the order, her gentian eyes
finding mine and remaining locked there. I watched her glide across
the floor on shapely pins encased in sheer black nylon and
automatically assessed her potential as a model.

Faith was
absorbed in the doings of the various people both inside and
outside the café and was unaware of the exchange between the
waitress and me. She was happy observing the activity and I felt
slightly put out by her lack of attention to me.

We drank and
ate in companionable silence, Faith’s only comment that the tea was
good and the cream cake delicious. Another first for her; one of
many that day.

When the
waitress brought the bill, she was so intent on me, she failed to
notice the slip of paper drifting from her saucer. It floated to
the floor where Faith picked it up. Before I could stop her, she’d
unfolded it.

‘This can’t be
right! That’s far too much for two drinks and two cakes!’

The waitress
was startled out of her reverie and detached herself from my eyes
to glare at Faith. My hand hid the smile as I gently took the bill.
I topped the cash on the saucer with one of my special business
cards bearing a brief message inviting contact, if desired, as I
felt the recipient had potential for modelling. She glanced at the
card and nodded. As I steered Faith from the café, the other diners
followed our exit with faces full of surprise or scorn.

‘My fault,
Faith. I forget just how little you know about society and
shopping. The price was fine. We could’ve gone somewhere cheaper
but the tea and coffee would’ve been poor and the cakes wouldn’t
have been half as nice.’

‘I bet the
waitresses wouldn’t be so pretty or liberated either. You could see
their breasts through their blouses.’

‘Could you? I
never noticed…’

‘Of course you
didn’t, Leigh.’

I gave her my
wounded look but she saw through that so I grinned and shrugged. ‘A
word of advice, though. It’s not English to complain loudly in
public. We don’t do it. We call this cowardice “reserve” and the
rest of the world expects it of us, which is why we are so
surprising overseas, where we complain loudly about everything and
nothing. So, for today, I’d prefer you not to voice your opinions
on cost, and any other contentious matters, until we’ve left the
shop. Okay?’

‘I’m your
willing and obedient servant, Leighton Longshaw.’

‘That’ll be the
day. Come on, little Miss Outspoken, let’s find that typewriter.
Then I’m going to do some serious spoiling.’

‘Aren’t things
that are spoilt, ruined?’

‘You need
spoiling. Time you had a bit of unbridled pleasure and fun.’ I made
the comment in jest, of course, but Faith considered it with real
seriousness.

‘Perhaps you’re
right, Leigh. Perhaps I ought to indulge a little, if only so I’ve
a better idea of what I’m talking about when I criticize it in
others.’

I cupped her
elbow and steered her into the office supplies shop without a word.
For all that I understood how she could say such a thing, I
couldn’t trust myself to reply generously to a comment like
that.
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I was not
afraid of contact with others; I simply had not experienced it.
Amongst men, only Father, Furnswurth and Leigh had touched me.
Furnswurth’s slimy touch had repulsed me. Father habitually slapped
whatever uncovered part of me was within easy reach or pressed his
hand on the skin of my back as he beat me with his belt. When Leigh
held my elbow to guide me into the shop, I simply felt wanted.

Leigh was eager
to be out of the typewriter shop and would have chosen the first
machine we saw: I had to use it. From my days at the Dairy, I knew
there were many to choose from and I wanted one that would do the
job efficiently and without bother. He allowed me time to test and
I selected an electronic machine with a choice of daisy wheels and
a correction facility. Leigh handed over a shiny plastic card; no
money changed hands so I wondered at the transaction.

‘What’s
that?’

‘Credit
card.’

‘Have you given
them money with that?’

He
explained.

‘I see.’ I did
not see at all, but there was more than I could learn in a few
seconds and Leigh wanted us out of the shop.

‘Are we going
back now?’

‘To the
car.’

‘Oh.’

‘You sound
disappointed.’

‘I thought we
were going to …’

‘We are. I just
don’t want to lug this round all day. We’ll drop it in the boot and
then find a fashion boutique.’

‘What’s
that?’

‘A shop that
sells clothes; usually women’s clothes. Don’t mind the walk, do
you?’

‘Mind? I’d walk
all day for some new clothes, Leigh. When you talked of presents, I
never thought you meant clothes.’

‘I thought you
weren’t interested. I’m being a bit selfish, really. Want to see
you in something better than … better than that stuff.’

‘You surely
didn’t think I wear these from choice?’

‘What was I
supposed to think?’

‘I have no
spending money. Father gets all my clothes for me, from jumble
sales.’

‘All?’

‘Yes. Including
my underwear, if you must know.’

That single
piece of information galvanized Leigh. He hurried me to the car and
stashed the typewriter away.

‘Right. First
port of call is Marks and Sparks, where every modern miss buys her
knickers. Let’s start at the bottom, if you’ll excuse the pun, and
work upwards and outwards.’ He was all eagerness and my own
excitement fed off his so that we acted like boisterous
children.

‘Come on.’ He
clasped my hand and it felt good. We ran from the car park together
along a path by the slow brown river. Laughing, we leapt over
puddles of last night’s rain, now drying rapidly in the warmth of
the early spring day. At last, out of breath, we stopped and I
rested my back against the shiny trunk of a cherry tree as Leigh
stood in front of me breathing hard and grinning fit to crack his
face in two.

A short pause
and he took my hand again and we walked this time, the thrill of
his touch suffusing me with a new pleasure. Through the crowds we
went, oblivious of their numbers as we laughed at everything and
nothing on our way to the shop.

It was the
biggest building I had ever been in and would have been
intimidating without Leigh. He led me to a corner where huge black
and white pictures of young women in underwear hung from the
ceiling and covered the walls.

Before this, I
had seen only the inside of Mrs Greenhough’s shop in the village.
She kept a small stock of ladies’ pants and tights discreetly in a
corner, piled on a shelf with the woolly hats and walking socks.
Anyone not looking for the items themselves would not recognize
them from their plain packaging.

Here, in this
enormous store, however, young women clad only in the clothing
within, brazenly displayed the contents of each pack. I understood
where Abby bought her revealing underwear; though I could see
nothing quite as scandalous as some of the items she took off for
Leigh when he was photographing her. Leigh, of course, was
completely at home and not in the least embarrassed.

I took my lead
from him as he matter-of-factly walked up to a woman in the shop
uniform and asked her to measure me. He whispered something to her
and she gave me a peculiar look but nodded at Leigh’s comment and
led me to a curtained cubicle. There, I removed the clothes she
said I must if I wanted the right size and subjected myself to her
tape measure. She was very polite as she gave me my sizes and left
me to dress.

Leigh was
waiting outside as I emerged. ‘I wouldn’t normally enquire, but
since I’m supposed to be helping, you’ll have to reveal your
statistics to me.’

I told him what
the woman had said and he nodded approvingly as if I had passed
some sort of test.

‘You’re sure
that’s what she said?’

I nodded.

‘Positive?’

‘Yes. Why?’

‘Shame. I was
hoping to measure you myself, just to make sure. Though, tell the
truth, that’s exactly what I would’ve guessed.’

His smile was
so mischievous I had to laugh. I began to understand why women
found him so attractive. ‘You’re a very wicked man, Leighton
Longshaw.’

‘I know,
terrible isn’t it? Right. You’d be fine without a bra but I doubt
you’d feel at ease. So, we’re not looking for support. Do you want
pretty-pretty or a smoother, softer line?’

After some
searching, we found some that I liked and Leigh felt would suit me.
He sent me to the cubicle to try them on, warning me to leave my
own knickers on when I tried the new ones. Just a curtain between
the world and me. I felt so vulnerable.

‘Will you stay
just outside, please, Leigh?’

‘I’ll come in
and hold the curtain closed.’

‘You will not!
Oh, you wicked man.’ I had to laugh and he was good, making me feel
less exposed by standing outside with his back to the curtain.

‘They feel
wonderful. It seems a shame you’ll never get to see your
present.’

He stopped
himself from speaking and propelled me back to the spot we had
found them. ‘As long as they’re comfortable.’

He chose three
sets of bras in different colours, so that I had a dozen in total,
and two pairs of knickers to match each, plus spares in white.

‘Will I need as
many as that?’

He gave me a
look that Ma would call old fashioned. ‘It’s usual for a lady to
wear a fresh pair each day.’

It was as if he
had caught me doing something not very nice and I felt a need to
explain. ‘If it’s about cleanliness, I do wash them every evening
ready for the next day.’

Leigh’s face
settled on sympathy. He reached toward me and I knew he wanted to
embrace me, to comfort me as though I was sad or distressed but we
were in a public place and I stretched out my hand instead. He
squeezed it tenderly. ‘Oh, Faith, what has that bastard done to
you?’

It was not
until we were at the counter, paying, that I realized he had meant
Father. I should have been annoyed, but Leigh’s very real concern
for me contrasted so strongly with Father’s indifference and
harshness that I found myself again questioning which man was
right.

Leigh held the
carrier bag open for me. ‘I’ve paid for this lot so you can put
some of it on whilst you select your outer clothes. Now, question
is, do you want to select something from here…?’

‘You’re going
to buy me something else? All this is more than I expected when you
said...’

‘I’m not having
you walk round York in your underwear, young lady, no matter how
much you may wish to.’ He said it loudly enough and in just the
right tone to make some of those waiting to pay look shocked and
make me laugh when I should have been cross with him. I felt so
happy and unrestrained by his company that I had to join in. ‘Okay,
I’ll not bother to wear the underwear, then.’

One old woman
looked even more shocked, the others just laughed. Leigh seemed as
delighted as he was surprised.

‘Come on, Miss
Precocious, let’s get out of here before we’re arrested.’

Outside the
shop entrance he stopped. ‘Now look what you’ve done! I’ve brought
you out here when you might want to stay in there to make your next
choice.’

‘What else were
you planning to buy me, Leigh?’

‘No
arguments?’

‘I promised,
and I keep my promises.’

‘Okay. I want
to get you something for work, something casual for occasions like
this and something special for the evening. How does that
sound?’

He was so
excited and eager I did not have the heart to tell him I never went
anywhere for the evening. ‘It sounds expensive and far too
generous.’ His determined look re-appeared. ‘And wonderful,
Leigh.’

‘Excellent. M
and S is best for the work stuff. Shall we go back in?’

Between us, we
found a lovely lilac trouser suit with flared bottoms and a deep
purple blouse to go under the jacket so I could wear it undone. In
great trepidation, and with Leigh standing guard as before, I put
on my new underwear. It felt wonderful after the old woman’s bra
and school gym knickers and I walked out to display my trouser suit
to Leigh feeling proud and liberated.

‘Lovely. You
look really lovely, Faith. I hope you’ll let me see whether you’ve
got legs when it comes to the other stuff.’

‘You’re
disappointed.’

‘I’m a man.
Your choice is perfect for the office. You look great.’

I kept the suit
on for our visit to three fashion shops but I left the last one
wearing my very first mini skirt, much against my better judgement
and largely as a way of thanking Leigh. Black polyester displayed
half the length of my thighs and flared softly in the wind so that
I felt almost naked. Sheer tights sheathed my legs from waist to
new, heeled shoes in black patent leather. My top was caressed by a
natural linen blouse that would have exposed my breasts if not for
the soft new bra I wore.

‘Fabulous. You
shouldn’t hide pins like those. God, but you’re a pretty woman,
Faith.’

Leigh’s
admiration was wonderful and I felt confident in my sudden
attractiveness, knowing I found favour in his expert eyes. But he
really boosted my confidence when he asked if he could photograph
me. As the object of his lens, I must be good to look at.

‘Amazing.
You’re a different and very lovely woman, Faith.’

‘Thank you,
Leigh. But I’m the same woman, just in different wrappings. Are you
happy to be seen with me like this?’ I knew the answer but I wanted
to hear him say it. And I realized, with that knowledge, how
fundamentally I had changed in those few short hours.

‘Happy? I was
pleased to be with you before, Faith. Now, I’m proud and delighted
and smug at the jealous looks from the other men.’

‘I never knew
clothes could make so much difference. I always thought they were
superficial. But I actually feel different, more confident, and
that means other people look at me in a new way. And I like it. I
feel wonderful.’

‘You look
wonderful. I knew there was a beautiful woman in there trying to
get out.’

We were back at
the car park. We were more or less alone. I kissed his cheek and he
held my arms and kissed my lips very softly for a short
eternity.

‘Thank you,
Leigh. Thank you for the clothes, for the feeling of self-esteem
you’ve brought me.’ And for the kiss on the mouth that I wanted him
to repeat.

He shook his
head as if puzzled and put the bags of clothes, including my dress
for the evening, in the car. I took his hand and he bowed his head
at me in a gesture I took to be thanks as he led me once more from
the car park.

This time we
sauntered down winding, narrow streets thronged with people. It was
one of those days that sometimes fall at the end of March; bright
and warm after the winter chill, clear and clean and a pleasure to
walk through. It was the first of many unseasonably warm days in
that year of the long hot summer.

I had expected
the initial thrill that had passed from his hand to mine to fade as
we walked but it remained, spreading through me, suffusing my whole
being with a sensation both pleasurable and disturbing in its
intensity.

‘Where are we
going?’

‘Up to you. I
thought museum, art gallery or the Minster?’

‘The Minster; a
thirteenth century cathedral church. Father says it’s an
abomination. Where is it? I’d like to see such a building.’

Leigh pointed
ahead. There, looming over the whole of the street and higher than
any building I had ever seen, was a colossal edifice that could
only be some sort of church. It was massive and ornately carved
with twin towers and a huge door. Father described it as the haunt
of the Devil; a gaudy house to tempt men’s souls away from
contemplation, built by the rich and powerful as a show of their
wealth and influence. ‘Nothing to do with God.’ He had said.

But I stood
awestruck by the majesty of the building. It seemed to me to be a
statement made by humble men glorying in the wonder of their God, a
suitable place to give praise and thanks.

‘Impressive,
isn’t it?’ Though Leigh seemed less than impressed.

I nodded.

‘Showy and
ornate and precious little to do with God, of course, but then,
what building has anything to do with God? They’re all just
opportunities for men to display their power or skill or wealth.
Doesn’t detract from its beauty and magnificence, though.’

I was amazed to
hear Leigh echo Father’s sentiments. It seemed inconceivable that
the two men could have a single thought in common. That they should
find agreement in a religious matter of all things completely
dumbfounded me. I had to see the interior for myself after such
denunciation.

Sunlight cast
great rainbows of brilliance on the floor and rows of wooden seats,
streaming down in slanting shafts from the stained glass windows. I
thought of Leigh’s studio and smiled at the memory.

‘Penny for
them?’

‘Similarities
of atmosphere but such contrasts of purpose.’ I let him work that
out and went to sit at the end of a row of vacant seats so that I
could absorb the atmosphere. It was the first time I sat in a mini
skirt and I understood at once why women wore tights with them. But
my concern over possible breaches of modesty was short lived.

I stared at the
walls, the great ceiling arching overhead, the vast spaces between
the massive pillars and wondered how such a place could exist. And,
for me, Leigh and Father were both wrong about the building’s
association with God.

People were
milling about all over but they were quiet and kept their voices
low, as if awed by the colossal nature of the place; the whole
building was filled with undulating background murmuring.

And then I
gained a small piece of paradise.

Just as Leigh
sat beside me and opened his mouth to ask for an explanation of my
enigmatic comment, the huge building filled with musical sound.

I was still
absorbing the concept of music, never having heard it at the
cottage and only rarely encountering it at the Dairy. The radio was
constantly on in the kitchen at Longhouse, so I was growing
accustomed to the wide variety of tunes and songs available through
that magic box and getting to know and enjoy quite a lot of them.
Ma loved her Cliff Richard and The Beatles and even one or two of
the most modern groups. Leigh seemed to like almost any sort of
music. But nothing had prepared me for the sound that now assailed
my senses.

All the quiet
chatter and whispering stopped as someone began to play the organ.
Leigh pointed out the array of pipes and quickly explained where
the instrument was located as the organist played an apparently
random series of notes. Silence fell for no more than a couple of
seconds and one or two people began to move and talk again. Then
the organ began a piece of music I shall never forget. Everyone
fell still again.

It began with
slow, soft, gentle forays into affection and regard; light, joyful
and promising. Gradually it built in scope, volume and complexity
until the whole magnificent house of God filled with crescendos of
love and joy and exultation, culminating in a climax of pure wonder
and spiritual ecstasy. I felt lifted and thrilled, a spiritual
wholeness enveloped me and I felt at one with the music and its
power of celebration and worship in a way I had never experienced
before. The music sighed softly and tenderly back into silence. And
the quiet that followed was, for a few precious seconds,
absolute.

I squeezed
Leigh’s hand in mine, barely daring to look into his face in case
it should reveal the same emotions I felt, or in case it should
not. When I did look at him, I knew he felt exactly like me. It was
a moment I wanted to last forever.

But many missed
the point and there was a buzz of reaction before they continued
their sight-seeing, as if it had been merely a pleasant
interlude.

We sat, souls
entwined, for as long as they allowed but the mood was gone and we
were forced back to Earth again.

‘What was
that?’

‘Nimrod, from
Elgar’s Enigma Variations, but played in a way I’ve never
experienced before. It’s actually a secular piece but there was
more than a touch of worship in that rendition. Brilliant.
Extraordinary. Incredibly moving.’

It always
surprised me that Leigh knew about so many things. ‘After that,
Leigh, the rest of this church can only disappoint me. Can we go
back outside, away from the idle chatter?’

He did not
object or question me but understood exactly what I felt.

In the bright
sunshine, we stood amongst cherry trees in a small paved area and
stared up at the mighty walls. Leigh unslung his camera and took
more photographs of me. I smiled but he shook his head so I tried
to recapture the mood of the music and he nodded his approval.

He returned for
my hand. ‘Hungry?’

I was.

‘Food.’

We walked hand
in hand from that wonder, carrying the memory inside us, and,
making for the river, started the mundane but exciting search for
lunch.
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I took her down
to eat by the river. It was warm enough to sit outside and avoid
the inevitable fug of the bar. She experimented, at my suggestion,
with scampi and chips in the basket. Confident it would be the real
thing and not the usual monkfish, I joined her. A half of bitter
quenched my thirst and I persuaded her to a glass of the decent
enough house white.

We visited the
second-hand bookshop at Bootham Bar where I looked for photography
books. She left me to my own devices and set off to explore the
musty treasure trove. After a while, browsing, I discovered a
volume of Ansel Adams landscapes, reasonably priced and went in
search of Faith. She was sitting on the floor, displaying her
knickers to the world, and reading a tatty paperback.

‘You’re not a
student, Faith. You’ll get muck on your skirt sitting down
there.’

She looked
guilty, like a child caught with a hand in the cake tin, and
struggled to get up. I helped her and made her turn so I could
brush dust from her seat. Freed from the detritus of the shop
floor, that bottom was tempting and I could not resist
administering a very gentle tap.

‘Don’t you
dare…’

But she saw my
face and her quick anger dissolved into a grin at some private joke
she wouldn’t share. She was chuckling as we went down to the
till.

‘Word of
advice, Faith. Tights outside knickers or you’ll get cystitis.’

She frowned,
understood the significance, blushed and then nodded her thanks.
She was carrying a large volume, already paid for, wrapped in a
brown paper bag.

‘Money?’

‘I told Father
I might have to pay for dinner today. I said we’d be going to a
restaurant and I should pay my share. He was unhappy, but gave me
some cash when I reminded him it was yours in the first place.’

We sauntered
along the river to spend some time reading on the bank and found a
secluded bench under willows and cherry trees not yet in leaf or
blossom. Side by side, we sat with the water rippling a few feet
from us.

‘It’s not much,
but it seems more art than pornography and I thought you might like
it. It’s a little “thank you” for today.’ She handed me the brown
paper bag and pecked my cheek.

I withdrew the
book and was astounded to find a slightly damaged but sumptuously
illustrated volume on the nude in art. I flipped through the
pages.

‘You don’t like
it.’

‘Faith, it’s
the most perfect present but I don’t want to embarrass you with the
pictures. This is so unexpected and so undeserved.’


‘Unexpected?’

‘I’m amazed
you’d buy me, of all things, a book of nudes. I thought you were
offended by all images of nudity and didn’t know the difference
between pornography and art.’

‘I’ve a lot to
learn, Leigh. My life and education have been in the hands of one
man. I’m growing more certain with each passing day, each passing
hour, that Father’s mistaken about the world. Today’s been more of
an eye opener than anything that’s ever happened to me. That
doesn’t mean I’m going to put myself exclusively into the hands of
another man, no matter how wonderful, kind and generous he may
be.’

‘Thank you,
Faith.’ What else was I to say?

I opened her
gift again and saw she’d written a message on the inner flyleaf.
‘To Leigh, with deep affection and many thanks, Faith.’

‘There’s more
to you than meets the eye.’

‘There’s more
to everything than is seen by the eye alone. And looking at covers
without sampling the content leads to a superficial and misleading
understanding of things.’

Forgiving the
unintended pomposity, since the comment was aimed more at herself
than me, I was struck again by the extraordinary contrast between
her knowledge and her intellect. As she came to know more things,
so her powers of deduction and her native intelligence realigned
her view of the world and of her place within it. It was rather
like, I imagined, a parent watching an exceptionally gifted child
growing up, except that this was happening much more quickly as
Faith’s knowledge caught up with her chronological age.

I recalled my
promise to discuss nude photography with her seriously and thought
it a perfect opportunity. Neutral ground; public enough to curb our
passion and private enough to allow us to speak freely. The book
was a perfect introduction. It was almost as if she’d chosen it
with this in mind.

‘Look at this,
Faith.’ It was The Source by Auguste Ingres; a young woman pouring
water from a vessel balanced on her shoulder. ‘What do you think of
it?’

She studied the
figure for a few moments without apparent embarrassment and I was
as surprised as I was pleased by that.

‘It’s an
allegory, I imagine. She’s nude and seems to be standing on the
surface of the pool, so there’s a hint that she isn’t merely human,
perhaps some sort of goddess. And the water from the urn is feeding
the pool as if it’s from an everlasting source, which obviously
can’t be true, so it’s telling a story.’

‘Amazing. Very
perceptive. But I was really more concerned about your view of the
woman herself and the way she’s displayed.’

‘Well, her
breasts are openly displayed but she has no genitalia and no pubic
hair, just a suggestion of shadow, so she can’t be a real
woman.’

‘Idealized. She
represents an idea of female beauty that was prevalent at the time
the painting was made.’

‘Didn’t women
have pubic hair in those days?’

I flipped
through and found an illustration of Olympia by Edouard Manet. ‘And
what about this one?’

‘She’s lying on
a bed but she’s got shoes on, so I think there’s a sexual content.
A bit like some of the shots you’ve taken of Abby, I suppose.’



I let that go,
but it did make me think.

‘Her hand’s
covering her genital area so we can’t see it, but I don’t think
that’s for modesty. I think she’s trying to be mysterious. Does
hiding it like that really make it more attractive to men?’

I found Adam
and Eve by Jan Mabuse Gosseart. ‘This one?’

She studied the
picture of the pair with the serpent and the apple in the garden.
‘The Garden of Eden, of course. Adam seems to have no penis and his
testicles are hidden behind what could be leaves or stylised pubic
hair. Eve’s genital area is hairless but there’s a hint of a cleft
there, so she’s a real woman. The bodies are both imperfect and
more human.’

I flipped and
found Renoir’s Bather Adjusting Her Hair. ‘And this?’

‘The fabric’s
covering just enough to disguise her vaginal opening, but she would
have to be hairless. Why are they all…?’

‘Couple more
and I’ll make my point.’ I found Delacroix’s Woman Caressing a
Parrot.

She looked at
the painting for a moment. ‘The pose hides her genitalia. We can
see her breasts and her build makes her look like a real
woman.’

‘Last one.’ I
flipped through and eventually found what I sought. Eugene
Lacadre’s La Reveil served my purpose with the woman lying half on
her side and facing the viewer, completely unadorned.

Faith
scrutinized the image. ‘She’s another one with breasts but no
genitalia at all. Not a real woman, but another of those so-called
idealised beauties. She seems to be inviting sex without the means
to partake.’

I closed the
book. ‘You’ve come a hell of a long way in a few weeks, Faith. A
month ago, you couldn’t have looked at those without blushing. Now,
you’re able to discuss them with more objectivity than most people.
I’m amazed and proud.

‘The point I
was trying to illustrate, though, is that almost all artists,
regardless of their era, have portrayed women as hairless and
without sexual organs. Breasts have always been acceptable and have
actually replaced the orifice as the source of sexuality,
regardless of their primary function of feeding. Germaine Greer
makes the same point. Women are portrayed as hairless and sexless.
Our ideal of female beauty now demands they are like that. It’s
that image I would like to banish.’

‘But your
pictures show women hiding their genitalia behind knickers or in
miniskirts or other clothes. Isn’t that what you say you’re trying
to do away with? Isn’t it the whole woman you want to portray, the
way you sometimes have with Abby, when she takes off all her
clothes, even her shoes?’

‘I’d love to be
able always to picture women as they are. With or without pubic
hair but always with the female essential of vulva to demonstrate
their sex. I’d like not to have to use pose to hide their sexual
organs, though sometimes a pose excludes them naturally. I’d love
to do this, but, for the moment, I can’t.

‘I know, and
bear in mind I’m no expert on the subject, of only two works of art
produced before the turn of this century that give the woman sexual
parts, apart from the Gosseart Eve with her hint of an entrance.
One is El Greco’s sculpture of Venus, an ungainly piece that
nevertheless has the honesty to display her vulva. The other is
Goya’s Nude Maja where the openly sexual woman lying on a bed has a
shadow of pubic hair above her closed thighs.’

‘What about
men? I’ve seen a lot of pictures, as you selected your samples, of
men and most of them showed their sexual parts completely.’

‘I know. Odd,
isn’t it? There could be all sorts of reasons for the difference of
approach. But you’re right about that difference.’

‘Doesn’t that
mean that artists have always been dishonest in their portrayal of
women?’

‘Exactly,
though they mostly reflected the wishes and values of their
patrons, usually men of the church, and the societies in which they
lived. I’d like to reverse that dishonesty by portraying them the
way they are. Women have sexual organs and pubic hair; I’d like to
portray them that way. I don’t want to idealize them. I want to
celebrate them as they are.’

‘But you only
use the most perfect physical specimens you can find. Isn’t that
also dishonest?’

‘The camera’s
less forgiving than the eye, Faith. And more selective. Place a
woman with generous thighs in front of a camera and all you see are
fat thighs. The camera actually draws attention to them. That’s not
fair on her or on women in general. I choose the best I can find
because that way I can celebrate female beauty more fully. I don’t
want to show the failures of age, the results of bad diet and lack
of exercise, the effects of starvation. I want to show woman as an
object of beauty. Naturally, I select the best examples. But I
don’t idealize. I don’t pose them so they’re sexless or
unattainable. I show them as women, as sexual, desirable, beautiful
creations. And, once I’ve built a reputation in publishing, I
intend to take a more radical position; I want to go along the
route of Bill Brandt or Edward Weston. They won’t mean anything to
you, Faith, but they portrayed women exactly as they saw them,
celebrated their nude bodies in candid poses and without hiding
their femininity. That’s what I want to do. Am I wrong to do
that?’

‘Father would
say you are. He believes we should cover our bodies so that men
won’t be tempted to lust after our flesh.’

‘You believe in
God, don’t you?’

‘Of
course!’

‘And God
created you and all the other living creatures on the planet?’

‘God created
everything.’

‘Even better.
God created you. God created photography. God created the ability
to see and conceptualise and judge. Do you think God is ashamed of
any of these creations?’

‘God’s perfect.
Everything God creates is perfect.’

‘So, it’s a
huge insult to God to hide the creations and make them appear
shameful or undesirable, don’t you think?’

She was silent,
considering what some would call a specious proposition.

‘I think that
what I do, in celebrating the beauty of women, is a form of homage
to God. I celebrate creation. I hold it up exactly as it is and
declare it beautiful. Is that wrong?’

‘No. But it can
be misinterpreted. Some men see your picture of a naked woman and
believe she represents all women. Your picture sometimes invites
sex with that woman and some men see that invitation as universal.
Your woman wants you to have sex with her, therefore all women want
all men to have sex with them. That’s the danger.’

‘God, but your
perceptive. But not many of my pictures invite sex, only those
where such an invitation is appropriate. In any case, that aspect’s
not my fault. I’m not responsible for how people view my work. I
can only produce the pictures and hope they’ll be viewed in the
same way as they’re made. If men misuse my images I’m sorry, but I
can’t stop them. I can avoid suggestiveness and explicit sexual
content but I can’t make my images of women asexual. That’d be a
denial of everything I believe and it’d be dishonest. Any depiction
of a naked human being must contain a sexual element. I take
pictures of women because I’m a man and I love women as sexual
creatures and as beings who attract my eye as an artist. I’ve no
interest in the bodies of men so I don’t take pictures of them,
though I’d use the same techniques and processes if I did.’

‘Thanks, Leigh.
For treating me like a mature woman and explaining what you’re
about. I don’t know whether you’re right or wrong. I’ve so much to
learn and I’m still very much the child of Father. I don’t know if
my attitudes come from my own feelings or from what Father has told
me. But I respect your point of view and I’ll try not to make
judgements in future. You clearly believe what you’re doing is
right and honest and generally to the good. I’ll need more time
before I’ll know whether I agree with you.’

‘Faith, you’re
a singular young woman. I’m in serious danger of becoming very fond
of you. Thank you for the book and the opportunity to discuss our
differences. If nothing else comes from today, at least we
understand each other better.’

‘Nothing else?
Leigh, you’ve changed me from a dowdy girl to a confident woman
today. Thank you.’

She kissed my
cheek again and I wanted so much to take her in my arms and embrace
her. But she wasn’t yet ready for that and I could wait. We were
silent for a while, both mulling over what we’d said and heard. I
settled down to take a more leisurely look at the book, now I knew
the content wouldn’t offend her, and left Faith to her musing.

She turned to
her paperback whilst I was reading and, intrigued to know what
she’d bought herself, I tried to look at the front cover. To my
surprise, she resisted and placed her hands over it. My curiosity
was thoroughly aroused.

‘Will you do
something for me?’

‘Depends what
it is.’

Her directness
and literal approach still surprised me.

‘I’d like to
take some pictures of you, standing over by the river.’

‘With or
without my clothes?’

‘I’d not expect
even a seasoned model to stand out here stark naked, Faith.’

Her little
smile told me she was learning to pull my leg. I stuck out my
tongue and she grinned at her success and placed her book, open and
cover down, on the bench before she wandered toward the edge of the
river. I sneaked a quick look at the title whilst her back was
turned and had just replaced the book when she spun round. It was
impossible to tell whether she’d caught me peeping.

‘Here?’

She was placed
ideally within the frame and I took several shots from the seat and
then from different viewpoints before I signalled I was done. We
both returned to the bench and she sat very close to me so that we
touched along one side.

‘Is that what
drives you to ask women to take off their clothes?’

My face must
have shown my perplexity.

‘Your
incorrigible, unquenchable curiosity. Is that what makes you want
to see what they look like in the flesh?’

‘Probably.
Why?’

‘And what do
you think of my choice of book, now you’ve seen it?’

‘Will you be
taking this work of the devil back home with you?’ As soon as I
said it, I knew it was a mistake. ‘You don’t have to. You can keep
it at Longhouse.’ That seemed to relieve her a little but I’d
undoubtedly cast a shadow.

‘I’m trying to
understand the other point of view, Leigh.’ She said nothing else
about the first book she’d ever bought herself, “Why I am not a
Christian” by Bertrand Russell, but her sadness and seriousness
made me realize how brave she’d been to select it.

I stood and
held out my hand to help her to her feet. She rose reluctantly as
if unsure what I might do. My embrace of pure affection, which was
what I felt at that moment, put paid to any doubts and she hugged
me gratefully in return. ‘Right, let’s go and take in a museum or
Clifford’s Tower or some of the other shops, or the library.
Whatever you wish.’

We walked part
of the ancient walls, spent time in the museum, visited The
Shambles and Goodramgate. She was full of wonder and interest in
everything we saw, reawakening my own enthusiasm. Full of questions
that I tried to answer with as much information as I could in an
attempt to boost her knowledge and give her a wider appreciation of
the world.

‘Are you really
as wise as you seem, Leigh, or can you just string together words
and thoughts in a way that makes what you say seem intelligent and
considered?’

I was flummoxed
by her question. Was she complimenting me, insulting me? I turned
and saw that twinkle in her gorgeous dark eyes and knew I’d been
had again. I just laughed and embraced her, held her close and
found she held me with affection. I’d never felt so natural, so
right, with any other woman. ‘God, but you’re amazing, Faith.’

She pulled a
little face at my mild blasphemy but let it go and showed her
pleasure at my remark. ‘You’re really quite extraordinary yourself,
Leigh.’

Had we been
somewhere less public, I swear she would have kissed me properly.
As it was, her willingness to touch and be touched had surprised me
as it had grown during the day. She was a different woman from the
frowsy, uncertain girl I’d driven out of the Dale that morning.

Once more, we
trekked to the car park, this time to deposit our books and pick up
her dress.

‘Are we off
back, now?’

‘Why? Had
enough?’

‘Is there
more?’

‘If you
wish.’

‘I don’t want
today to end, Leigh, ever.’

Neither did I
and, in a way, that was a first for me. ‘If we’re to eat
beforehand, we’d best find somewhere now. If you want to eat
afterwards, we can find a little wine bar for the moment for a
light snack, but we’ll be eating very late if we do it that
way.’

‘Before what,
Leigh?’

‘Oh, didn’t I
mention it? I’ve got tickets for “Godspell”.’

She looked
blank, of course.

‘The theatre.
It’s a musical show; it’s about Christ, so I’m not sure it’ll be
all it should for your first theatre experience, but that’s what’s
on, so that’s what I’ve booked.’

‘A musical show
about Jesus? I don’t understand. Is it in the Minster?’

‘The theatre.
It’s a place where people go to watch all sorts of shows, sometimes
serious, sometimes funny, sometimes bawdy, sometimes scary. This
time it happens to be a musical. Songs, dance, a story; all
celebrating the life of Christ. Willing to give it a go?’

‘Father would
be apoplectic.’

‘And?’

She smiled
mischievously. ‘All the more reason to do it.’

I grasped her
hands and swung her round until she pleaded, laughing, that I
stop.

‘Eat
first?’

She nodded. I
picked up the bag containing her new dress and we set off for the
restaurant where I had a table booked.
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Leigh stopped
in the doorway to the restaurant. ‘A waiter will show us to our
table when we go in. Once he’s brought the menus, pop to the
ladies’ and get changed whilst I order drinks, okay?’

The ladies’
room was plush and a woman assistant sat in the corner. I changed
in a cubicle, folding my skirt and blouse into the carrier bag and
following Leigh’s advice about the tights. When I began to tidy my
hair in front of the long mirror, the woman came and stood behind
me.

‘Mind if I make
a suggestion, love?’

I turned to
face her, waiting.

‘Most men like
a woman’s hair worn loose rather than tied back like that. And, if
my glimpse of the man you came in with is any guide, I’d say he’d
prefer you as free as possible.’

I had always
worn my hair in a ponytail, off my face, for ease and at Father’s
insistence. She helped me release it, then brushed it out so it
fell in soft waves over my shoulders.

‘That dress is
lovely but I reckon it’d be stunning if you loosened the neck and
let it fall round your shoulders.’

When I tried
it, my bra straps showed. But I liked the effect and I felt
glamorous without feeling exposed.

‘You’re young
enough not to need support, love.’ She touched a strap.

I thought about
Leigh’s face when he saw me. And this was a woman advising, she
couldn’t have any sort of sexual motives, after all. I had to do
it. He deserved at least that and I wanted his admiration. She
helped, and my new bra went into the bag.

The woman urged
me to turn on the spot. I slowly rotated and felt the soft floral
cotton brush my feet, the caress of fabric against my nipples
making them stand proud. I was half anxious that the sensuality was
wrong and half delighted at the feeling of pleasure and freedom.
The dress, gathered at the waist, fell in soft pleats down the
length of my legs. A thin leather lace fixed the width of the
neckline and held the top firm against the tops of my arms. It was
tied in a bow with the silver-tipped ends resting below the curves
of my breasts. I felt free and liberated and just a little
afraid.

‘Have him
eating out of your hand, love. He’ll not be able to resist
you.’

I thanked her
and went before I could change my mind. She said something in a
cross voice as I left, but I had no idea what might have annoyed
her.

Leigh stood up
and stared as I crossed the floor to the table. The waiters turned
to look at me. All the men in the room followed my progress across
the floor with their eyes. I felt both shy and proud. I had never
put myself on display like that and those stares were all of
appreciation. I was confused: Father said such displays were
sinful, but I felt good. I was happy to be the object of their
admiration. I was particularly pleased to have Leigh’s undivided
attention.

‘Wow!’

I smiled for
him.

‘You look
stunning. Wonderful, Faith. Gorgeous. I’m amazed you dared the
transformation. But I’m over the Moon that you did.’

I confessed to
help from the lady in the toilet.

‘Give her a
tip?’

I had no idea
what he meant. He pulled out my chair and held it as I sat down and
pushed it gently in beneath me. I felt so special.

‘No matter.
I’ll get a waitress to take her something’

He signalled
one of the young women, spoke to her and passed her something. She
nodded and went off toward the toilets.

‘What’s a
tip?’

He explained
and I understood her complaint.

‘Ready to eat,
my beautiful princess?’

The flush that
followed suffused me with pure pleasure; so different from the
discomfort of my usual blushes.

‘Ready, my
handsome prince.’

He gazed at me
with shining eyes that were so proud and full of admiration.
‘Faith, you’re a joy to be with. I’ve rarely had such company.’

I wanted to hug
and kiss him but I just took his hand and squeezed it gently.

The menu was in
French and Leigh translated. The food was fresh, hot and delicious.
Leigh ordered wine but then drank only one glass, as he had to
drive back. I did not mean to drink the rest of the bottle, but it
was so good it was a shame to waste it and by the end of the meal,
there was none left.

In the ladies’,
after the meal, I apologized to the lady. She waved away my
concern. ‘Your young man’s a gem, love. I’m fine. Looking like
that, you can’t lose. When he pops the question, don’t turn him
down will you? You’ll regret it for the rest of your life.’

I smiled,
hoping my incomprehension did not show, and went out to find Leigh
waiting to take my hand.

I floated
beside him on the short walk to the theatre, through mild evening
air and under streetlamps that made everything glow. Men in the
street followed me with their eyes and I liked it. In the theatre,
the men were all polite and charming, the women distant or
pleasant. All my life, men and women had ignored me or had insulted
me and treated me like a fool without feelings.

The wine and
attention combined to intoxicate me so that I felt alive and
joyful. I was a blind person suddenly gifted with sight, a deaf
person suddenly hearing music. I was admired and liked and
appreciated after so many years of being despised, ignored and
shunned. It was the most wonderful evening of my life.

The theatre was
full of unexpected delights. The amazing arcs of soft crimson
seats, the huge curtained stage, the blue, gold and cream of the
decorated ceiling. Leigh advised me how I should behave and I took
my lead from him, falling silent as the curtains moved away to
reveal the stage. But finding it difficult not to comment on the
inaccuracies of the story until I realised this was a story, like a
novel, not a truthful depiction of the facts.

The show was
amazing. Songs that gave warmth and feeling to the cold familiar
words of Father’s teachings. Songs that removed the emphasis on sin
and retribution, replacing it with mercy and love. The figure I had
worshipped all my life as a cold, hard symbol became a man with a
heart and emotions. I saw Him with failings, and feelings and
doubts and desires, and I knew without doubt that both Father and
his doctrine were wrong, wrong, wrong.

At the
interval, when they invited the audience to join them on stage for
wine I needed no urging. Leigh kept looking at me with wonder. I
think he felt unsure of me, felt as if he was with a different
woman from the girl who’d climbed into his car that morning. That
was how I felt.

On the way back
to the car park, he offered me his jacket because the night had
grown chill. But I felt alive and warm. I wanted no encumbrances;
nothing to hide the magic of my new attractive looks. I wanted to
move and run and dance and sing. I felt so full of wonderful joy
and elation, so overflowing with new feelings.

‘Leigh, I’ve
had the most wonderful day of my life. I don’t know how to begin to
thank you. You’ve brought me life and joy and warmth and admiration
and confidence and, oh, Leigh, I’m just bursting with
gratitude.’

I pulled him
close and reached up and kissed his lips the way I’d seen Abby kiss
him. His short beard was soft against my skin, his lips warm and
gentle against mine. He held me close so that our bodies were
touching and his hands clasped my shoulder and my waist. I felt
safe and protected, desired and vaguely at risk in that embrace and
I wanted it to go on forever. That contact made my whole body
tingle, and deep within that private place where I was everywoman,
I felt stirrings of delight that, even through the haze of my
intoxication, were disturbing and full of promise.

‘Come on,
little princess, let’s get you into the car before I do something
we’ll both regret.’ He opened the door and helped me into the
seat.

We drove with
soft night music flowing in between us and I must have floated into
sleep at some time on the journey.

Before I knew
it, we were at the bottom of the steep track to Father’s cottage
and Leigh was softly waking me. I didn’t want to go home. I wanted
to stay with him. ‘Take me back to Longhouse, Leigh. Take me home
with you.’

‘There’s a
light on in the cottage. Your father’s watching through the
window.’

‘Let him. I
don’t care.’

‘I think you
might, in the morning.’

I’ve no idea
what persuaded me to go back to the cottage that night, the way I
was feeling. Leigh seemed to think it would be best and I was
disposed to please him. He walked beside me, carrying a torch in
one hand, my old and new clothes in carrier bags in the other.

Father opened
the door as we approached and I stumbled on the rough surface and
had to lean against Leigh to avoid falling. He said nothing as we
reached the door and Leigh handed him the bags.

‘She’s tired
and a little overwhelmed. Nothing a good night’s sleep won’t fix.
You have an extraordinary daughter, Mr Heacham; a truly remarkable
young woman.’ He turned to me and, in spite of the danger, I wanted
him to kiss me there and then in front of Father. ‘Goodnight,
Faith. And thank you for a wonderful day. See you in the morning,
an hour later than usual, I think, don’t you?’

‘You’re the
boss, Leigh. Whatever you say.’
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Thursday 1st
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Father all but
dragged me in and closed the door as Leigh turned his back. He was
rough with me; such a contrast to Leigh’s gentle touch. He stared
at me with a look I hadn’t seen in his eyes before and refused to
recognize. I heard the car start and knew Leigh had gone.

Only then did
Father start on me. ‘Whore! Jezebel! Showing the world your
nakedness. Get those whore’s rags off. I’ll show you the penalty
for such wantonness. Take them off before I rip them from your
sinful flesh!’

I was proud of
myself that night. I stood my ground, for the first time ever.
‘Father, I’m going to my room where I shall close the door and get
ready for bed. You will not come in. Good night.’

He was
apoplectic. He grasped my wrist and held me as he raised his other
hand. ‘Don’t talk to me like that, idiot girl.’

‘Strike me and
I’ll walk out of here now, Father. Forever.’

He hesitated,
and doubt clouded his face.

‘I will. I’ll
leave you to cope; without my help and without my earnings.’

‘You’re a
wicked, ungrateful child. Up to your room and prepare for the
beating you deserve. I’ll grant you privacy to put off those
devil’s rags before I come in with the strap to save your soul with
pain and sorrow.’

‘I do mean it,
Father. Touch me and I’ll go for good.’ I pulled my hand free and
took the carriers from the floor. I walked upstairs slowly, without
a backward glance. Hope was uncovered, with no nappy for
protection. ‘If you leave her like that, Father, you’ll have her
mess to clean up in the morning.’

In my room, I
closed the door and pushed the chair against it, moved the bed
against the chair and then sat down before my trembling legs
collapsed. It was the first time I’d defied Father. And I’d done it
because Leigh had shown me I was a person, a person worthy of
respect. That I reacted to the situation with fear on top of my
courage simply showed me how wrong Father was in his attitudes and
behaviour. I would have something to say about that in the
morning.

There was no
mirror in my room. Nothing but a small chest of drawers to hold my
clothes. I sat on the bed and thought about my joyful,
extraordinary day and the miserable contrast of my homecoming.

I thought about
leaving home and finding somewhere else to live. Hope would miss my
care. Father would have a hard time without my help and my income.
Perhaps in my talk with Father I could explain that I was no longer
a child, but a woman needing to be treated in a different way.
Perhaps I could get him to see that I’d changed, get him to agree
to a new, more liberated way of living. That way, we could both
have some of what we needed out of life.

Father stomped
up the stairs and tried my door. I was too tired to reason with him
just then and pretended to be asleep. I heard him, hovering on the
landing for a while before he went into the bathroom. Then the
house was silent and I sat in contemplation for a long time

At last, I
removed Leigh’s gifts with care, folding them in a pile on top of
the chest. I’d never considered my nakedness at bedtime as other
than a normal state before. The cold was something I lived with but
I hadn’t felt exposed or vulnerable. At the door, I stood and
listened and heard only silence from the house. Father was
asleep.

I moved the
chair quietly and opened the door wide enough to view the narrow
landing. It was clear. I crossed the landing, cleaned my teeth and
splashed my face. All the time, I was conscious of some unspecified
risk, an anxiety I’d never felt before. But shrugging it off as
tiredness, I slipped silently down to the toilet.

It was cold
outside, the stars sharp and glittering against a black as deep as
velvet. Cold for that short time was nothing to me. I’d done this
autumn, winter, spring and summer for years.

When I returned
to the back door, I discovered my punishment. Father had locked me
out. I hammered on the door, shouted, threatened and pleaded. But I
could shout and scream all night and no one would be wiser. Our
cottage was half a mile from any other habitation.

‘Think you’d
defy me, girl? The night will cool you.’

‘Let me in,
Father. I’m not a child any more.’

‘You’ll stay
out there all night and cool your unnatural passion.’

‘I think it’s
you who’s unnatural, Father. Let me in.’

He was silent
at that for a moment.

‘I shall
destroy those rags so you cannot sin in them again.’

‘Leave me out
here if you will, Father. But damage those clothes and I swear I’ll
leave here tomorrow and walk all the way to Longhouse, through the
village, stark naked.’

He was silent
but I knew he was still behind the door.

‘I mean it,
Father. I swear I will, on the Bible.’ I knew he wouldn’t destroy
them after I made an oath like that.

‘May God save
your wicked soul.’

‘Let me in,
Father.’

But he had
gone.

I returned to
the small stone-floored room and sat on the cold wooden seat and
waited for the night to end. The long, black night of
retribution.

So cold. The
seat was cold. The walls were cold. The stone flags of the floor
were cold. The very air that wrapped my skin was cold. I ached with
cold. I hugged myself and shivered through that endless night
without sleep.

Dawn crept
slowly up the sky and pinked the tiny, frosted window. Father
wouldn’t leave me outside, where prying eyes might see me, once
daylight announced the start of my working day.

I found the
back door unlocked and I stepped into the kitchen, grateful for the
relative warmth.

Father had gone
back to his room. He wouldn’t dare beat me after my threat, knowing
his punishment of a night outside was risk enough. I would go
upstairs, put on my lovely soft underwear and new trouser suit,
take breakfast on my own in the kitchen and then set off for
Longhouse, meeting Leigh as he came to collect me. He would be
surprised and pleased to see me and we’d kiss before I sat in the
car beside him. After that, I was unsure what might happen, I had
no experience of what lovers did together. But life was spread
before me in splendour and bright colours of joy.

I went through
the sitting room toward my bedroom and Father stepped from behind
the door and grabbed me. He dragged me across the back of his
armchair. Grasping me with one strong hand in my hair, he lashed my
back, my buttocks, my thighs, my shoulders and my flailing arms
with the buckle end of his leather strap.

‘Think you’d
escape God’s punishment? You’re a fool. Always been a fool. Born a
fool. Grown up a fool. And now a whore as well. Whore again and
next time I’ll do the Lord’s work with a stick to break your bones
and spill your blood for your sins. Evil, wicked girl. Loathsome
Jezebel. Vile, ungrateful whore!’

He stopped only
when his arm was tired. I struggled to escape and to defend myself
but made no sound. He tore his hand from my hair and brought the
back of it across my face, back and forth, as I rose up. My teeth
cut through my lip and the tips of his fingers slashed across my
eye.

Unsteady from
the beating and my night outside in the cold, I stumbled away
without a word and clambered up the stairs. The clothes were
scattered on the floor, trampled and creased but not cut or torn,
as I’d feared. Anxious that blood from my injured mouth and
bleeding nose might stain my fine new clothes, I dressed in what
I’d worn to travel to York the previous day. In the bathroom, I
staunched the bleeding with cold water, cleaned my teeth with
difficulty and untangled my hair as best I could without a
mirror.

I took my few
possessions out of my chest of drawers and piled them on the bed.
With a belt and woollen scarf, I tied them into a bundle, which I
left on the bed. Leigh’s gifts I folded and took with me in the
carrier bags.

Downstairs,
Father was still breathing heavily. I heard but did not look at
him. ‘Where do you think you’re going, girl?’

I stared at him
as he sat so confident of my defeat and subjugation in his chair by
a fire that was dying, waiting for me to rebuild it and rekindle
the flames. I couldn’t bear to be with him a moment longer. I had
to go. I had to leave that house with all its memories of sorrow
and pain. I took my coat from its peg by the door and, from the
corner of my eye, saw him move.

‘Touch me again
and I’ll never come back. Ever. I promise you.’

He remained
where he was, half in, half out of his chair. Something in my tone
stopped him coming closer.

‘You’ll be
back, my girl. Come crawling back, begging my forgiveness once he’s
had his way with you and tossed you aside like all the others.
You’ll come back. And I’ll have you. But you’ll regret your whoring
till your dying days. You’ll beg me to save your soul and I’ll beat
the Devil from your worthless hide each day until you know what
sorrow and repentance mean.’

I left,
determined not to return to that house except to collect my few
possessions.

It was far too
early for Leigh but I began to walk to Longhouse, keeping on the
road I knew he would use, instead of trekking over the fields. I
was slow because of the cold night, the beating and the lack of
breakfast.

As soon as I
was on the road and the first elation of escape began to fade, the
familiar and habitual feelings of guilt and shame came abruptly to
swamp the relief. A lifetime of obedience and correction cannot be
so easily defeated. I was filled with self-loathing at my
behaviour. I had questioned Father. I had disobeyed him. I had
fallen far short of his standards. I had let him down. I was
wicked.

After all he
had done for me, I had abandoned him. Left him to fend for himself
and care for Hope alone. How could I do such a thing? How could I
even begin to think I knew better?

But, in spite
of everything that my mind declared, my battered, tired,
pain-filled body moved me instinctively away from him and toward
Longhouse.

I would return.
I would beg his forgiveness and accept the beating I deserved for
my disobedience and wickedness. Father knew best, as he always had
and always would. I was a fool, a simple girl with no knowledge of
the world and its ways. He would guide me into the right paths,
save my soul from damnation and set me on the road to salvation
again. Pain and shame and suffering were all part of God’s plan,
all measures to bring us back into the fold when we strayed and
lost our way amongst the pleasures of the flesh.

I would return
Leigh’s gifts and explain that I must not wear such devil’s rags.
And, as penance, I would work naked and shamed in the cottage so
that God could see the stripes of my wickedness and Father could
correct me at once should I transgress again and thus save my soul
and purify my flesh.

Leigh met me a
mile from Longhouse and the look on his face as he pulled up,
confirmed my doubts. He was all scorn and contempt, in spite of his
offers of help. Father had been right, as he always was. When Leigh
asked, I shook my head and asked him to take me to work. I had no
energy to explain or to walk the rest of the way, as I should.

I had
disappointed him as well. He said nothing against me, but winced
every time he looked at me. Once at Longhouse, I went into the
office and took off my coat as he yelled for Ma. I had lost
Father’s small respect and now I had lost Leigh’s as well. I was
worthless and wicked; a sinner of the worst kind. Of no value to
Father, unworthy of Leigh’s kindness, unloved in the sight of God.
Something inside me crumpled and left me hollow and without a shred
of energy.

Ma came in a
stared at me; obviously disgusted by what she saw. ‘What the
Dickens?’

I stood before
them; a worthless, useless girl. I had no emotion left. I hurt and
I was shamed and, even though I understood it should not matter, I
knew I had lost all the sweet affection Leigh had shown me the day
before. It should not matter, but it did.

‘Are you hurt
anywhere else?’ Ma’s concern seemed oddly genuine.

I shrugged and
winced as the coarse material rubbed on the welts and wheals left
by Father’s strap.

‘Let me see,
love.’

She was too
kind. I deserved only censure and scorn. I was a Jezebel, a whore.
What did it matter if I became naked in front of him now? I had
lost any dignity I might have had and deserved no consideration. I
undressed completely and let them see my punishment; let them see
how wicked I was and how my righteous father had striped me with
God’s justice.

‘Jesus, Ma.
Think she needs a doctor?’

Ma led me up to
the bathroom where she tended my wounds with cotton wool and dilute
disinfectant that stung. She was gentle and I tried not to cry, but
the tears came anyway as if I had no volition. I know I did not sob
or weep with noise, but my eyes leaked water down my face and I
could not stop them.

Ma dabbed me
dry with such gentility, all the while muttering about the brute
under her breath so that I understood she was mistaken and thought
Father was in the wrong. She sat me on a spare bed as she examined
my face.

‘There’s
nothing I can do there, love. The Doctor’ll know if you need
stitches in that lip. You’re going to have a beautiful shiner. Lie
on your front and I’ll put some ointment on those stripes.’

I did as I was
told; obedient now I had been punished for my wickedness, reminded
of my place. How could she be so kind when she should despise and
scorn me? I had deserved my beating. Father had warned me often
enough about loose behaviour. I had acted scandalously and dressed
in a provocative way. I had even asked Leigh if I could spend the
night with him. I thanked Heaven he had been so disgusted at me
that he had not taken advantage.

As always, I
was wrong. My false pride and earlier conviction that I was right
had kept me going through the cold night, had sealed my lips
against the screams of pain and anger, indignation and shame that
wanted to burst from my lips as Father beat me, and had given me
strength to leave the house without feeding him. But I had been
wrong. Father, as always, had been right.

‘Lie there and
try not to turn on your back, love. I’ll find something light to
cover you and keep you warm.’

‘I’m warm
enough.’ A direct lie in a good cause. I must suffer to save my
soul, or be damned for eternity. Father had born the pain of
punishing me so I might be spared the eternal fires of Hell. The
least I could do in return was suffer a little without
complaint.

‘You sure,
love? It’s none too warm up here.’

‘I’m fine,
really.’

‘Doctor’ll be
here some time later. Try to sleep until he arrives.’

‘I ought to
work, really, Ma. I’ll be…’

‘You’ll do as
you’re told, young lady! You’re to rest. A beating like that can’t
be shrugged off so easily. Your poor body needs time to recover.
Now, you lie still and sleep, there’s a good lass. I’ll pull the
door to, so you’re not on display if Leigh comes up. Sure you don’t
want me to cover you?’

‘What’s it
matter? He’s seen all there is of me to see. I deserve only
contempt and disgust.’

For a while I
could detect her standing there, looking at me with that same
loathing they must all feel. Then she left and pulled the door
closed. My tears were still falling and wetting the pillow but, for
some reason, I could not stop them. The doctor would come and tell
me to get back to work and I would go down to the office and get on
with my job in spite of Leigh’s silent disapproval.

Later, I would
go back to the cottage and beg Father’s forgiveness and hope he
would not be too disgusted with me, would not scourge me again
until my skin had healed. I would kneel before him, show him my
shame and confess my guilt on my knees at his feet so he might
think me worthy once more.
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When I saw her
stumbling along the road toward me, I thought I could guess what
had happened. Her previous hints should’ve prepared me for his
cruelty but they hadn’t and contempt at what the bastard had done
to her overwhelmed me. Sadly, even then, I underestimated the
reality of Heacham’s brutality.

I made no
effort to hide my disgust at her father as I ushered her into the
car. Only my immediate concern for her well-being stopped me going
straight to that pokey cottage to beat the bastard to pulp for
closing her beautiful eye and splitting her lovely mouth.

Her silence in
the car was ominous enough but her behaviour, once at Longhouse,
was alarming. She stripped so carelessly, showing no emotion and
none of her usual fanatical modesty, convincing me far more than
those vicious stripes that I needed an expert for her. She was
severely traumatized.

Ma took charge
of her. I persuaded Doctor Dohan to come over as soon as he could.
Ma described Faith’s continued strange behaviour and I went up to
see if I could get any sense out of her before Paul arrived.

I knocked.

‘Yes?’

‘I’d like a
word, Faith.’

‘Come in.’

I was amazed to
find her uncovered, albeit face down on the bed.

‘Let me cover
you, love, you must be cold.’

She mumbled
something unintelligible in which I caught only the words, ‘Last
night’.

I found a light
cover and pulled up the sheet to keep the softer wool from sticking
to her wounds.

‘Tell me what
happened.’

She continued
to look away from me, toward the wall. ‘… punished for my sins. …
you expect?’

‘Your
father…?’

‘… else
would?’

‘Why?’

‘… you don’t
know, Leigh…’

‘I don’t. Tell
me.’

It was
difficult for her to speak, her swollen lips distorting her words
but I persisted, determined to discover something of what had
befallen her after I left.

There was a rap
on the door and Ma entered with Paul, who had evidently left his
surgery and come straight away, at considerable speed.

‘Paul, thanks.
Can I have a quick word?’

I explained
what I’d discovered and gave him the background as far as I could.
‘But what worries me is she seems to believe she deserved what he
did to her. As if she’s lost all pride and self esteem.’

‘Knowing her
background and her father, I’d say that’s hardly surprising, Leigh.
I’ll be blunt. Heacham’s a sadist and a bully. Always has been.
It’s a wonder the girl’s as balanced as she is. I’m amazed she
hasn’t become the imbecile he tells everyone she is. Let me examine
her. Of course, she might not let me; he doesn’t like doctors. But
he might’ve damaged her internally, not just her skin. That’s why I
came over in such a hurry.’

I let him go to
her and waited with Ma in the kitchen. He was up there for a very
long time and he looked grave when he came down. Ma made
coffee.

‘Sorry, it’s
difficult to make sense of her speech because of the swelling but I
managed to piece it together. I don’t think she’s very impressed
with me, but I had to get the facts. You’ll be relieved to know
there’s no indication of internal damage and her skin should return
to normal with some basic care.

‘But I’ll be
frank, Leigh. I know you love women and I know you’re a
compassionate man, but I’m not sure you’re up to handling something
as complex as that girl up there.’

‘Tell me what
you think, Paul.’

‘She’s been
brought up to have absolutely no self-esteem. All her thoughts are
her father’s...’

‘Were. She’s
started to think for herself now she’s working for me.’

‘Possibly. But
her self-image is so poor it’ll take more than kindness and a few
well-placed compliments to improve it. Her father has left her with
no sense of self-worth. He’s told her she’s wrong so frequently
that she really believes, regardless of evidence to the contrary,
that she must be wrong.’

‘I’ll kill that
bastard, Paul. I had her happy and believing in herself yesterday,
full of joy and confidence. Christ! She even wanted to spend the
night with me. I wish I’d ignored the fact she’d had too much to
drink and taken her up on her offer. At least she’d have been
spared the beating and this… this relapse.’

‘As I said,
Leigh, this isn’t simple. She may require professional help. If
you’d bedded her last night, and I don’t doubt she’d have let you,
as you’re in the strongest position to supplant her father, as a
male figure of authority, she’d have woken up this morning hating
both you and herself. No, the beating has hurt her body but at
least she’s no additional cause to feel ashamed.

‘Listen, you
need to know something else. I’ll have to trust you on this, so
don’t let me down, Leigh; patient confidence and all that. Her
father locked her out of the house stark naked. She spent the whole
of last night in the outside loo.’

‘I’ll kill that
shit...’

‘Not helpful.
She came to you in the early stages of hypothermia. That, together
with the beating, put her into a state of shock that shielded her
from the emotional aspects of her actions. I doubt she’s fully
aware of how she behaved this morning. Be careful, she may feel
deep resentment of you and real shame when she understands you’ve
seen her body. Her mind is remarkably strong, I don’t really fear
for her intellectual sanity. But I’ve serious concerns for her
emotional stability. She desperately needs a place where she can
learn to be herself, away from the destructive influence of her
father.’

‘A flat, on her
own, you mean?’

‘Absolutely
not, Ma. She needs to have people near to consult and guide her
when she’s lost. What she needs, more than anything else, is love
and an environment of trust.’

‘There’s plenty
of room at Longhouse.’

‘It won’t be
easy, Leigh. She may alternate between loving you and offering her
all without reservation, and hating you for either rejecting her or
for taking advantage of her vulnerability. She knows, deep down,
that her father’s responsible for the way she is. If you become the
substitute figure of authority in her life, there’s every chance
she’ll blame you instead until she’s really found her way.

‘If you love
her, Leigh, if you’ve ambitions to have more than a simple sexual
relationship with her in the future, it might be best if you don’t
take on the role of guide. I’ve no doubt, once she’s found herself,
she’ll be willing and able to share your bed. Whether that’ll be
good or bad, I can’t tell. But any longer term, deeper relationship
is going to require an enormous effort from you and a fair amount
of good luck along the way.’

‘You’re so full
of good news and easy answers, Paul.’

‘You do love
her, then?’

‘I could. I
very easily could. She’s by far the most remarkable woman I’ve ever
met. Not the sexiest or most beautiful, but something else. She’s
quite extraordinary.’

‘Oh, she’s that
all right. So, what’s it to be, Leigh? Whatever we decide, we can’t
let her go back to that cretin of a father.’

‘Can you cope
with Faith as a live-in guest, Ma?’

‘She’s not
going back to that cottage after what that bastard did to her. And
where else would the poor love go?’

‘I’ll take that
as a “yes,” then.’

‘You’re sure
about this, Leigh? In spite of my concerns?’

‘Positive.’

‘One last
warning, then. Have no illusions about what you’re taking on here.
If you love her, Leigh, as opposed to simply wanting her in your
bed, you’re likely to be in as much emotional danger as Faith if
things get out of hand between you. Take your time and play it
gently. I don’t want to have to refer the pair of you for
psychiatric treatment in a few months time.’

Paul turned to
Ma. ‘Leigh’s going to need considerable support from you and Old
Hodge, Ma. And I need a favour. Until you’re certain that Faith is
absolutely ready to have Leigh in her bed, for her own reasons and
not just because she wants to please him, I want you to make it
your sacred duty to prevent them having sex. Will you do that?’

‘Nothing would
give me greater pleasure, Doctor Dohan. This is one maiden he won’t
be bowling over without my express permission.’

‘Excellent.
Thanks for the coffee.’

I sat for a
while after he’d gone. Ma asked me about the job I was supposed to
be doing in Bradford but I wasn’t in the mood. I rang and
re-arranged it.

Faith was still
awake when I knocked on her door, but she was at least covered and
lying on her side, facing the door as I entered.

‘Like a
cuppa?’

She tried to
respond with words but they were so slurred by her swollen lips
that I had to make do with the accompanying nod. Judging by the
pain that flashed across her eyes as she moved her head, I guessed
she had a splitting headache as well.

I arranged tea,
and some of the painkillers Paul had left, by shouting downstairs
to Ma. Back in her room, I sat on the edge of the bed and managed
to take her hand in mine. Tears trickled from her open eye and I
passed her a tissue.

‘I won’t make
you talk, Faith. Just listen and squeeze my hand once for yes,
twice for no. Okay?’

She squeezed
once.

‘First of all,
you’re safe and in the hands of people who care about you here at
Longhouse, so...’

Two
squeezes.

‘Who doesn’t
care about you?’

She tried to
say something but it was unintelligible. I wondered how Paul had
gleaned so much information from her and recalled the amount of
time he’d spent with her.

‘Okay.
Merv?’

Two.

‘Ma?’

One.

‘Old
Hodge?’

One.

Last, and the
one I was dreading, ‘Me?’

One, two.

‘I care. I care
more than I can say. You’re very special to me.’

No response,
just that wet, wide eye staring and full of misery. Paul had said
it wouldn’t be easy.

‘I’m going to
the cottage to collect your things.’

Two
squeezes.

‘I am. It’s not
a request; I’m just letting you know. And, until you decide where
you want to go, you’ll be living here.’

One. Two.
One.

I got the
message. ‘Okay, three for “don’t know,” okay?’

One.

‘I’m off for
your stuff now, as much of it as I can find. When you’re better,
we’ll go back together and collect the rest. Okay?’

Two.

‘Why not?’

She made a
desperate effort and I caught on. ‘You want me to go to the job in
Bradford?’

One.

‘I’ve postponed
it. I’m going next week. Okay?’

One.

Ma came in with
tea and painkillers and took over whilst I went to her father’s
cottage.

There was no
sign of life as I walked up the steep track. Only the wind sounded
in that isolated spot. Outside the door, I hovered, aware I felt so
violently disposed to the bastard that I might kill him if I were
to lose it.

An odd noise
came softly through the door. A strange, regular keening that
seemed full of distress. I was about to knock but I thought the
coward might run for it if he saw me. And that sound reached into
my subconscious and told me something was seriously wrong.

I opened the
door into a nightmare. Across the sitting room, through the kitchen
door, Heacham stood naked with his back to me. Face down across the
scrubbed wooden table, Hope lay with her legs spread wide,
Heacham’s hands gripping her hips. She shuddered with each thrust
into her limp unresisting form and, as he shoved, the girl emitted
her keening whimper of distress.

I crossed the
room and dragged him out of her before I had time to think. He
almost fell with the force of separation and his hands went
instinctively to guard himself. I kicked viciously, displacing his
hands and feeling the satisfying thud as my shoe crushed his balls.
He screamed and bent double. I brought my knee up into his face,
knocking him to the floor. He lay there moaning. I used his hair to
yank him to his feet and smashed a straight left into his face,
cracking the line of his nose. He fell against the door of the
ancient cooker, smacking his head. The handle scored down his back.
I hauled him up by his throat. Kicking, shoving and punching the
bastard, I forced him to the back door until he crashed into the
woodwork.

‘Open it or
I’ll kick you through the fucking door!’

He scrabbled
for the handle as I thrashed him with fists, feet and knees. With
the door open, I launched him into the garden with a final vicious
kick. He stumbled barefoot over rows of growing cabbage and landed
face down in the carrots and potatoes and stayed there.

A dry-stone
wall some five feet high surrounded the back garden. A wooden gate
beside the outhouse gave access to the lane.

‘Don’t even
think of moving, Heacham. If I have to come and get you, I’ll nail
you by your prick to the coal-shed door! Stay there or you’re
fucking dead.’

I locked the
door, washed my hands under the kitchen tap and paused to catch my
breath. Hope lay quiet on the table, her keening done.

I made her bed
ready. As gently as I could with her dead weight, I picked her up
and lay her on the mattress before covering her with the light
quilt. I thought of Faith, so small and fragile, lugging her in and
out of the house twice a day and marvelled at her strength and
dedication. Hope was so vulnerable, helpless, I could have wept at
the way he’d violated her.

I looked for
something to bind him and took the belt from his abandoned
trousers, the respectable tie he’d removed so he could be naked as
he raped his helpless daughter.

Fortunately for
him, he was still on the ground, though face up, when I returned to
the garden. I kicked him back onto his face without a word and
bound his wrists together, tight as I could, with the tie. I
thought of leaving him on the lawn but, instead, I opened the loo
door in the outhouse. It was where he’d made Faith spend the
previous night and seemed an appropriate makeshift prison. The
thought of her shivering in there had me smacking Heacham’s face
again.

‘You filthy,
fucking shit ball!’ I discovered I couldn’t lock the door securely
so I shoved him in the coalhouse and tied it shut with his belt. I
wrenched the rusting washing pole out of the grass and wedged it
against the door as insurance. From within came the satisfying
sound of Heacham vomiting.

Mrs Greenhough
let me use her phone. I didn’t attempt to hide my words from her or
the two middle-aged women customers. Heacham’s rape would be the
talk of the village before the end of the day.

Social Services
said they would send someone when they could, though they weren’t
sure they had a vacancy at a place suitable for a quadriplegic in
Hope’s condition. I told them he’d rape her again if she remained
in Heacham’s care and the newspapers would be interested in the
story. They decided to send someone straight away. The police
offered to meet me at the cottage within the hour.

It was all
remarkably simple and, by mid afternoon, Heacham was on his way to
the cells and Hope was en route to a residential care home in the
Harrogate area. Heacham signed the release papers there and then.
The police were happy for me to have the keys to the cottage when I
explained about Faith. They mentioned my assault but thought, on
balance, self-defence would rule out any charges. The fact that one
of the coppers had placed his size twelve boot on Heacham’s already
swollen balls whilst his other had unaccountably made contact with
his head, probably had something to do with their lenient view of
my attack.

‘You’d be
amazed just how much damage can occur to a naked man who
accidentally falls down the stairs and then trips and falls against
the kitchen table whilst trying to resist arrest.’

‘Amazed, I
know.’

‘Child abusers
and rapists; have this thing about the bastards, you know?’

I knew. ‘I’ve
always wondered why we accord the same rights to criminals, who put
themselves outside the law, as we do to those who remain within the
law. It’s their choice to cross the boundary; I don’t see why they
should expect to be protected by the laws they’re so willing to
break themselves.’

‘Couldn’t agree
with you more, Sir. Shame the wimps in government and the courts
don’t see it that way. Make our job a good deal easier, I can tell
you.’

They left and
the house fell into an unnatural peace that provoked me to action.
I gathered the bundle of clothes from Faith’s bedroom and realized
she’d clearly intended to leave home after her beating, regardless
of what had happened afterwards. That, at least, was encouraging. I
realized that her defiance dissolving by the time I met her on the
road, illustrating Paul’s assessment of her as a complex case.

There was
nothing else identifiably Faith’s that I could find. A quick search
of the other rooms, once the police had left, revealed a pile of
singular pornographic magazines devoted to female bondage and
pseudo-rape, imported by post from Scandinavia, in his wardrobe.
They were opened but stored in their plain brown envelopes. I burnt
them in a corner of the garden, wishing I could have the bastard’s
balls to roast on the flames.

Under Heacham’s
bed, I discovered a large suitcase and opened it to disclose a
large amount in bank notes. I was unsure of the legal position
regarding that so I left it where it was. A small wooden box next
to it got the better of my curiosity. When I discovered it
contained letters to Faith from her mother, I wanted him back for
another hiding.

Back home,
amongst the mail, I found a hand-written letter for Faith. It was a
nice coincidence, a touch of serendipity balancing some of the
distress, and I put the new letter from her mother with the
collection of older ones from the cottage.

‘How is
she?’

‘Sleeping.’

‘Good.’

‘You look
shattered, Leigh.’

I poured myself
a large Glenlivet and sat at the kitchen table as Ma prepared the
evening meal. Old Hodge came in and I poured one for him as he was
taking off his boots in the utility room.

‘What’s up wi’
your hand, Leigh? It’s swollen and skinned.’

I told them
what I’d found at Faith’s home. They listened in stunned silence
until I’d finished.

‘Can’t have
been an isolated incident, too much of a coincidence, you walking
in on the beggar like that.’

‘When we
brought him in from the coalhouse and questioned him with Social
Services and police present, he just collapsed. All pretence went.
He’s been at it for years, since the girl was about twelve or
thirteen. When Faith was home he just waited till she was asleep or
sent her out into the hills for a walk. It’s why he insisted on
Hope sleeping naked downstairs.

‘Said it
started when he thought he could “inspire” her to come out of her
vegetative state by stimulating her. Once he’d begun, it became an
obsession and he couldn’t stop himself. Like fuck, he couldn’t.
Obsession! The man’s a filthy shitball pervert. That’s why he sent
Faith off to work. So he could rape Hope all day every day without
the danger of discovery.

‘I asked him if
he’d ever tried anything like that with Faith. He swore he’d never
touched her. But he admitted bringing her up without privacy and
making her walk around half naked because it turned him on to have
her in his power like that. Can you imagine? His own daughters.

‘There were six
of us; men and women, in the room with that bastard and not one of
us would’ve stopped any of the others killing that shit.’

The following
day, Faith slept through, helped by the medication Paul had left.
She was still asleep in the afternoon when I returned from a job on
a local farm. Ma and Old Hodge raised the issue of Hope again and
we all expressed our disgust at what had happened.

‘God alone
knows how I’m going to tell Faith.’

‘Don’t tell
her. She needn’t know.’

I shook my head
at Ma and reminded her about Mrs Greenhough at the Post Office.

‘Whole
village’ll know by now.’

I agreed with
Old Hodge. Somehow, I had to break the news to Faith.

‘Think she
knew?’

I wished Ma
hadn’t raised a question I’d been avoiding. ‘I hope not. But I
don’t see how. I mean, the signs must’ve been there. She looked
after Hope; washed her, cleaned her. How could she not know?’

Old Hodge
shrugged. ‘Mebbie. But this is Faith we’re talking about. Faith;
not some normal young woman brought up in a normal family. Lass ‘as
no idea about most of life. Knows nowt about sex. Happen she
might’ve seen the signs and not understood.’

‘I’d like to
think that was possible.’ But somehow, it seemed unlikely she could
have remained ignorant, in the same house, whilst it was going on.
‘Even if the bastard had gagged Hope whilst he raped her, how come
she never found out? There must’ve been some residue, some
soreness…’

‘Personally,
I’d give Faith the benefit of the doubt.’ Old Hodge faced me as he
spoke but his eyes flicked to the open door behind me.

I turned to
discover Faith standing there, dressed in a towelling robe one of
my models had stolen from a good hotel and left behind.

With
difficulty, through lips that had lost only a little of their
earlier swelling, she managed to make herself understood. ‘Benefit
of the doubt about what?’

‘Not now. I’ll
explain later. I promise.’ But it wouldn’t be that easy.

She wanted to
know what we’d been discussing, why there should be any doubt at
all about her, I suppose. ‘Tell me now.’

‘We were just
wondering how much of a fight you were able to put up against your
father, that’s all.’

‘He’s bigger
than me. Stronger; for all his bad back. And, when he loses his
temper, he seems to have the strength of three men.’

‘Bad back, my
foot. Not bad enough to stop him...’

I glared at Ma
and she immediately regretted her comment. ‘Anyway, love, how are
you feeling?’

‘Pretty much as
I look, I suppose. What do you mean, Ma?’

‘I just… never
believed your father had a bad back, that’s all.’

‘I always
thought you were above the village gossip, Ma.’

Ma struggled
against the urge to defend herself. ‘Perhaps. Anyhow, it’s not
important. Come an’ sit and have a bite of supper. You’ve had a
deal to cope with and we’d all be better off discussing happier
things.’

It was obvious
that talking was a real effort for her. She started to protest
again and then gave in and sat silently at the table between Old
Hodge and me.

The meal was
awkward with extended silences and half-expressed sentences; all of
us aware how easy it was to say too much. I found myself
considering Faith and wondering again, what she knew of her
father’s treatment of Hope. Clutching at straws, so that my picture
of her could be left as unstained as possible, I recalled her
protestations that her father couldn’t even carry a bucket of coal,
let alone lift Hope. How she’d been genuinely shocked that I could
suggest he might’ve touched her sexually. Perhaps she really was
ignorant of the rapes. But how could she have avoided the physical
evidence, the redness I’d witnessed and the residue of Heacham’s
ejaculations? Hope had no pubic hair to hide either piece of
evidence and Faith, I knew, would be fastidious in her care of the
girl. How could she fail to recognize such glaring signs?

She sat with me
in the sitting room after the meal. Old Hodge and Ma returned home
to their cottage, on the other side of the garden, after the meal
and left us alone in the house. Faith’s injured mouth made
conversation too difficult and I was weary.

I resorted to
the idiots’ lantern and sat beside Faith on the sofa watching
Morecambe and Wise and finding they had the power to raise laughter
even under those circumstances. Faith gurgled a few times as well
and we went to our beds feeling just a little lighter.

I knew,
however, that morning would bring its own trials when I told her of
her father’s arrest and explained how and why it had come about. It
was only as I lay my head on a pillow, devoid for once of feminine
perfume, that I recalled the box of letters sitting on my desk.
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Saturday 3rd
April

 


When morning
brought consciousness, my first thought was that I must face him
again, must go back, apologize for my behaviour and beg his
forgiveness. I was not sure I was up to it. I wasn’t even certain
any more that I felt as sorry as I should, or had been as wicked as
he accused.

There was a
knock on my door.

‘Come in.’ I
had to pull the cover up quickly as Leigh entered, carrying a tray
with breakfast on it. He grinned at me, placed the tray on the
cabinet beside the bed and unhooked a housecoat from the back of
the door.

‘Modesty
returns, eh? Pop this on. I’ll wait on the landing ‘til you’re
decent.’

I slipped the
towelling robe over my aching limbs and body, wrapping it
protectively across my front, wondering what he meant about modesty
and surprised by his cheerfulness. ‘Okay.’

He sat on the
edge of my bed as I ate toast and drank tea with difficulty through
my swollen lips.

‘I thought
you’d be at work.’

‘Saturday.’

It should have
been Friday.

‘You slept
through most of yesterday. How are you feeling?’

I felt
physically drained and my back and legs were sore. My mouth felt
more uncomfortable than painful. ‘All right.’

‘Paul thought
you might be a bit tearful. I don’t have the usual male fear of
women’s tears, so don’t worry if you suddenly feel the need to
weep.’

‘I don’t feel
like crying, Leigh. I feel quite normal, really. Who’s Paul?’

‘Sorry, the
doctor.’

‘Doctor?’

‘He examined
you on Thursday; gave you something to help you sleep. Don’t you
remember?’

I shook my
head. Thursday was mostly blank. I recalled my return to the
cottage and Father’s beating, but beyond that, nothing
concrete.

‘Perhaps that’s
just as well.’

Leigh had
something on his mind, wanted to tell me something. ‘Out with
whatever it is. I’m strong enough.’

‘You amaze me.
I think I’ve got you sussed and then you go and surprise me
again.’

He expected me
to respond but I could think of nothing to say.

‘There’s no
easy way of saying this, Faith. Your father’s in police
custody.’

He let that
sink in. At first, I thought I had misheard him but repeating the
words in my head made no difference. ‘Because of me?’

‘No. Though you
ought to charge the bastard with assault. No, not because of you,
Faith, because of what he did to Hope.’

Now I knew I
was hearing things. ‘Hope? Father would never harm Hope. He adores
her. She’s his little angel, his piece of Heaven on Earth, his
innocent amongst the sinners. He would never hurt Hope. You must be
mistaken.’

‘I don’t know
how to say this, Faith. I thought you must at least have some
suspicions but I’m beginning to think, unlikely as it seems, you
might not have known after all. I sincerely hope you didn’t…’

‘What? What’s
happened to Hope?’

He leant
forward and took my hand, squeezed it in such a way that I went
cold at the prospect of what he might say. I wanted him to speak
but did not want to hear the news of her death that I dreaded.

‘Your father’s
been repeatedly raping Hope, since she was about twelve.’

Madness.

‘No.’

I could find no
way to express my disbelief.

‘No!’

‘I’m sorry,
Faith. I caught your father in the act, on Thursday, when I went to
tackle him about you.’

‘It’s a
mistake. Somehow it looked like that but he was…’

‘I didn’t
knock, Faith. I walked in and he was raping her in the kitchen. She
was making a high, keening sound each time he….’

‘Hope never
makes a sound. She’s mute.’

‘I know this is
hard for you, but I actually separated him from her. There’s no
doubt he was raping her. In any case, he admitted it to the police
and social services.’

I stared at him
for what seemed an age whilst my mind tried to absorb this
impossible news. Leigh watched me intently, his eyes never leaving
mine. ‘Father was…? How could I not…? No. It doesn’t ... I can’t
believe… I need to think. Can I be alone?’

He stood, gave
my hand a gentle squeeze and bent to kiss my forehead. ‘I’ll be
downstairs when you need me.’

I moved as soon
as he left the room and went to look out of the window for no
better reason than I needed to move.

Father was my
rock, my foundation. Everything I was and everything I believed was
based in him. If he was this evil creature that Leigh had
described, what did that make me?

‘Leigh?
Leigh!’

He was back in
the room in an instant.

‘What about
Hope? Is she hurt? Is she...? Where is she? Not still …?’

‘Hope seems
unhurt, a little sore. But no real damage. I suspect because she
couldn’t resist, she escaped the violence a lot of rape victims
suffer. She’s fine, and safe. They’ve taken her to a residential
home. Your father’s in the police cells for the moment. I hope he
rots there.’

His face
expressed utter disgust and contempt for the man who had brought me
up. He expected me to challenge him in some way.

‘You think I
knew.’

He was silent
for too long for his denial to be true.

‘Oh, Leigh, I
didn’t know, I promise you I didn’t. I don’t know what to … I’m so
angry and hurt and unhappy and confused. My father. My own father.’
I turned back to the window and willed him to leave me to my shame
and pain. I felt the softest touch on my shoulder and then he was
gone.

I wept. Words
punctuating my tears were random thoughts my mind gave out.
Confusion mastered me as I wallowed in a quicksand of emotion,
doubt and betrayal that threatened to drown and consume me. I could
find no solid ground. There was nothing I could grip and hold for
support.

‘I think it’s
time we dried those tears.’

He was there,
helping me up so I could sit on the floor. He knelt beside me and
dabbed my face and eyes with tissues. I held onto him; he was the
only solid in my fluid world and I would not let him go.

I had rarely
wept before, even after he had beaten me. Father discouraged such
displays and I had striven hard to please him.

Leigh eased me
to my feet and to the edge of the bed. He dabbed softly at the last
silent tears, cupped my chin gently in his other hand.
‘Better?’

I nodded.

‘I’ve brought
your clothes to Longhouse. Do you want to dress for the evening
meal, or are you more comfortable as you are?’

‘May I have a
bath?’

‘Bath, shower.
Help yourself. Treat Longhouse as your home, Faith. Once you’ve had
time to collect your thoughts and work things out, you can decide
whether you want to stay here or find a small place of your own.
Your toothbrush and other toilet things are in the bathroom across
the corridor. This can be your room for the moment. Later on, you
can have a look at the other rooms and see if you’d prefer one of
those.

‘Don’t be too
long, now. Ma’s got the meal on and you know how she is about
punctuality at the table. You’ve got about half an hour.’

He left me to
it and I considered all he had said. There were too many new ideas
there. I wanted no more questions for the moment, no more doubts,
no choices. I must accept what he said as the reality of my
situation for the moment. Later I could give it some thought and
decide what I should do. For the moment, practicality was what I
needed. And I must not be late down for the meal.

I discovered my
clothes, both old and new, hanging in the wardrobe and folded in
the drawers, all the creases of Father’s abuse ironed out. In the
bathroom, I examined the shower but decided to work out its
mysteries later. The bath water was deliciously hot. I could close
the door and even slide a bolt across for privacy, if I wished. The
bubble bath smelt of flowers and left me feeling soft and sweet
skinned. There was a soft, clean, fluffy towel. The floor was
carpeted and there was a soft rug beside the bath to step on whilst
I dried myself. A radiator heated the room and a hot rail dried the
towels. I realized what simple luxuries I had missed in Father’s
house.

As usual, the
table was heaving with food. Ma always cooked to feed a regiment
and I suspected she was trying to fatten me up and put some flesh
on my bones. They all smiled at me as I entered. I had put on the
dress Leigh had bought me in York. But wore it with my shoulders
covered this time.

‘You look very
nice, Faith.’

I tried to
smile at Ma.

‘Smashing.’

A nod at Old
Hodge.

‘Very pretty.’
Leigh still seemed slightly distant and I guessed he was either
ashamed of me or still not convinced I had been completely ignorant
about what Father had done to Hope. I shrugged and sat at the table
opposite Old Hodge, with Leigh to my left. They gave me a couple of
minutes so I could say my private grace before the meal. Somehow,
the words rang hollow in my head and I stopped half way through,
unable to continue with sincerity.

After the meal,
Leigh took me into the sitting room for coffee whilst Ma fed the
new dishwasher before going home with Old Hodge. We listened to
quiet piano music that Leigh identified as Chopin Nocturnes. He
drank scotch with his coffee and poured a small measure of some
sweet and pleasant liqueur into mine without asking. The fire
roared in the grate, casting flickering shadows across the room and
warming me inside as well as out.

Leigh moved
from his chair to the sofa and patted it for me to sit beside him.
I had no idea what he intended but joined him. From the floor, he
picked up a small wooden box, from the cottage, and placed it on
his lap. There was a single envelope on top addressed to me in neat
purple handwriting.

‘Recognize the
box?’

I knew it at
once. ‘Father said…I don’t want to call him that now. I don’t know
what to call him. I don’t want to swear.’

‘Compromise.
You want to refer to him as “that bastard” or something similar.
Just use the initial.’

I could do
that. ‘The B said I was never to touch that, on pain of a severe
beating every day for a week.’

‘Bastard. I’m
not surprised. It reveals what a liar and a shit he really is.’

‘What’s in
it?’

‘The same as
this. Except this one’s addressed to you here and those in the box
are addressed to the cottage.’

‘From my
mother?’

‘From your
mother. I’ve read some, Faith. I wanted to be sure there was
nothing to harm you. Are you up to another weep; for different
reasons?’

He was as
different from my ... from the B as it was possible to be. He cared
about me, cared about my feelings, consulted me, was considerate.
So why was he still being distant? Why was he different from the
way he was in York? I wanted him back like that. I wanted him warm
and friendly with sparkling eyes that looked at me with wonder.
Somehow, I had to find a way to make him see me as he had that day.
Somehow, I had to regain the respect and affection he had shown me.
I had to become worthy of him again. But I had no idea how.

‘Yes, I’m
ready.’ I wanted to know why my mother had abandoned me and never
come back.

I put out my
hand and he handed me the most recent letter first. It was still
sealed. He trusted my mother to write what would not hurt me. The
other letters must have told him a good deal about her.

I had never
received a private letter before. Leigh handed me the letter opener
from the mantelpiece; a silver knife with a naked woman forming the
handle. I weighed it in my hand for a moment and Leigh silently
accused me of condemnation whilst I was actually considering the
beautiful workmanship. The blunt blade slipped easily into the flap
and opened the envelope. Three sheets of thick note paper nestled
within and I drew them out with trembling fingers.

 


‘Dear
Faith,

Letters don’t
come naturally to me. I speak better than I write on personal
issues. It’s so important I get this right. I just hope you’ll be
able to hear my voice as you read it.

First of all,
I did reply to all your previous letters and posted them to the
cottage where you live. I can only assume your shit of a father
never let you read them.

I was
intrigued to learn that you’re now working for Leighton Longshaw. I
know of him and gather he’s a real ladies’ man. I hope you’re
taking full advantage!

It’s so hard
to know what to tell you and where to begin. Why don’t you know
when your birthday is? Anyway, you’ll be 21 on 5th August and I’d
love to be able to see you before then, if I could.

I don’t know
what Paul Heacham has told you about me and your sister, Netta,
except that he probably still refers to her as Charity, a name she
hates. She’ll be 18 on 11th July, by the way. Mind you, she’s been
acting like a mature woman for years, so her birthday just means
she’ll be doing more things legally.

I do love you,
Faith. It broke my heart to leave you when you were just six but I
had no choice. Paul Heacham’s a vicious and brutal man and he
threatened you as well as Netta and me with violence if I made any
trouble. That’s why I’ve never been back. He said he’d make sure
you were hurt if I tried to see you. Hope, of course, was always
safe because he knew she was his.

I expect life
has been hard for you, living with that cretin and a younger sister
who will still be a baby. I bet she’s huge, like a beached whale,
isn’t she?

I was
encouraged when your letter came and told me you were working,
especially for that wicked, lovely man. I hope he’s giving you as
much as you can take. I admit I’m jealous. I saw him once and he’s
a real dish. Still, I’d better not say too much on that score or
you might not let me meet him!

Look, it’s
really too difficult trying to explain so much to you, after all
this time, by letter. My phone number’s at the top. Give me a call
and, if you like, I’ll drive over with Netta, and perhaps that
lovely man would let us all meet at Longhouse? I really daren’t go
to Heacham’s cottage; I think he’d kill me, and I know Netta
wouldn’t be safe either.

Call me soon.
I’m dying to meet you.

All my
love,

Matilda, oops,
sorry, Mum!’

 


I read it
through four times. It said so much and so little to me. I felt
elated, frightened, embarrassed, curious, impatient and confused.
Leigh sat silently beside me, watching and waiting. I handed him
that letter and turned to the box to read the older ones.

Leigh had
opened only three of them, almost at random, it seemed. The B had
clearly not even opened them before he had hidden them in the box.
I wondered why he had kept them, knowing I could have stumbled on
them at any time. And, that, of course, was the reason: he was so
certain of his hold over me that he knew I would never disobey him
by opening the box. It must have given him a sense of great power
to have that box under his bed, knowing I could open it each time I
cleaned his room and knowing, with absolute certainty, that I would
not. How blind had been my obedience to that monster.

The letters,
nearly two dozen, were mostly included with birthday cards and most
held money, a lot of which was no longer legal tender since
decimalization. But my mother had been generous and I counted
enough from the later letters to buy me a couple of new outfits.
The letters told of her love and her wish to meet me but they told
me little more about her than the first letter I had read. There
was a lot in them about my sister who she described as beautiful
and, in the later letters, as a very popular girl with the men.

I heard Leigh
chuckle beside me and knew he had reached the part about him and my
mother’s advice to take advantage. It highlighted her ignorance of
the reality of her eldest daughter. I realized she had no idea how
the B had raised me. It was disturbing to learn that she was the
exact opposite of him as far as I could tell from her letters. She
loved men and sex was obviously a favourite pastime for her. She
was wise to suspect my caution over her meeting Leigh.

‘So, when are
we to meet this interesting lady and her other daughter?’

‘You think I
should meet her?’

‘Of course you
must! Don’t you want to?’

‘In some ways
I’m desperate to know her but in others I’m not sure she’d be good
for me.’

‘You need the
sense of fun and love of life she clearly has. She’s responsible
for half of your genes. Your looks must have come from her since
Heacham’s such an ugly, sour-looking bastard. Don’t you want to
know what she looks like?’

‘You want to
know what she looks like, Leigh. I’m more interested in what she’s
like as a person.’

‘She sounds
fascinating to me. I know I’d like to meet her.’

‘She’d
obviously like to meet you. It might not be sensible for me to
encourage that.’

‘Not jealous,
are you?’ Leigh put his hand to his mouth very briefly as if he
regretted his words.

I wondered what
was behind his gesture, when he would previously have made a joke
about it, but let it go. ‘Jealous? No. I don’t really understand
that emotion. But I do know I’d be in danger of paling by
comparison with her and, by all accounts, my youngest sister. And
I’m just learning how important it is that you see me in a positive
light. I have feelings about you that I don’t fully understand but
I know I’d like you to feel the same way about me. It might be
harder for you to see me if there were other attractive women
about.’

On the other
hand, I felt an overpowering need to impress Leigh as soon as I
could in some positive way. My mother and sister might make up for
some of my missing qualities and I could see no real reason to keep
them away. They were hardly likely to do anything to hurt me, after
all.

Leigh looked
seriously bemused. I tried a smile but my lips refused to
co-operate so I had to resort to stroking his face as a gesture of
my affection. ‘Poor, Leigh, so confused. I suppose you’re going to
meet them some time, so I might as well make it sooner than later.
May I invite them here for my first meeting, please? I don’t really
want to go out anywhere looking like this.’

‘Invite who you
wish, when you want, Faith. For the moment, this is your home. But,
if you’ll follow my advice, you’ll wait a little while before you
meet your mum and sister. You need time to adjust to your new
situation, time to get better. I think both of you would be better
off meeting once you’re fully recovered.’

‘But I can
invite them whenever I like?’

‘This is your
home, Faith. And, at home, you may do as you please. I know you
need some guidance, so I’ll lay down the ground rules of life at
Longhouse: there are only two: Treat my things as you’d wish your
own to be treated. Allow people the privacy they prefer in their
bedroom and the bathroom. Otherwise, there are no rules. If you
want to listen to music, listen. If you want to watch telly, watch.
If you want to dance naked on the kitchen table… well, anyway, do
what you please. This is now your home and I know I can trust you
to treat it with respect and me and my friends with consideration.
And I know you’ll accord me the same freedoms. A word of warning. I
wear nothing in bed and I don’t bother to cover up on the way to
and from the bathroom.’

That no longer
mattered; I had seen him naked with models more than once. ‘I don’t
wear anything in bed either. Seems an odd thing to do if it’s not
cold. But I will be covering myself on the way to the
bathroom.’

‘Faith, you’re
a singular woman, a living contradiction; confusion manifest and
I’m in serious danger of ... It’s high time you were in bed. I want
you well again as soon as possible.’

I silently
wondered why.
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Monday 19th
April

 


She gathered up
her letters and put them in the box. With a fingertip, she touched
her swollen lips then brushed it lightly against my mouth before
going to bed. Her gesture touched me and I wondered where she’d
learned it.

Her eye
re-opened and her mouth was able to smile properly after a few
days. She was almost back to normal by the time they released
Heacham on bail. Now convinced she knew nothing of Hope’s rapes, I
was surprised when the coppers came to interview her.

She emerged
tearful and shamed from those two long hours. I hadn’t been allowed
to witness the interview but heard occasional raised voices and,
just once, Faith’s loud protestation of her innocence. They
preferred no charges. I wanted to tell her it was okay and to
comfort her but Paul’s warning held me back. I risked harming her
if I allowed us to get too close so soon after her trauma.

Instead, I sent
her for a calming coffee with Ma. Ten minutes later, she was in the
office, smart, professional and ready for work. Merv came in with
an order and leered at her. He took a more carnal interest in Faith
now she lived at Longhouse and was fleshing out her bones. He
nodded at the disappearing police car. ‘Dunno what all the fuss is
about. Old sod onny shagged ‘er. Not like he killed ‘er or beat her
up, is it? Onny sex, innit? So what, I say.’

‘Thanks, Merv,
for your considered and erudite opinion. Those of us who have a
spark of morality think it’s inexcusable for a father to rape his
disabled daughter. I do, of course, respect your right to an
opinion. Just don’t express it in here! Get out, now!’

Faith struggled
hard to contain tears that were close to the surface. She gave me a
faint flicker of a smile as Merv went. ‘Thank you, Leigh.’

I gave her what
I hoped was a friendly smile without too much encouragement. It was
hard to strike a balance between the role of friendly boss and
potential lover. My relationships with women had always been
straightforward and the questions of sex were only ‘when?’, and
‘how often?’ The new territory was difficult terrain for me but I
was determined to travel it if it brought Faith to some sort of
normality. On the surface, she seemed much recovered and I had to
keep reminding myself of Paul’s injunctions to prevent kidding
myself all she wanted was for me to show her I cared and wanted
her.

Faith broke
into my thoughts. ‘You haven’t forgotten Marilynn’s due this
afternoon?’

‘The waitress
from York.’

‘Will you need
me?’

‘No idea until
she arrives. I’d like to continue the series for the book on
housework if she’s game. And I’ll probably take her into the studio
for a couple of hours. I’ll need your assistance if she feels more
comfortable with another woman about. You okay for that?’

‘Why shouldn’t
I be? I don’t suppose you’ll be alone in bed tonight.’

‘No idea,
Faith. Depends on her. Don’t know why you’re so arch about it when
you’re in the best position to ...’ I was growing tired of her digs
at my sex life, but this wasn’t the reaction she needed.

‘Will she be
staying for the weekend?’

‘No idea.
Why?’

‘I just thought
I might invite my mother and Charity… Netta over and I was
hoping...’

So, perhaps I’d
been mistaken. Perhaps it wasn’t jealousy, after all. I felt sorry
for my misjudgement and tried to make it up. ‘Invite them. I’ll
make sure Marilynn’s not here if they accept.’ To be honest, I was
doubtful she’d stay that long anyway.

‘Not expecting
her to stay, then.’

I intended a
stinging reply because she’d guessed too accurately, and found
myself instead attracted by her gently mocking smile, captivated by
her growing beauty. Her face was now unmarked and her hair hung
loose in soft waves that dropped over her shoulders. It was a
pretty face; serious and contemplative much of the time, with a
generous mouth and lips that promised much, especially when she
smiled. Her eyes had always affected me, right from the first
meeting; those deep, dark, sparkling orbs. And such a pretty shape
to her face; the small, strong jaw, high cheekbones and slender
nose. She hadn’t yet learned to pluck the weight from her dark
eyebrows but their natural curves drew attention to those lovely
eyes.

Her high
forehead spoke of intelligence and, except at times of deep
anxiety, was unmarked by furrows. Tiny ears hid amongst the dark
tresses, unpierced and undecorated by jewellery. She wore no makeup
but her natural colour was soft peach and her lips a healthy,
inviting red.

A very
attractive woman and one who would be capable, did she but know
how, of twisting me round her little finger.

‘That
attractive?’

I hadn’t
realised I’d been staring at her so obviously. For some
extraordinary reason, I blushed like a schoolboy caught at some
forbidden act.

She rose
quickly and put her arms around my neck, kissed me softly but
briefly on my mouth. ‘Leigh, you’re amazing. A really lovely man.’
Then she sat down again and continued with her work.

I felt
outsmarted, somehow; outmanoeuvred, as if I’d been playing a game I
should win but had been caught out by a change in the rules. Ma
called us for lunch, removing my need to find an excuse to leave
the office so I could compose myself.

Marilynn
arrived almost immediately after the meal and proved willing to do
more or less what I wanted and was happy to work without a
chaperone.

Afterwards, I
watched her saunter to her battered old car and drive off, leaving
the gate wide open behind her. Once I’d seen the results, I would
decide whether to invite her for a return trip. I wouldn’t be
inviting her back for the sex alone; she’d been okay for the night
but with a tendency to sexual selfishness I found unattractive. In
the meantime, Faith’s mother and sister were due on Saturday and I
was looking forward to meeting them almost as much as she was.

Ma was
sixty-five the day Marilynn left. She did her own birthday tea, in
spite of my protests and Faith’s offer to do it for her.

‘I enjoy
cooking. I like preparing food and keeping house for you, Leigh.
And now I’ve got Faith here as well, it’s like having a proper
family. I’ve got a son and a daughter to care for. No. You get on
with your work the pair of you, and let me do mine.’

I never knew
what to buy Ma, and Old Hodge was no help, declaring she only ever
wanted his body. Faith, however, seemed to know exactly what Ma
wished for and delighted her with a gift of Belgian chocolates.

‘When and how
did you manage to buy those?’

She just
grinned. It must have been the trip into Hawes the previous weekend
when I’d taken her to buy some new clothes, but I didn’t recall
seeing them myself. For someone as inexperienced at shopping as she
was, Faith had developed a remarkable nose for finding the right
gift.

We opened a
couple of good bottles, Ma’s choice, and had a quiet but enjoyable
family birthday. I did insist that she and Old Hodge leave earlier
than usual and promised to load the dishwasher myself for a
change.

On Thursday
night, I stayed with Abdullah after one of my regular sessions at
his factory. His attitude to women appalled me but I couldn’t help
liking the bugger.

He rarely left
me alone to do a job, but hovered in the background. I’d made the
mistake of allowing him to remain on site when I did my first job
for him. That had been an advertising shot combining a glamorous
model with the heavy machinery he manufactured. With no changing
facilities, the girl had reluctantly changed on the set. Abdullah
had been so entranced by the sight of her naked that he’d doubled
her fee on the spot and in cash.

I had to make
it very clear that her body was not for sale for sex. She was a
professional model; not at all like many of the amateurs I used for
my own work. But Abdullah, in common with so many who don’t know
the game, automatically equated her willingness to shed her clothes
with a wish to engage in sex. It was a willingness she didn’t
possess.

I was half way
through Thursday’s shoot, this one without the added glamour since
the shot was for the Islamic market, when he asked me to take a few
shots of his latest woman. I didn’t welcome the prospect as
Abdullah had a penchant for women with ugly faces.

‘For me? Yah,
you do it for me, Leigh? Please, yah?’

I nodded. The
machinery was going nowhere. A half hour break for his girl would
keep him sweet as a client with plenty of spending power.

He brought her
in. Tall, willowy with large firm breasts that seemed too big for
her slender frame to support. She was slim hipped and walked
elegantly on slender shapely legs that went up to her armpits. The
face, however, belonged to a donkey and was a cruel jest played by
a Creator who I had long judged uninterested in what was created.
She was holding something in her hand and, once she’d shed her
clothes, she slipped a brown paper bag over her head.

I could have
wept for her but the pathos was lost on Abdullah who saw this as a
huge joke and urged me to picture her as she was. She went along
with his wishes, weaving her sensual body into erotic and
pornographic poses. I colluded, shooting the variations on this
sick sideshow. When I’d done, she removed the bag and curtseyed
with extraordinary dignity. I caught the deep sadness in those grey
hooded eyes and, for a brief moment, communed my sympathy in
silence. She nodded just once, dressed quickly and walked from the
room with her paper bag in one hand.

‘Don’t dust the
mantelpiece as you stoke the fire, eh, Leigh?’

It was all I
could do to nod briefly before returning to the machinery. I
wondered at the hypocrisy that allowed him to view such pictures
whilst insisting on everything being correct for the advertising in
his homeland. Money, of course, was what drove his public adherence
to cultural and religious rules he ignored in private.

That evening,
she was in his home in diaphanous gold over skin and playing the
perfect hostess, without the bag. The woman he’d obtained for me
wore a red microskirt and transparent white blouse. She had an
adequate body and a face to match and did her best to provide the
service she thought I desired. It was professional, enthusiastic
even, but without warmth and left me feeling unclean. I was happy
to escape the house early next morning to return to Longhouse.

I walked into
the office to discover Faith on her feet, red in the face, shouting
at Merv who was lurking in the doorway from the studio. He was too
slow to cover the object that had caused Faith’s anger and I knew I
had stormy waters to calm.

I clouted his
ear. ‘Idiot!’ And pushed him out of earshot. ‘You know how easily
offended she is. What are you trying to prove?’

‘Asked for it.
Called me a pervert, it did. Said I was no use for nowt. I were
just offerin’ to show it what I could do if it liked.’

I shook my
head. He would never accept that women found him repulsive and his
behaviour made them loathe him.

‘Why’s it think
it’s for if it ain’t for fuckin’? It’s got that, I got this to
stick up it. Why’s it think it’s any different from the rest?’

It was
pointless even attempting to argue. If he hadn’t been so good in
the darkroom, I would have ditched him the day I took him on. ‘Just
don’t do it, Merv. Whatever your reasons, don’t do it. Okay?’

‘Yeah. Don’t
know why it’s so up-fuckin-tight, though.’

‘No, I don’t
suppose you do, Merv.’

Faith had
calmed by the time I returned. Keen to get past the incident with
Merv, I told her I’d given him a rocket and moved swiftly to a
topic I knew would engage her. ‘Ready for this evening?’


‘Terrified.’

I hugged her
and she fell willingly enough into my arms. The difference between
that warm, chaste embrace and the professional efficiency of the
previous night was astounding. I wondered, again, what the key
might be to freeing her up enough to take her that one step
further. And then remembered I wasn’t supposed to be thinking about
her in that way just yet. I went to change. Her mother and sister
should be women I could enjoy straight away and I wanted to meet
them at my best.
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Saturday 24th
April

 


‘May I call you
Mother?’

‘It’s who I am
but I’d prefer Mum or Matilda.’

My sister
watched curiously. I took in her long blonde hair, eyes the colour
of cornflowers and the secret smile forming on her full lips. I
knew at once she was everything Leigh looked for in a woman and my
heart checked within me, causing me to gasp audibly.

‘The papers
called you “Faith,” but I’d rather use “Fay” if you don’t mind.
Can’t stand all that church stuff. I’m Netta, your little sister.
Only not so little as you, it seems.’

I shrugged,
noncommittally. Mother, Matilda, Mum stepped forward and we
embraced, a little awkwardly at first until natural affinity took
over and we hugged tightly as if neither of us ever wanted to let
go. It was a feeling of such warmth and belonging that I couldn’t
stop the tears. When I pulled back at last, I was relieved to see
telltale trails running down Mum’s made-up cheeks.

Netta was
eyeing up Leigh in the same way all other women did. She was as
interested in him as he was in her. So far, he’d remained a silent
observer at this family reunion.

‘Netta.’ I held
out my arms in what I hoped was a welcome. She approached and
allowed a small hug, even kissed my cheek.

‘Hi, Sis.’

‘It sounds
formal, but I’m pleased to meet you. I thought I was alone.’

There was a
brief, awkward silence.

‘Look, I want
to get one thing straight, Faith. Netta and I don’t believe a word
of what the papers say about you and that terrible business with
Heacham and Hope. And we…’

‘I’ve kept the
papers away from Faith, Mrs…’

‘Matilda,
please. I’m sorry. I just assumed ...’

‘I’ve only just
started to read newspapers, Mum; not in the habit yet. What did
they say?’

‘You know, Sis,
about how you must’ve helped him rape helpless little Hope…’

Mum’s look told
me they had discussed this and that Netta had broken an agreement.
‘Neither of us believes a word of it, of course. We know you
must’ve been unaware.’

‘Hard to
fathom, though, when you’re supposed to be the one who looked after
the poor, useless thing.’

‘That’s what
Leigh thinks, Netta, so you and he will probably get along fine.
I’ll say it just once; once more for Leigh’s benefit. I knew
absolutely nothing about what that B was doing to our sister. If I
had, I would’ve killed him with my bare hands. You can believe me
or not. I can’t make you do something you don’t want to. But,
whatever any of you think, it’s the truth.’

Leigh looked
uncomfortable. ‘I do believe you, Faith. Have done for a
while.’

I was angry and
hurt that such was the beginning to what I’d hoped would be a
wonderful day and the start of a new and pleasant phase of my life.
Leigh’s declaration was late in getting through to me and by then
he was speaking to Mum and Netta. I stared at him with
surprise.

‘There’s a lot
you can’t yet know about Faith. I’d give her the benefit of the
doubt, at least until you know her better. But, be warned, she
hasn’t had the advantage of a social upbringing and she speaks the
truth as she sees it, always. It’s a little alarming, and just one
of many reasons I’m very fond of her.’

I wanted to hug
him, but I was wary of showing that sort of affection in front of
Mum until I knew her better. Her good opinion was vital to me, so I
just nodded at him and gave a smile of gratitude. I wanted to get
him alone to explain and thank him properly and tell him how I
really felt but events conspired against me and I had no experience
to guide my behaviour.

‘Shall we all
sit down?’ Leigh led us from the office into the sitting room where
he offered drinks.

Mum was wearing
a pale blue denim skirt that was too short for someone her age,
though there was nothing wrong with her legs, and a top in black
cotton that displayed a generous cleavage. Netta was in the
shortest pale lilac dress possible. The soft fabric clung to her
large, firm breasts. I felt demure in my knee-length cotton print
dress. Leigh, of course, had eyes only for Netta and Mum.

We talked
around things rather than about them, to begin with. I learned
about the small bungalow they lived in and how Netta was supposedly
studying for A levels at college.

‘It’s so
boring. None of the lecturers is with it. Half the time I can’t be
bothered. I’d much rather tune in, turn on, drop out, you know?
Especially with Russia and the States playing games with our
futures with their big boy’s toys.’

I didn’t really
know what she meant but I nodded, applying the polite responses Ma
was teaching me.

Mum worked part
time in the office of a local car dealer. ‘That’s how I got my
little car, you know.’

I answered the
questions they asked until Leigh became impatient with my reticence
and told them all he knew about my life with the B before I’d come
to live at Longhouse.

‘No telly? No
radio? No magazines?’ Netta couldn’t believe it was possible to
exist without such things.

Mum, on the
other hand, just nodded. ‘I should’ve known. He always was a weird
bastard. Cruel and cold and hard. No love in the sod. He started on
the God kick before we got married but it was becoming more of an
obsession by the time he threw Netta and me out. I always hoped it
would be another of his passing phases. I’d no idea he’d take it as
far as that.

‘Now I think
about it, it’s not such a surprise he was raping Hope. The only
time he could ever screw me was when I was dead drunk or completely
exhausted and had no energy to participate. Sod’s a necrophiliac.
Real, live women scare the shit out of him. That’s why he never
touched you, Faith; you could move and answer back. The
bastard.

‘No wonder he
wanted you out of the house. He must’ve realised you were getting
old enough to put two and two together and he was scared you’d
guess what…’

‘Christ, Mum,
she’s nearly twenty-one! I’d’ve twigged when I was ten!’

‘Hasn’t had
your advantages, Netta. I mean, you were acting like a woman by the
time you were thirteen. Looking like one, too. I mean, Leigh, she’s
been having sex since I don’t know when. I caught her with a farmer
on her fourteenth birthday. I knew I couldn’t stop her so I’ve just
made damn sure she’s protected. Don’t want her having to marry some
bastard like Heacham because she’s in the club.’

‘Like mother,
like daughter. Mum obviously enjoyed sex. I thought I’d have a bit
myself before the stupid morons blow us all to kingdom come.’

‘A lot, more
like.’

There was no
animosity between them. It was as if they were playing a game. But
I did not know the rules and, in any case, I had no wish to join
in. Leigh watched them with interest. It was at that moment my head
suddenly caught up with my heart and I understood, right there and
then, how I loved and wanted this man. And, immediately after this
revelation, I realized I had just invited into his home the young
woman most likely to prevent him even looking at me again, let
alone growing to love me. As if to underline my thoughts, Netta
stood up and turned to face Leigh.

‘Is it true you
take pictures of women with no clothes on?’

‘Sometimes I
wear clothes, sometimes, not. Depends on the woman.’

‘Really?
Anyway, I meant the women wear no clothes.’

‘When I take a
picture of a woman I like her nude. And I mean completely
unclothed.’

I did not
remind him of the pictures he had taken of Abby and the other girls
with their knickers or hot pants on; stuff for glamour magazines
and papers where they didn’t like to see pubic hair or anything
naked below the waist. Nor did I mention the pictures he had taken
of me, fully clothed, in York. It seemed inappropriate.

To my horror,
Netta pulled her dress off over her head. ‘Like this?’

Mum seemed
completely unsurprised by her display. And Leigh just examined her
and made a small sign to make her turn slowly in front of him as
the flames flickered warm light up her perfect skin.

‘Will I
do?’

‘To the eye,
you’re perfect. The camera’s a little more discerning. Have to do a
test shoot to be sure, but you have all the makings. It’s just
possible your face is too individual to photograph well; difficult
to know. The lens likes bland, and there’s no way I could describe
you as that, Netta.’

‘Doesn’t she
worry you when she acts like this, Mum?’

‘She’s
perfectly safe. We’re here and Leigh knows about women. No, I’m not
worried. I’m very proud of my beautiful young daughter. Proud of
her looks, proud of her confidence. That’s all down to the way I’ve
raised her. Aren’t you proud of your looks, Faith? You’re a very
pretty girl, you know. My colouring, rather than your dad’s, of
course. That’s where Netta has the advantage over you. She’s taken
her dad’s colouring for her hair and eyes where you inherited
mine.’

‘The B’s got
dark hair and brown eyes. Haven’t I got his colouring as well?’

Mum looked at
me quizzically and then made a face of sudden realization. ‘Of
course! Silly me. You wouldn’t know. How could you? Heacham’s no
more your father than he is Netta’s.’

Leigh looked
with interest at all three of us. Netta stared at our mother
expectantly. Then the meaning sank in. ‘You mean you left me with
that twisted, perverted bastard even though you knew he wasn’t my
father? I lived with that…that creature for all those years and did
his bidding, worked my heart out, stripped naked for him, suffered
all that misery and he’s not even my father?’

‘I had no
choice, Faith. You can’t know what that evil bastard was like. I
lived in …’

‘Fear? So did
I, Mother! I lived with him for longer than you did. Of course I
know what he’s like! I fed him and did his washing and cleaned his
house, suffered his perverted beatings, acted as a living fantasy
for his foul sexual practices and nursed his other daughter…I
suppose Hope is his daughter, is she?’

‘Oh yes. The
only one of the three of you that was his and she had to be like
that. Hardly surprising. A man like that. What else would you
expect of his seed? Hope’s his all right. I just wish she wasn’t
mine.’

‘It’s not her
fault she’s ...she’s disabled.’

‘It’s not mine,
either.’

‘If Heacham’s
not Faith’s father, who is?’

I was grateful
for Leigh’s timely intervention. Again, things were not going the
way I had dreamed for this meeting with my family.

Mum gathered
herself and took a deep breath but I could not tell whether this
was to prepare herself for a difficult task or to dampen her own
emotions. ‘Faith’s dad. There was a man. David Lengdon. Professor
Lengdon now, I expect. He went to the States on an exchange and I
never saw him again. He never knew I was carrying you. I often
wonder what would’ve happened if he had. No Hope and no Netta, I
expect. He was a lovely man. My only real love.’

‘Where is he
now, Mum?’

‘No idea. Like
I said, he went to the States. I lost track of him; didn’t want to
hold him back. Anyway, it’s water under the bridge. No point going
over old ground again. But he gave you your brains; I gave you your
looks.’

‘What about my
dad?’ Netta had settled herself on the lamb’s wool rug in front of
the fire where Leigh could ogle her whenever he wished, which was
most of the time.

‘You know
better than that, Netta. Put your dress back on, love. You’ve made
your point.’

‘Why did the B
marry you if you were pregnant with another man’s child?’

‘Told you she
was direct, didn’t I?’ Leigh dragged his eyes away from Netta, who
was making a sexual pantomime of replacing her dress.

Mum smiled at
me and I knew I was being indulged, and that took some of the sting
out of the way I felt.

‘I was young,
pregnant and single, Faith. Your father was out of the country and
I didn’t intend to ruin his career by dragging him back here just
so he could make an honest woman of me. But in those days, a single
girl with a baby was a social outcast. Heacham had always given me
the eye. I was nineteen and very pretty and he was a fool. First
time I got him drunk, I thought I’d overdone it. He just couldn’t
get it up. But I fell asleep beside him without my knickers and
woke up later to find him shagging me like a rabbit. Didn’t take
long for me to cotton on that I had to be as near dead as possible
before he would or could do me. I was very soon bored with that. He
kept me on a tight rein but where there’s a will ...’

‘A willie,
Mum.’

She pulled a
face at Netta’s remark. ‘Hope came along and nearly died at birth.
Wish she had. God alone knows why they try so hard to keep such
rejects alive. Should’ve let her go, poor thing. What sort of life
has she had?

‘I had the
occasional fling without getting caught. Had a long, infrequent
affair with Netta’s dad. Great bloke but a bit of a lad then. He’s
settled down now, of course. Wife and three kids of his own. Still
has half the girls in the country screaming and wanting him in
their knickers whenever he steps on stage.’

Netta sat up;
she had learned more about her father than Mum had ever told her
before. If she expected to hear more, she was quickly
disappointed.

Mum just smiled
at some memory and went on. ‘I suppose it was inevitable that
gossip would reach Heacham’s ears. When it did, he thrashed me with
his belt, told me Netta wasn’t his and I must take her and go. I
told him you weren’t his either, but he wouldn’t believe me. I’ve
no idea why. Maybe he did, really; maybe he saw how much you meant
to me and used you to punish me, I don’t know. But the bastard
threatened all of us with violence if I ever came anywhere near you
or the cottage. I begged him to let me write to you and he conceded
that but, of course, he never intended to let you have the letters.
Bastard.

‘I came into
the village once or twice in the hope of seeing you. I daren’t let
myself be known and I never brought Netta, just in case. I doubt I
saw you more than half a dozen times in all those early years. It
became clear the bastard was keeping you at home and I did worry
for your safety and welfare, but there seemed nothing I could do.
You don’t know how pleased and relieved I was to get that letter
from Longhouse, Faith. I’m so glad we’ve met again. You don’t hate
me too much, do you?’

There were
tears in her eyes and Netta was looking at her in a strange way. I
held Mum’s hands and looked into her lovely face. ‘Hate you, Mum? I
could never do that. I wish you hadn’t abandoned me and left me
with that cruel bastard but I’m sure you thought it was for the
best at the time. I forgive you. I like what I’ve seen of you and
I’d love to get to know you better. I want a proper mum to love me
and guide me. Will you be my friend, will you accept me back as
your daughter even after all this time?’

‘Try and stop
me!’ She pulled me close and we hugged for a long time.

Bored with our
emotional display, Netta sauntered over to the radiogram. ‘Bit
yesterday, Leigh. I thought you’d have a proper hi-fi.’

‘One day. It
was Uncle Fred’s and I’m reluctant to part with it. By all means
stick a record on if you want.’

She perused the
selection and found the records were more up to date than the
equipment. It was not long before Queen were singing Bohemian
Rhapsody. Later there was Donna Summer singing ‘Love to Love You
Baby’ with Netta dancing to the music in a way that ensured Leigh
had eyes for nothing else.

I doubt he even
noticed me leaving for bed but I went up that night feeling more
complete than I ever had. Mum was in the spare room across the
corridor and we spent ages together, me sitting on the edge of the
spare bed as she told me about her life in the market town to the
south. It was not the life I would choose but she enjoyed it and I
could not blame her for that. I was glad she was happy and felt
fulfilled, even if she did seem promiscuous and licentious. What
mattered was that she was my mum and she loved me and wanted me for
her daughter.

It hardly
seemed to matter just then that Netta, who should have been in the
bed I was sitting on, was sharing Leigh’s and building walls
between him and my belated hopes. For the moment, I had a mum
again, and I thought that was enough.
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I’d never had
sex like it. Netta was something else. I’d fallen in lust with her
even before she revealed that wonderful body so spectacularly.

Netta was sex
incarnate; carnal, libidinous, licentious and wanton. I never, ever
fooled myself that we made love. We had sex. But what sex. The
chemistry was explosive. I could perform with her four or five
times a day and still want more. And she was adventurous; happy to
experiment for my delight as well as her own. In sex, she was
totally unselfish and generous. In every other aspect of her life,
she was self-centred and uncaring. I knew that but I was still lost
to her within hours of meeting and I never could get enough of her.
And when I discovered how much the camera loved her form and face,
I was lost. Netta became, from the first, my obsession.

A brief
conspiratorial look passed between her and Matilda, which sent her
mother quickly up the stairs after Faith.

‘It isn’t that
I mind being watched, but with an expert like Mum I’d feel I was
being awarded points.’ Her laugh was rich and earthy with none of
the offence so common in coarse women.

She removed my
slippers and socks, her hands gentling my skin as she slid the wool
from me. ‘The joke about English men is true, and I don’t think it
enhances the pleasure one bit, do you?’

I smiled.

She stood
astride me and bent to kiss my mouth. One of my hands found a
breast beneath the flare of her dress, the other played across her
abdomen and thighs, circling the area exposed rather than concealed
by the short blonde hair she’d shaped into a heart. She responded
to my touch at once, clearly finding pleasure in it. Her fingers
stroked my hair and played about my ears as I discovered the weight
of her breasts, the firmness of her proud nipples and, as I entered
the small copse, the warm moistness at the edges of her rounded
lips. She moved her hips a fraction and I found the place she
wanted me to touch with finger tip softness. She freed me from
restrictive clothing and, as she sat astride me and enclosed me,
she was already coming, her head thrown back, her breath in short
ecstatic gasps.

This was no act
for my benefit; I could feel the rhythmic contractions wrap around
me as I moved slowly within her. My hands moved to her firm round
buttocks where I held her close so that our pubic mounds stroked
together. She found my mouth with hers and pushed her warm
insistent tongue inside until I persuaded mine into her mouth and
touched her teeth and cheeks. Still she throbbed and pulsated round
me as I slowly moved within her. We moved as one until it was
impossible to say where I ended and she began. I felt her come
again and this time she gave voice in short sharp moans of
pleasure. I let her run the course before I lifted us, still
joined, and lay her on the rug beneath me.

I slipped my
hands along the full length of her body, shedding the dress with
the movement, and she lifted her head to allow me to remove it
completely. Resting on my elbows, I cupped each fine breast in
turn. My hands moved to her shoulders and I bent and took each
nipple in turn between my tongue and teeth, teasing it and gently
sucking. My gentle motion in between her thighs had her hips moving
to meet me, her legs wrapped around mine to draw me closer to her.
I felt her move toward another climax and this time I wanted to go
with her. Thrusting hard and fast, I let the passion overtake me
now I knew that she would come. I felt that first stirring deep
within me and wanted it to build and last. I slowed my movements
without pausing. Even through her building climax, she responded to
my needs and helped me, moving more gently. As the point of no
return approached, I thrust again with passion and abandon and felt
her with me. We came together in an ecstasy of motion, sound and
touch that left us spent and gasping.

Still coupled,
we lay together in the warmth of the dying fire and gently stroked
the skin that we could reach without shifting our relaxed
bodies.

In the bedroom,
she took off the rest of my clothes and urged me to the bed. With
her hands and breasts and tongue she aroused me, straddled me
again. I tried to clutch her to me and take her high again but this
time was for me and she clasped my hands to her breasts with hers
as she rose and fell to let my whole length slip inside and to the
very lips and back again with each movement. I arched to reach up
and go with her but she lifted higher and I let her have her way,
let her take me as she would. Her timing was intuitive so that when
I felt my climax building, she slowed her movement, holding me on
the very brink. Seven times she took to me to the point where I was
nearly past control and each time she slowed almost to a halt and
let me stay a while longer on that high plateau where everything
was sensation. On the final climb, she lowered herself toward me,
freed her breasts from my hands and brushed them softly on my chest
with each fall and rise of her hips. I felt the build toward
release and, as I came, she closed herself around me and with
short, swift movements, took me to the mountaintop. I arched and
stretched and filled her, felt the moment take her and she came
again with me. It seemed forever there was nothing but we two
locked in passion, floating high above all, feeling everything and
knowing nothing else.

We slept some
time after that. I woke to find the bedroom light still blazing,
Netta lying on her back beside me with her hands thrown out above
her head, her near leg touching mine and her other bent at the
knee. A portion of the duvet covered one breast and the half of her
that lay beside me. I shifted it to cover her and she stirred and
placed my hand on her mound of Venus. My lips kissed all along her
arm as I rose above her. I kissed and tongued along her to those
firm, protruding buds and took each into my mouth whilst my fingers
stroked the warm moist gap between her lips, my other hand
caressing her ear. She shifted to give access and I knelt between
her thighs. My hands stroked her flanks and body as I kissed my way
across her breasts and abdomen and found her entrance with the tip
of my tongue. I knew I had the spot as she rose to meet me,
spreading to allow more contact with my tongue. I cupped and
stroked her breasts and nipples with my hands and fingers, teasing
with my thumb and finger, rolling each pink tip and stroking gently
upward from base to tip. My tongue tasted her pleasure, moved up
and down along the small hard nodule of her, brought her to the
first delicious climax. I held her, floating, floating, as waves
washed over her and soaked her skin in pleasure. I kept the rhythm
soft and gentle, feeling her response as a second sea washed over
her, waves moving her rhythmically in an ecstasy I shared. Again, I
kept her floating, as the swell became a calm, and slowly moved my
tongue to penetrate the warmth and softness of her centre as my
hands caressed her body and enclosed her hips in readiness. I rose
up from between her thighs and kissed the full length of her body.
As my mouth found hers and my tongue pushed between her lips, I
entered her and thrust my full length deep within her, lifting her
toward me with my hands cupping the round swell of her buttocks. I
felt again the closeness as she wrapped herself around me, felt
again the building rhythm of her climax. This time was still hers
and I held back until she cried in passion and surprised delight,
her body arching up, her head thrown back, her mouth wide open for
the air. I let her breathe, as I remained a slow and gentle
pressure deep within her, barely moving, stroking her hard nodule
of delight with the firm base of my member. She began to rise again
and this time I went with her. I thrust my full length, almost
leaving her each time I plunged and rose, driving hard and fast
within her as she gasped and writhed and held my buttocks to
prevent me breaking our connection. I felt the moment of release
arriving and gave in to the pressure and released myself within her
as she came to meet me and we peaked higher than we’d reached
before. I heard her voice cry out with mine and knew an ecstasy and
pure delight I hadn’t known was possible.

We didn’t part
but lay there spent and without want or need until the passion
slept and took us with it into dreams that were mere shades of that
reality.

Morning found
her at the bedroom window, uncovered, gazing at the falling rain,
her elbows on the sill, her gorgeous bottom inviting. I slipped
from beneath the cover and approached. She didn’t move as I stroked
my hands along her sides and cupped her breasts. I felt her thighs
part to admit me and I entered her without the need for
preparation. She was moist and welcoming and let me take her as she
was. I came more quickly than I wished for her sake but she was
happy to be there for me.

We stayed that
way for long enough for me to recover before I lifted her and took
her to the bed again, withdrew from her despite her protests. I
turned her so she faced me with her hips arched over the bed edge.
We coupled once again and this time she came with me as I held her
thighs and thrust within her depths. I kissed her body as she lay
before me, stroked her skin and made her come once more before I
let her go.

For a while, we
lay beside each other, bodies touching, until movement and sound
from outside our world told us they were up and it was time for
food of an entirely different kind.

She stood.
‘Shower with me?’

We returned to
the bedroom hungry for sustenance.

Netta slipped
my shirt on. ‘If I come to live with you, Leigh, I want you to
understand two things.’

I pulled on a
pair of jeans and nodded.

‘First, I
decide when I’m going to leave.’

I had my own
ideas about that but I was in no mood to argue. I was happy to go
along with her for now. ‘Okay.’

‘Second, you
never use that crass three word excuse that dreamers always think
they have to say. Sex is one thing, love is something else entirely
and I’m way from ready for commitment and self sacrifice; it’s
pointless anyway, tomorrow we could all be blown away.’

‘Agreed.’ I
understood her anxiety about a possible nuclear holocaust but
didn’t share her pessimism.

‘Good. Let’s
have breakfast. I’m starving.’
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Sunday 25th
April

 


Netta waltzed
into the kitchen scandalously exposed in Leigh’s shirt and with
delight all over her face. Leigh looked altogether too pleased with
himself.

‘Good morning,
Netta, Leigh.’

Mum glanced a
quick, unspoken question at Netta and she replied with her open
hand. What the significance of five was, I had no idea.

Leigh had
witnessed the exchange, which was clearly meant to exclude him.
‘Six, I think, you’ll find.’

Netta laughed.
‘He’s right. And, on a scale of ten, though I shouldn’t say this in
front of him, I’d say somewhere between six…teen and
seventeen.’

Leigh’s face
clouded at the six but brightened into an expression of smugness as
Netta increased the score beyond the realms of mathematical
possibility. Recent reading, experience of Leigh and a small amount
of information from his idiot’s lantern allowed me to deduce that
she was commenting on his prowess as a lover. That she rated him so
highly was hardly the news I wanted. But I could do nothing about
it. I offered them breakfast.

Mum had already
had toast with me; she was still yawning after our late night chat.
I felt alive, awake and excited by all I’d learned. She’d released
a large burden of guilt from me and I no longer felt in any way to
blame for what Father…. the B had done to Hope or me. I knew Mum
was convinced that I hadn’t known he was raping her. Whether Netta
would ever come to the same conclusion, I couldn’t tell.

‘Run me back
home after breakfast, will you Mum?’

‘Leaving this
stud so quickly?’

‘Only so I can
come back and live with him. Think I’m letting a sex god like this
get away so easily?’

A cloud passed
across Mum’s face and I wondered if anyone noticed how it affected
me as well. Leigh and Netta seemed lost in each other’s charms. I
found myself wondering just what it would be like to have a man in
bed with me and blushed at my fantasy. Mum saw me colour but only
smiled.

‘Where’s Ma
this morning?’

How to tell
Leigh she wasn’t happy with Netta in the house? Why she felt like
that, I had no idea, but she’d been at pains to tell me to ‘hang on
in there’. What could I say to Leigh? If I told the truth, it was
bound to hurt Netta and I wanted to avoid that. I had another
lesson in the arts of lying. ‘I don’t think Old Hodge is very
well.’

Leigh frowned.
‘I’ve never known either of them take a day off sick. I hope the
old man’s not ill. I’d better pop across and see them.’

I was about to
try to prevent him but Mum shook her head and I let him go. Netta
simply poured herself a coffee from the pot before she tackled the
toast I’d put on her plate.

As soon as
Leigh had left, Mum turned to Netta. ‘He’s really that good?’

‘Tell the
truth, Mum, the best I’ve ever had. Took me there at least twenty
times, probably a lot more, I stopped counting. He’s by no means
the biggest but the way he uses it...’

‘Haven’t I
always said it’s not the size of the hammer but how you knock in
the nail? Sure you really want to commit so soon? I mean, don’t you
want to wait and see for a bit?’

‘Absolutely
not. I’ve told him I’ll stay as long as I want and he’s happy with
that. There’s no danger. I know what I want. In any case, if it did
come to the point where I couldn’t leave, can you think of a better
scene than this?’ She gestured to take in the whole of Longhouse
and all it represented.

I closed my
eyes against the grief I felt welling inside me. ‘You can’t stay
here! I want Leigh. I love him!’ It had escaped me before I’d had
the chance to think about it. I felt confused and alarmed at my
admission and so grateful that Leigh hadn’t heard me. I dashed from
the room and ran to my bedroom to escape the immediate consequences
of what I’d said. I was still up there when Mum called to say they
were going to collect Netta’s things.

‘See you when
you get back, then.’

‘I’m not coming
back, love. Leigh’s coming with us and he’ll bring Netta back.’

I dashed
downstairs and hugged my mother close. ‘Promise you’ll come and see
me again soon.’

‘Try and keep
me away.’ She looked at Leigh for permission.

‘You’re welcome
whenever you like, Matilda. As long as Faith’s living here, you’re
welcome to visit her.’

Mum became
thoughtful. ‘What are you doing next Saturday?’

‘I’ve nothing
planned, unless Leigh…?’

He shook his
head.

‘Put on your
glad rags and prepare for some serious shopping. You and I are
going to Leeds. I’ll pick you up around ten… No, since Netta won’t
be home to slow me down, I’ll be here by nine. Be ready.’ She
kissed me and they were gone.

I’d considered
my outburst and knew what I’d said was true. I did want Leigh. I
did love him. But I’d realised too late what that really meant. I
couldn’t compete with Netta. Younger, she might be, but she was
years ahead of me in all the ways that mattered, and she was
willing to give herself, without reserve, in a way guaranteed to
please Leigh even though she had no wish to marry him.

The cars pulled
off the drive and I closed the gate and stood watching Netta and
Leigh in his big blue Range Rover follow Mum in her little red
Hillman Imp down the lane and out onto the main road. I waited by
the gate for a long time, just staring into the distance through
the fresh green leaves of the sycamore and listening to the distant
sheep grumbling on the fells.

Footsteps
crunching the gravel brought me out of my lonely dream and I turned
to find Old Hodge approaching in his gardening gear, a hoe over his
shoulder. ‘Surprised to see the sick old man out of his bed?’

I blushed. He
grounded his hoe and enclosed me in the comfort of his clothes that
smelt of earth and linseed oil. ‘It’s all right, love. I’m sure you
did it for the best, but you stick to your honesty in future.’

‘I didn’t want
to hurt Netta’s feelings.’

‘P’raps not;
she’ll not be shy of hurtin’ yours, though.’

He took a step
back and looked me up and down. ‘My word, but you’re coming on a
treat, you are. I know who I’d choose if it were me you loved
instead o’ Leigh, and it wouldn’t be yon flighty miss, no matter
‘ow eager she might lie between the sheets.’ He pecked my cheek,
doffed his cap at me and wandered off to see to the flowerbeds at
the back of the house.

I found Ma in
the kitchen. ‘She’s coming back, Ma, to live here.’

‘So Leigh tells
me. I can’t stay away forever so I expect I’ll have to get used to
her. But she’ll feel the lash of my tongue if she hurts you, Faith.
You’re worth ten of that sister of yours anytime.’

‘I love him,
Ma; I want him. What am I going to do?’

She hugged me
until I was back in control and then sat me at the table as she
busied herself with making a pot of tea. ‘Leigh sees only through
his eyes and thinks with his cock. Sorry, I know you don’t like
that sort of word but it’s what I’ve always called it, love. I mean
no harm or disrespect. Trouble is, that young minx’ll give him
everything he wants. But she’ll want too much in return. He’ll tire
of her, just like all the rest. Bide your time, Faith. He’ll see
you for what you are in the end.’

‘What am I,
Ma?’

‘A sweet, kind,
pretty, caring young lady, is what you are. You’re nice and
considerate and honest. He’ll see she’s a selfish bitch soon
enough. He’ll soon learn she takes more than she gives. And he
knows he can get his sex a lot cheaper than she sells it for.’

‘You make her
sound like a prostitute! She is my sister.’

‘You don’t have
to sell it for money to be a tart, Faith. She’ll take Leigh for as
much as she can. How do you think she and that mother of hers…? I’m
sorry, love, I truly am. I was forgettin’ she’s your mother
too.’

‘I like her,
Ma. I like my mum. She seems kind and she listens.’

‘Happen she
does. There are those where she lives who have a different point of
view. I’ll say no more against her, love. You’ll learn soon enough
for yoursen. I’ll still be here when you need a shoulder to cry
on.’

My world had
started to be so pleasant since leaving the B. Now everything was
disintegrating about me. Ma was against Mum because they both
viewed me as their own daughter. Netta was against me because she
wanted the man she knew should be mine. And Ma was against Netta
because she knew she would hurt both Leigh and me. I could no
longer rely on Leigh for support and help; I doubted he’d even
notice me whilst Netta was around. I began to think I ought to look
for somewhere else to live.

‘You stay put,
love. Move out of Longhouse and Leigh’ll stop noticing you
altogether. You need to be under his nose. I’ll tell you something,
Faith: nothing would make me happier than that you be the one to
finally tie Leigh down and get him married.’

I hadn’t
thought that far. At that point, I didn’t even know if that was
what I wanted. Yet, when I considered my feelings, it was obvious.
Marriage to Leigh was the only possible conclusion to my hopes and
dreams. I loved him. If I loved him and he could grow to love me,
then marriage was the natural and logical outcome.

But when he
returned with Netta, I found it hard to think of my hopes as more
than a silly, unattainable dream. They were clearly besotted with
each other. Leigh barely glanced at me as he whisked her in with
her cases and bags. They were so long unpacking in his room that
even I realised they must be doing something more.

Their closeness
and obsessive need to be together finally persuaded me I had to do
something to learn about the real world. The B had kept me locked
inside an artificial cage of ignorance and innocence that left me
ill suited to survive the world I now inhabited. I must learn
something of life, of society, of relationships. I must learn about
people, customs and why everyone was so obsessed with sex. My
problem was; I had no idea where to start.

‘I wish you
could hang on to your innocence, love. There’s plenty of worldly
wise already out there. You don’t need to become one of them to
understand them.’

‘I wasn’t
thinking of shedding my clothes and having sex, Ma. And I don’t
mind being innocent so much as remaining naïve. I need to know and
understand what it’s all about. Why Leigh and Netta like to have
their clothes off and look at each other. Why Leigh likes to take
pictures of women in the nude. Why Leigh’s penis is so fascinating
… to Netta and why her vagina seems to absorb him. What it is about
sex that’s so all consuming and important.’

‘You still
surprise me with the way you say things, Faith. Shock me,
sometimes. There’s nowt wrong with sex, you know, love. Old Hodge
and I still enjoy each other in that way. Old and wrinkled we may
be, but we still feel the same needs and desires we felt when we
first met.

‘Sex is one of
the things that bind love. But sex without love is at best a good
time, at worst the most awful experience a woman can have. Love
without sex is like lamb without mint sauce, apple pie without
custard; it’s nice enough but not complete.

‘But, Faith, I
can tell you, sex with love is something else. There’s no way to
describe it; it has to be experienced. That’s why no one’s ever
successfully described the joy and wonder of it. Those who’ve never
experienced it, think it’s just the same as ordinary sex only more
so. But it’s something so different, something so far removed, it’s
as different as a rhyll is to a mighty raging river.’

It was quite a
speech for Ma. It whetted my appetite for learning. I went to the
Longhouse library in search of works that might teach me something
about these mysteries.
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Saturday May
1st

 


Mum arrived
just before nine. The sun was already hot in a clear sky and I was
pleased my cotton dress was in keeping with her outfit, even if
mine was longer and Mum had followed Germaine Greer’s advice; in
spite of her age, her breasts seemed quite firm enough to support
themselves. Conscious of my nipples, I usually wore a bra.

Leigh and Netta
were still in bed, despite Ma’s warning that they’d have to get
their own breakfast if they were up late. Mum and I left at once
and she seemed genuinely pleased to have my company.

‘I’m going to
try to catch up on your education whenever I can, Faith. If I ask
you searching questions, even seem a little personal, it’s only so
I can discover what you do and don’t know. Okay?’

‘Mum, I want to
learn. I want to break out of my cocoon of ignorance as soon as I
can.’

‘Good. Are you
on the pill?’

‘What
pill?’

‘Who’s your
doctor?’

‘Am I supposed
to have a doctor?’

‘Who saw you
when you were ill at the cottage?’

‘Fa… The
B.’

‘Call him
“Heacham,” love. It pays him the respect he deserves, which is
none. You’ve no reason to feel anything but contempt and hatred for
him so don’t harbour any guilt about using just his surname. Who’s
Leigh’s doctor?’

‘A man called
Paul, I think. He examined me after the B… Heacham gave me the last
beating.’

‘He’d done it
before?’

‘Often. If I
did something wrong I was stripped and beaten with his belt. Of
course, he made me wear very little anyway, so I was ready for a
beating in seconds. But that last time was the worst.’

Mum was silent
for a while, tears running down her cheeks. She pulled the car into
the side of the road and took a little time to compose herself. She
dabbed at her eyes with a tissue and looked at herself in the car
mirror. ‘What a sight!’ She pulled a small case from her handbag
and applied some colour to her face and her eyes.

I was
fascinated, having seen the models do this in front of mirror in
the studio but never from quite such close quarters.

‘Sorry about
that. I hadn’t realized just how cruel Heacham had been to you. I’m
sorry I left you with him for so many years. Will you forgive
me?’

‘I already
have, Mum. Anyway, you really had no choice.’

She drove off
again. ‘Do you believe everything everyone tells you?’

‘I believe you.
And Leigh. And Ma and Old Hodge, of course. I used to believe
everything Heacham told me, but now….’

‘First
important lesson, Faith. People lie. All people lie. Heacham lies,
he lies so much that he even gives a distorted and addled version
of his own peculiar truths; like most religious people. I lie.
Leigh lies. Netta lies more than most, especially if she thinks she
can gain from it. Ma lies. Old Hodge… Old Hodge probably only lies
by omission and even then not if he can avoid it. Assume everybody
lies, Faith, for their own advantage.’

‘Are you saying
you didn’t need to leave me with Heacham?’

Mum shook her
head but continued to look at the road. We had left the area I knew
and were moving south. The terrain was much as I’d grown up with
except that the new landscapes were more dramatic.

‘It’s so hard,
Faith. I believed at the time I had no choice. I tried to take you
with me but he was too strong for me and I was scared after the way
he’d hit me. I was the guilty party. I’d been having affairs,
having sex with other men. For all his other faults, he was always
loyal to me that way. Not that he ever showed any interest in other
women, to be honest. I suppose I felt he deserved something out of
our parting. I had no real reason to suspect he’d be cruel to you;
otherwise, I’d have fought tooth and nail to keep you. Hope was a
lost cause and I had no concerns about her, poor thing. But, if I’d
known what he’d do to you, I might’ve found a way to keep you with
me.’

‘So, you did
what you thought was best for everybody at the time?’

‘Are you always
so generous in your judgement of others?’

‘Fa… I do hate
that! Heacham taught me not to make judgements. He did it himself,
all the time, of course. But he said I was stupid and ill informed
and had insufficient information to make considered judgements. I
believed him. I had no reason not to. So, I don’t make
judgements.’

‘Christ, that
man’s a shit! But I’m with him on making hasty judgements. It’s too
easy to go on first impressions and allow yourself to be prejudiced
against someone or something unnecessarily all your life.

‘Anyway, we
were talking about you and the pill. When we get back, find out who
this Paul is. Get on his books and ask him to prescribe you the
pill.’

‘What pill is
it?’

‘The
contraceptive pill, of course.’

‘What does it
do?’

‘It stops you…
Oh, Faith, it’s hard to accept you’re so naïve. It stops you
becoming pregnant. But you must take it regularly or it won’t work.
Some types may make your periods…’

‘Don’t I have
to have sex to get pregnant? I thought it could only happen if you
let a man put his penis in…’

‘Yes, love. You
do, as you say, have to have proper sex to risk pregnancy. Start
taking it now and then you’ll be ready when the first chance comes
up. You’re not safe until you’ve been taking it a while. I can’t
remember how long; I’ve been on it for years.’

‘But who am I
likely to have sex with?’

She shook her
head again and smiled. ‘If no other man comes into your life and,
with your looks, that’s unlikely, I expect you’ll want to go to bed
with Leigh at least.’

I couldn’t
imagine being so close and intimate with any man but Leigh. But I
wasn’t going to allow even him to penetrate my body until we were
married.

‘He hasn’t
asked me to marry him, Mum. And he’s not likely to whilst Netta’s
around.’

‘Sex isn’t
dependent on marriage, Faith. Not even in your case. There’ll come
a time when the opportunity presents itself, when you and Leigh
have a chance to make love. You need to be ready.’

‘But I won’t
have sex until I’m married.’

‘You will,
Faith, believe me. I know what I’m talking about. You’ll have sex
before you get married. I promise you that.’

It was
pointless arguing. If it would make Mum feel happier, then I would
do as she suggested. ‘Okay. I’ll sort it out as soon as I get back
to Longhouse’

‘Promise?’

‘Mum, if I say
I’ll do something, I’ll do it.’

‘I expect you
will. Periods. What do you know about them?’

I knew the
term.

‘What did
Heacham tell you?’

‘He said I
shouldn’t make a fuss and it’d happen every month. Funny, it was
the one thing Mrs Greenhough helped me with.’

She sighed.
‘The sisterhood.’

We drove in
silence for a while through countryside that had become far less
rural. There were towns now, some quite large. We passed through
streets thronged with Saturday shoppers and I wondered why we
didn’t stop in any of these places.

‘Leeds is a big
city, Faith. Wonderful shopping. I love the city. You’ll find it
exciting and lively. Netta loves to come shopping, especially if
we’ve got money to spend.’

‘You go
shopping without money?’


‘Window-shopping. It’s wonderful. You’ll love it.’

‘Seems a bit
pointless.’

She laughed.
‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. Anyway, today I have money.
I’ve been asking for cash instead of presents all this week. I
don’t like to, and they know I wouldn’t normally, but I explained
and they were eager to help. They wanted to meet you but I
explained, told them you’re not like Netta and me but only
interested in one man. They were disappointed, of course, but I’m
not going to change you.

‘Actually, I’m
really lucky. One daughter I can indulge in all the pleasures we
share with men and another I can be more serious with. I can share
the cultured side of life with you, Faith. You’re intelligent and
bright, probably creative, where Netta’s just a natural hedonist
and not the brightest of souls. I didn’t have to teach her to be a
sexual beast, you know. Given her head, she’d have been at it even
sooner. Netta’s a feline creature with all the sexual scruples of
an alley cat.

‘I don’t blame
her, of course. I enjoy my men just as much. I’ve no shame about
accepting gifts in return for pleasure. I sometimes don’t get
anything, except for my own pleasure, of course. But I generally
get enough to keep me in style. Does that shock you?’

‘Are you a
prostitute, Mum?’

‘Christ! Leigh
said you were direct. No. I’m not. Some might see it that way, I
suppose. I never charge the men I go with. I don’t hire myself out
by the hour or so much for certain services. It’s not like that.
But there’s an unwritten rule that says they make a gift in
exchange for the pleasure I give them. I give my body; they give me
the things I need to live a good life. Fix the boiler, decorate the
lounge, buy groceries, that sort of thing, you know?’

I could see no
material difference between this and prostitution but I couldn’t
condemn her. I might have to revise my views on prostitution
instead.

We reached the
city and Mum found a place to park straight away in a tall building
made of several floors all devoted to space for cars. I thought it
a bit weird. Leeds was huge and I made a mental note to apologize
to Leigh for doubting what he’d said about cities.

The day was a
whirl. Mum whisked me from shop to shop to café to shop to shop to
café to shop in such a rush that I experienced little but confusion
and disorientation. She, however, obviously enjoyed herself
enormously and I just tagged along and hoped I nodded in the right
places.

Leigh had paid
me in cash up to date and refused to take anything for my board and
lodgings. I had some spending money and was able to buy his
birthday card and present. At Mum’s insistence, I bought some new
clothes, more underwear and some of the basic ingredients needed to
paint my face. She bought me a razor and some skin lotion.

‘What for, Mum?
I thought only men shaved.’

‘Under arms at
the very least, and, if you can’t face waxing, your private
parts.’

I was very
happy to get into the car and leave that frenetic place for the
peace and quiet of the countryside.

‘It’s been one
of the best days I’ve had for ages. Enjoyed it?’

I couldn’t
deflate her and I had another lesson in lying to avoid hurt. ‘It’s
been a lovely day, Mum. Thank you.’

We drove in
silence, which I relished after so much rush and noise.

‘You’re very
quiet.’

‘Tired.’

She was
thoughtful for a moment. ‘I suppose it might be tiring if you’re
not used to it. Next time you’ll have a better idea what to expect
and it won’t seem so daunting.’

I said nothing.
I hoped the next time would be months in the future and I didn’t
want to spoil Mum’s obvious enjoyment of the trip.

‘Wasn’t your
idea of fun, was it, Faith?’

‘I, well there
were…’

‘I’m your Mum.
It’s all right. You can be honest with me.’

‘It’s all so
overwhelming, Mum. I found York quite intimidating. It was only
because I was with Leigh that I managed to deal with it so
well…’

‘That’s fine.
Honestly, it is. I’m glad Leigh was more able to entertain you and
keep your mind off the negative aspects than I was. It shows you
have deep feelings for a man. It’s obvious you’re not a city lover
and you clearly don’t like shopping. But that’s no problem, Faith.
I’ve got Netta to go shopping with. We’ll find something else to
enjoy together. Do you like walking?’

‘Yes. I like
being with you, Mum. For the moment, that’s enough for me. And I’d
rather have you to myself than share you with strangers.’

‘Do you at
least like what you’ve bought today?’

‘Yes. And the
things you’ve bought me. Thanks, Mum.’

‘Pleasure. Not
keen on the idea of makeup, though, are you?’

‘It seems like
a cheat. Not natural. Like showing the world someone else.’

‘God, you’re
like your dad. He was a lover of the natural and unadorned. He
certainly loved me unadorned. The less adorned the better, in fact.
Oh, he was a lovely man.’

‘Miss him,
don’t you?’

‘I’m still in
love with him. Always have been. Always will be. Hopeless case, you
see?’

‘Perhaps not so
hopeless. Tell me more about him.’

We were out of
the city and back on roads I found more comfortable with their
reduced traffic and fewer buildings.

‘David was a
lecturer at my college. He was older than me. He tried very hard
not to fall in love with me even though I fell for him at once. He
thought it was unfair for someone so young to waste herself on an
old fogy like him. His words. But I loved him. God, I love that
man! He was clever and kind and good and funny and serious and
talented and wise and oh so wonderful. I cried every night for
weeks when he left. Every night.’

‘Why didn’t you
tell him about me?’

‘Things were
different then, Faith. He wanted so much to make his mark in the
world of literature. I’d have held him back. If I’d told him I was
pregnant, he’d have been back on the first plane to marry me. It
would’ve ruined his chance of the professorship he wanted so
badly.’

‘But you loved
him.’

‘Exactly.
That’s what love is, Faith. Love is giving the person you love
whatever will be best for them, not whatever will be best for you.
I knew I’d be bad for him, so I let him go. I’ve never regretted
it, but I still hurt. I always will.’

‘Did he get
what he wanted?’

‘I don’t know.
That’s the irony. I’ve no idea what became of him. I know he had a
book of poetry published in the States. He dedicated it to me and
sent me a copy. I’d told him not to write to me as I’d married a
jealous man who might hurt me, you see? Heacham thought he was my
first and he’d have been furious if he’d known about David. I
managed to keep all that from him, thank God.’

‘May I read
it?’

Mum said
nothing for a long time but I knew she’d heard me. She concentrated
on her driving and I saw her wipe her eye with a fingertip. ‘It’s
in my bag. I carry it with me everywhere. You deserve to read it,
Faith. Take it. But don’t let any harm come to…’

‘Mum, it’s
obviously precious to you. I’ll guard it with my life.’

She smiled.
‘Not your life, Faith. I’d go as far as your honour, but not your
life. It’s a book, when all’s said and done and you’re my daughter,
my living reminder of David.’

I rifled
through her bag and discovered things I didn’t recognize. I thought
it better not to ask. The book was quite small. A slim hardback
volume with a black cover, tooled in gold. It had been well
thumbed.

I opened it and
found the name and address of the publisher, as I’d hoped. My smile
was secret. I had a starting point to make my search for David
Lengdon, my real father.
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Monday 3rd
May

 


Leigh had no
jobs, as it was a bank holiday, and was in the studio with Netta.
Mervyn had come in to complete a large order for Leigh to deliver
the next day when he went to Carlisle. I was finishing the order as
he printed it, even though it meant working closely with
Mervyn.

‘Show us yours
an’ I’ll show you mine.’

‘I’ve seen more
of it than I care to, Mervyn and I’m not impressed. Mine, on the
other hand, will remain hidden.’ But an audacious idea began to
form from his constant demands to see me naked. I was desperate to
impress Leigh, and one way I might do it was by learning to print
his photographs to a high standard.

Mervyn was foul
as a man but brilliant in the darkroom. If I could learn to do what
he did, Leigh would value me very highly. At the back of my mind
rose the thought that I might also replace Mervyn and get him out
of Longhouse for good. I shuddered at the thought of what I was
about to propose but steeled myself by imagining Leigh’s delight
when I succeeded. Mum had said that love meant doing what the loved
one wants, not what you want for yourself. It was a sacrifice I
would make for Leigh.

I took a deep
breath. ‘I’ll make a deal with you, Mervyn.’

He was all
attention.

‘I’d never let
you see me in the flesh but, in exchange for a favour, I might let
you have a picture of me, in my bra and pants.’ I was trimming the
excess white borders from prints that had come off the glazer.

Mervyn had just
finished in the darkroom, having started early so he could go back
home for some unspecified purpose. He was tidying up, ready to
leave. ‘Seen all on you any road. Just wanna see it a bit closer,
that’s all.’

‘You most
certainly have not!’

‘Have! Seen
your twat and your arse and your little tits. Bigger now. Seen
every little bit on you.’

‘Don’t be
disgusting. No one has.’

‘Cept your
pervert father every time ‘e stuck it up your spastic sister. Any
road, I ‘ave. Seen you swimmin’ in that little lake.’

I very nearly
chopped in two the print I was trimming. It had never occurred to
me that anyone could have watched me swimming. Blood flushed my
whole body and I felt unclean at the thought of his eyes on me. I
wanted to be free of him, wanted to shower myself clean of his
prying eyes on me in that private place. But I recalled Mum’s words
and my ambition for Leigh, bit my lip, swallowed and continued to
persuade him.

‘If you do as I
ask, you can have a picture. That must be better than a snatched
glimpse from the trees up there with me in the water.’

‘What you want,
then?’

Netta used her
body to get round Leigh and I wondered if I could do the same with
Mervyn. I would have to be very careful not to make him think I was
inviting his touch. I shifted my stance and put my weight on one
foot, throwing my hip out and resting my hand there as I had seen
Netta pose. ‘I want to learn to print. Not to do you out of a job,
Mervyn. Just to print some pictures of my own. If you agree, you
can teach me using a picture of me in my underwear.’

He licked his
lips lasciviously until I felt sullied and defiled. But I’d do
almost anything to win respect and admiration from Leigh. It need
not take long. Once Mervyn had taught me the basics, I could learn
the rest on my own.

‘Who’s gonna
teck the picture?’

‘I’m perfectly
capable of taking a self-portrait. But you must promise to say
nothing to Leigh. He mustn’t know anything about it. Agreed?’

‘No undies.
Full frontal. Starkers wi’ your legs spread wide.’

I glanced at
the pictures behind him on the wall. Some of the women were
displaying just their breasts. I wondered; could I do that?

‘With my bra
off, then.’

‘Piss off. All
or nowt.’

‘You want a
picture of me naked before you’ll agree?’

‘Full frontal.
Twat, tits, everythin’.’

I would feel
defiled, abused, reduced and violated as he showed me how to print,
using pictures of my naked body. I thought about Leigh’s expression
of delight when he discovered I could print. Maybe I would do well
enough to get rid of Mervyn from Longhouse forever. But, more than
anything else, Leigh would be proud of me; he would admire my skill
and notice me again.

‘If that’s the
price.’

‘Fuck me! You
mean it, don’t you?’

‘I want to
learn. Leigh says you’re the best there is.’

‘Fuck me! Legs
apart, mind. No ‘iding owt behind your fingers.’

‘You’ll see
everything. Now, promise you won’t say anything to Leigh?’

‘Yeah. Don’t
see why you care, mind.’

‘I care, and
that’s reason enough. If you say a word to Leigh, I’ll tell him how
often you swear at me. And you know what he said about that.’

‘Don’t threaten
me, twat. I can keep a promise. When you gonna do it?’

‘I’ll take the
picture later and you can start by showing me how to develop the
film. We’ll have to work together when Leigh’s out so he won’t
know.’

‘Sounds fuckin’
good to me. Have to be in the dark together.’

‘I’ll make one
thing quite clear, Mervyn. Looking is one thing, but if you so much
as touch me, I’ll make sure you’re out of here forever.
Understand?’

‘Keep your
fuckin’ tits on. I know ‘ow to behave.’

‘You’ll do it,
then?’

‘Try an’
fuckin’ stop me!’

It was as much
as I could take. I left the prints and him without another word. I
could return to finish off when he’d gone.

On the small
landing above the ladder, I paused to still my breathing and
collect my thoughts. My stomach was churning. Leigh and Netta were
no longer in the studio and I guessed they’d gone to the bedroom to
have sex.

I went through
the kitchen and found them having coffee with Ma. In spite of the
weather, I left for the garden and stood there breathing in the
cool damp air, letting the rain wash me free of the dirt I’d let
Mervyn plaster on me. It would be worth it, I kept telling myself;
worth it to see Leigh’s delight at my skill. Over and over, I said
to myself that Leigh was worth the sacrifice.

‘Come in,
Faith. You’ll catch your death!’ Ma was at the back door that led
from the utility room, squinting out to where I stood. She waved
and I started across the short grass back to the house.

I realized I
was soaked to the skin and wondered how long I’d been out there.
Old Hodge shook his head at me as I crossed the kitchen floor on my
way upstairs to dry and change. Leigh and Netta had returned to the
studio.

In the
bathroom, I peeled off my wet clothes and towelled my skin dry.
Mervyn’s words assailed me again as he admitted to his voyeurism at
the tarn. And I considered my deal again; to show him a picture of
my naked body in exchange for learning his skill.

Sex and nudity.
I seemed unable to escape these everyday obsessions. I was exposed
to them everywhere. I had resolved to educate myself by reading and
by watching films on the idiot’s lantern but my environment was
determined to show me the facts more brutally than the works of
others ever could.

I draped my
towel over the heated rail in the bathroom and left my clothes to
drain in the bath as I went across the corridor change. Again,
coincidence, fate, whatever influence was at work, caught me out. I
came face to face with Leigh as he walked the corridor from his
bedroom to the bathroom.

My instinct was
to cover myself with my hands but I brazened it out in this house
where flesh was always on display. Though my mind told me to run, I
let my heart slow me and make me saunter, pause at my door and half
turn to face him over my shoulder.

He gazed at me
in such a way that blood flushed through me in a sensation that was
as exciting as it was disturbing. Leigh’s admiring stare, I
discovered, was as pleasant as Mervyn’s mental undressing was
vile.

‘My God, you’re
lovely, Faith.’

He would have
stared at me forever had I not gone into my room.

I sat on the
edge of my bed and tried to make sense of what was happening around
and to me. It was so difficult to know how I really felt, what I
thought, what I wanted, even. Confusion was my chief experience of
life.

From my
reading, I recognized something of the bewilderment suffered by
adolescents. Nearing twenty-one, I lacked the background and
experience to understand the changes that effected my behaviour and
affected my moods and thinking. Although the hormonal changes of
adolescence had long been complete, Heacham had stifled my
emotional development and only now was I learning what most women
learned in their teens.

Why, I
wondered, had I been unembarrassed, unconcerned even at Leigh
viewing my nude body, yet reacted with almost physical nausea to
the mere idea of Mervyn seeing a picture of me naked. Did my being
in love with Leigh make the difference?

‘No point
sitting there thinking Leigh’ll see you and be impressed. You have
to pose and flaunt yourself, spread your thighs and take him inside
if you want him to notice you at all.’ Netta broke into my
thoughts. ‘Course, you’re not about to follow my example, are you?
Far too special and choosy to do that. Fine. I don’t care, Fay. The
less others have of him the more there is for me. Ma asked me to
tell you lunch is ready, by the way.’

‘Am I pretty?’
I stood for my sister, determined to discover the truth.

She assessed me
and a wicked smile played on her lips before she abruptly became
serious and looked into my eyes. ‘I could tell you anything and
you’d believe me, wouldn’t you? I hate to admit it, Fay, but you’re
just like all the women in our family, bloody gorgeous.’

‘Is that the
truth?’


‘Unfortunately.’ And she was gone.

I thought about
her reply. Had she told me the truth? Was her opinion valid anyway?
What would a man think of me? What I really wanted to know was what
Leigh thought about me. And, I realized with a sudden shock, he had
declared that I was lovely. I smiled and pulled some clothes on. I
was not ready to wander about the house half naked like Netta and
Abby and most of Leigh’s other women. Would I ever be ready for
such a public display?

‘Mervyn’s got
his eye on you.’ I told Netta in the kitchen. ‘He was watching you
pose for Leigh and he told me he…well, I can’t repeat his words,
but what he said made me shudder.’

‘Ta for the
warning, Fay, but I can handle Merv the perv. Rattles you, though,
doesn’t he?’

‘I can’t stand
the great lout. He’s foul mouthed, vulgar and lewd and I believe
he’s dangerous. I wouldn’t want to be alone with him away from the
protection of Longhouse.’

‘Trouble with
Merv is he’s scared stiff, or more likely, limp, of women. Likes to
look but terrified to touch. Merv’s a classic peeper, a voyeur. If
you were naked at his feet with your legs wide apart, he’d run the
other way. I bet he spies on women whenever he gets the
chance.’

‘That’s what
I’m always telling her. I hate the sod’s attitude to women, but
he’s a bloody marvellous printer; brilliant. I’m sure he’d never
harm anyone. Like Netta says, he’s a coward at heart.’

I wondered why
Leigh and Netta couldn’t see the mean hatred and lust for revenge
that haunted Mervyn’s eyes. I was as certain of his menace as Leigh
was convinced of his harmlessness.

‘What did you
do with those wet things when you took them off, Faith?’ Ma’s
sudden question broke into my thoughts.

‘They’re
draining in the bath, Ma. I’ll bring them down when they’ve stopped
dripping.’

‘Good lass. Not
like Netta. She don’t wear a lot, but what little there is she
spreads over the whole house. If you’re not careful, young lady,
you’ll end up doing your own laundry. And that’ll mean washing and
ironing Leigh’s shirts to the standard he likes.’

Netta gave a
meaningful look at Leigh.

‘Ma’s
right.’

She was unhappy
about that. Ma caught my eye and grinned at Netta’s obvious
discomfiture.

The phone rang
in the office. I found Zoë wanting Leigh. He went straight to the
phone, much to Netta’s annoyance.

‘Who’s
Zoë?’

‘One of Leigh’s
girlfriends; a very attractive woman who lives in London. He went
to college with her.’

Ma nodded.
‘Lovely lass, Zoë. I’d hoped they’d marry at one time.’ She looked
at me. ‘But now there’s someone better for him right under his
nose.’

Netta snorted.
‘Leigh’ll never marry Fay! He likes big tits and women who love to
screw…’

‘I like all
breasts. Size isn’t an issue. Quality is what counts, and Faith has
very lovely breasts. In fact, she’s a very lovely woman all over.’
He’d come back through to speak to Ma.

‘Seen her tits,
have you?’

He looked at me
and I knew he wouldn’t answer for fear of offending me.

‘Yes. Leigh’s
seen all of me, if you must know.’

Netta was
shocked into silence and I exchanged a knowing glance with
Leigh.

‘You okay for
another mouth next weekend, Ma?’

‘Zoë coming up
for your birthday?’

He nodded.

‘Always
welcome, is Zoë.’

He went back
into the office, closing the door behind him.

‘Leigh’s
birthday? He never said anything to me!’

I smiled. For
once, I knew something my sister did not. ‘Leigh’ll be thirty on
Sunday.’

A look of
calculation crossed her face, making her appear rather mean for an
instant. ‘Is he having a party?’

‘Course he is!
I’d not let Leigh’s birthday pass without celebration. And be
warned, young lady, a lot of his previous girlfriends will be here.
He always parts with them on good terms and they’re usually glad to
come back to see him. No one owns our Leigh, so don’t run away with
the idea that he’s yours exclusively.’

‘Whatever made
you think that? As long as there’s enough for me, I don’t care who
has a piece of him. His popularity and the fact that he’s
irresistible are part of what makes him attractive.’

‘Mebbie. But
will you ever have enough of him?’

‘I always say
you can’t have too much of a good thing.’

‘I just don’t
want you making trouble. Especially not on his birthday.
Understood?’

‘Wouldn’t dream
of it, Ma.’

But Netta’s
eyes made me feel she wasn’t telling the truth and I wondered what
she was scheming.

 


 


 


 


23

 


Friday 7th
May

 


Zoë arrived
late on Friday night. A tall, willowy, woman with startling
aquamarine eyes that sparkled. She smiled easily and had long shiny
hair the colour of coal. I liked her on sight. Netta didn’t. Leigh
greeted her with a kiss full on her mouth and a great hug which he
held for a long time. Netta folded her arms across her chest and
tapped her bare foot.

I took Zoë’s
case. ‘Where shall I put this, Leigh?’

Netta and Zoë
both looked at him.

‘Zizi’s only
here for a couple of nights, Netta…’

I thought Netta
would make a fuss, but she shrugged and pretended she didn’t care.
‘Fine. We’ll split it, then. Do you want him tonight or
tomorrow?’

Zoë laughed out
loud and I had to join her, it was so infectious. Netta looked
uncomfortable and Leigh smiled knowingly.

‘Perhaps you’d
rather we shared him both nights?’

Leigh’s face
was a picture; he wanted none of that. Even I could tell she was
joking but Netta seemed to think she was serious.

‘Fine by me.
Just because we live in the sticks, we’re not savages, you know. We
can be every bit as sophisticated as you southerners.’

‘My dear,
you’re clearly far more sophisticated than I. Tell you what; I’m
positively pooped after slogging up that dreadful motorway. You
look after the poor man’s needs for tonight. I’ll keep him warm
tomorrow. How’s that?’

‘Suits me.’

Leigh grinned.
‘The bedroom opposite yours, in that case.’

‘What, this
case in that case?’

‘No, that case
in this case.’

‘Right. In that
case, I’ll take this case up.’

‘In that case,
thank you.’

Zoë laughed.
‘You two should be a double act.’

Leigh looked at
me. ‘Maybe we should’

Netta butted
in. ‘Mum’s in that room tomorrow night’

‘No problem. Ma
can change the sheets in the morning. You can cosy up with Matilda
or use the far end room tomorrow night. I think I’m going to enjoy
this birthday.’

When I
returned, they were in the sitting room, drinking wine, and I
noticed Zoë’s outfit for the first time as she stood to thank me.
She wore a sheer, batwing, paisley print cotton blouse, in colours
that echoed her eyes, tied under breasts I would have liked to
sport. The fabric lay soft and close to her skin and the low cut
neckline exposed her deep cleavage. Round her long, slender neck
was a black velvet choker bearing a single emerald. Her black
trousers were low on her hips so her navel was exposed and they
hugged her legs until they flared at the embroidered bottoms.
Black, strappy sandals with low heels exposed feet that had worn
badly fitting shoes for too long. The nails on her fingers and toes
were painted bright aquamarine to match her eyes and eye
shadow.

‘That was kind
of you, Faith, thank you. Leigh’s told me a lot about you and I’ve
been looking forward to our meeting. He’s warned me you’re
dangerously honest. Tell me, how do I look?’ There was a gleam in
her eyes and humour around her mouth that spoke of mockery. But it
was herself she was mocking.

‘I think Leigh
must be mad not to have asked you to marry him years ago. But I’m
glad he didn’t. You’re beautiful, Zoë. To look at, that is. Of
course, I don’t know enough about you as a person to determine your
character yet, but I think you’re probably rather nice and I think
and hope we’ll get along well.’

‘What a
delight! It’ll be Ma who suggested marriage, of course. Leigh’s my
first love but he’d never get me to leave London and live in this
godforsaken place. And I’m such a slave to the weed, he’d never be
able to put up with me. He describes me as a beautiful ashtray, you
know.’

That was when I
finally realized that Leigh didn’t smoke and that none of his
lovers and friends smoked in his company. Zoë’s admission made me
aware of how strongly he must feel about it and I wondered why.

Netta had
seated herself at Leigh’s feet, staking her claim, as Ma would say.
She’d caught his hand and pulled it over her shoulder so that it
rested on the top of her breast under a shirt unbuttoned to expose
most of her upper half. I could see his fingers gently stroking her
and I wondered what it would feel like. The thought had me
blushing. What was it about Leigh that made him such a magnet for
women?

‘Why is it,
Zoë, that Leigh’s so attractive to us all?’

He gave me a
strange look, as if he hadn’t thought I found him attractive, as if
my question surprised him.

‘She’s
gorgeous, isn’t she?’ Zoë sat on the vacant sofa and patted the
space beside her. I joined her as Leigh struggled to get up and
pass me the glass of wine he’d poured whilst I was upstairs.

Zoë touched his
hand as I took the glass from him and a look passed between them
that Netta couldn’t see and that had me wondering what was so
powerful that it could keep them apart. The touch lasted only
seconds and he returned to his seat, where Netta again took the
hand and placed it on her breast. He glanced at her and gently
stroked her skin again as she turned away to stare at Zoë with
triumph. Leigh, however, also returned his gaze to Zoë.

Zoë never took
her eyes off him as she answered my question. ‘Leigh’s one of those
men, though I’m not convinced he should hear this, who holds a
mysterious charm for women. Tall, dark and devastatingly handsome
he is of course, like the heroes of so many cheap romances. But
it’s not just his looks, or those amazing eyes that make you feel
like a million dollars every time they include you in his glance;
it’s a knack he has of making you feel you’re the only person alive
when he’s with you.

‘Even now, with
the three of us for company, we’ll each feel we’re the only one
around when he speaks to us. I don’t know how he does it, but he’s
always been that way. Of course, the fact that he’s an incredible
lover and as horny as a rutting stag, doesn’t do him any harm
either. But you never feel used by him. He has this way of making
every woman feel special. We all love him and he loves all of us.
Isn’t that right, Leigh?’

‘Well, he’s
loving me tonight. He’s only got one and it’s mine tonight!’

‘My dear, I
thought you were all for sharing him? Though I have to say, I’ve
never been able to see what’s in it for the other woman with three
in a bed.’

‘He’s got hands
and a tongue, hasn’t he?’

‘I see. You’re
obviously way too sophisticated for me, my dear. I have this old
fashioned notion about keeping a man to myself in bed. Terribly
primitive and square, I suppose, but that’s me.’

‘And me.’ Leigh
gently took his hand from Netta’s skin and rose to his feet. ‘Come
on, wanton angel, let’s get to bed so that Zizi can rest after her
long journey.’

Netta was on
her feet at once.

‘You go up and
enjoy the bathroom together. Save water; bath with a friend. Faith
and I can have a little chat until you’re in the love nest.’

Netta needed no
further encouragement and dragged Leigh from the room.

Zoë was
laughing quietly as they left. She refilled our glasses from the
bottle. ‘Now then, Faith, mind if I have a ciggie?’

‘I don’t, but
Leigh will.’

‘Oh, how
splendidly loyal of you. Will you join me in the back garden, then,
so I can have my fix?’

We took our
wine out to the bench against the back wall of the house, the
lights from the kitchen and utility room patching the grass with
golden oblongs. Zoë lit up as soon as we closed the door behind
us.

‘Don’t ever
start with this foul master, especially if you’ve any designs on
Leigh, Faith. It stopped him marrying me, and I very much want to
be married to him, I can tell you. But it’s a pernicious weed and a
jealous master.’

‘If you love
him so much, why don’t you just give up smoking?’

‘You really are
an innocent, aren’t you, sweetie, encouraging a rival to do
something that will help her steal the man you love? You’re too
kind for your own good. I love Leigh. I always have and I always
will. I’ll go to my early grave, hacking black death from my
diseased lungs, loving him. But I can’t give it up. This weed’s a
clever killer, Faith. Ensnares you through advertising, rebellion,
fashion, peer pressure or simple stupidity. Once hooked, unless
you’re very lucky, you’re on it for life. No, I can’t give it up,
believe me, I’ve tried. Its hold is too strong.’

‘How can they
let it be sold if it’s that bad?’

‘Ah. Vested
interest. Jobs, revenue, indifference, ignorance, but mostly
because the governments of the world make huge sums in taxes from
the legal killers who manufacture this poison. It’ll never change
as long as the politicians are in the pockets of the
paymasters.’

‘Are you ill
now?’

‘Only in my
mind. The real sickness will come later. But enough of that. Leigh
won’t marry me; he thinks of me as an ashtray and he hates smoking
for reasons he’ll tell you in his own good time. But he may well
marry you, my dear.

‘Don’t let that
promiscuous, sexually athletic sister of yours put you off. Leigh
loves his sex and his beautiful women, but he’s never shown the
slightest signs of settling down with anyone. Never, that is, until
you came along. The way he talks about you makes it obvious to any
woman. That’s why your selfish little sister is so damned terrified
of you. It’ll take time, Faith, but he’ll discover the real you and
fall in love and be faithful to you for the rest of your lives
together. I’ll come to your wedding and weep for what I’ve lost,
but I’ll be glad for Leigh and for you.’

‘You seem very
certain. How can you be so calm about me marrying the man you love?
I don’t understand.’

‘I think you
do. I’m certain because I know Leigh better than he knows himself
and he’s undeniably falling in love with you. I am, as you put it,
calm about the prospect because I love him. This’ll sound terribly
corny and cringe-making, but it’s true for all that; love is
selfless, it’s sex that’s selfish. If I can’t have Leigh, and I
can’t, I want to know that he’s with a woman he loves and who loves
him in return. That woman is you, Faith, for all your innocence and
naivety. Perhaps even because of those qualities.’

‘You’re very
honest.’

‘Not as honest
as you, sweetie. I’ve nothing to lose now. Borrowed time. The only
thing in life I truly value will never be entirely mine, so I have
little to fear but the painful end. When they tell me the rot’s set
in, I just hope I have the guts to end it myself. The thought of
slow disintegration fills me with unspeakable horror. Please
promise me you’ll never succumb to this curse, never even try
it.’

It mattered to
her. I could hear and feel the pain that lay behind her bravado.
She was so sad and helpless and I understood it wasn’t her fault.
She knew she was addicted, knew she was powerless to change, knew
her habit would eventually kill her. I vowed I’d never fall into
its clutches. ‘I promise. I give you my word of honour.’

I watched as
she took another cigarette from the silver case in her handbag and
lit it from the glowing stub of the first. She blew out a great
blue cloud of smoke and it seemed to relax her but there were tears
in the corners of her beautiful eyes as she looked at me. ‘Good.
Break that promise, sweetie, and I swear I’ll come back to haunt
you!’

‘I won’t.’

‘Want a
drag?’

I pulled away
from the offered death stick and shook my head, vigorously. ‘Why
would anyone offer poison to a friend? I don’t understand.’

‘Ah. That was a
test. But you’re quite right. I started because friends persuaded
me. Some friends, eh? What would you think of someone who begged
you, with much underhand persuasion, to walk blindfold across a
busy motorway? This is every bit as lethal. Odd sort of friendship,
isn’t it?’

I nodded. ‘How
can you stand the thought of Leigh in bed with Netta?’ It was out
of my mouth before my mind had grasped the consequences. ‘I’m
sorry!’

She just turned
and looked at me, the curl of smoke escaping her mouth as she
parted her lips and then briefly smiled and nodded. ‘You’ll feel it
more keenly than me, of course. It’s fresh for you, this love. You
don’t yet know what you’re missing. You haven’t experienced the
magic of Leigh’s physical love. He’s a man made for loving women. I
wasn’t his first but I lasted the longest. Whilst he was living
with me and we were both studying, he was pleasuring other girls.
In a sense, and this is wonderfully ironic, it was the pressure of
his infidelity that drove me to the weed. Cruel; that the one thing
that ensured I’d never have him exclusively was something his
behaviour pushed me into. I ought to hate him, you know. But, idiot
that I am, I can’t.

‘I’ve known
Leigh a long time. He’s an unusual sort of philanderer in that he
really does love his women. He lives to give us pleasure, to enjoy
us and celebrate us and please as many of us as he possibly can.
There’s none of the usual insecurity of the run-of-the-mill gigolo
in Leigh. He isn’t doing the rounds to prove his manhood or because
he’s scared that commitment will somehow stunt and imprison him. He
moves amongst us and shares what he has to give as generously and
evenly as possible. It’s like a mission with him; he’s a missionary
spreading the good news of fucking by demonstration.

‘Whether I wish
he was with me instead of Netta is immaterial. He is with Netta
now. Tomorrow he’ll be with me and I’ll adore my time with him,
treasure every moment, every touch, every loving look. We’ll fuck
through the night and into the morning and still I’ll want more of
him and he’ll want more of me. But when I’ve gone, he’ll be giving
his all to Netta, or Abby or Sue or Helen or any of the many of his
previous lovers who’ll come to his party. And those who are chosen
will give and those who are not will sigh their regrets but they
won’t blame Leigh. He can only be with one of us at a time and we
all know that most times it’s just not our turn, that’s all.’

I found it
impossible to reconcile what I felt for Leigh with this ability to
let him go so easily. ‘If I had Leigh, I’d have to be the only one
for the rest of my life. I could never let him be with another
woman in that way if he was mine.’

Zoë was
watching me closely. ‘Sometimes it’s better to have a small portion
of what you desire most than to go without entirely. That’s the
choice for most of us. With you, it’ll be different. Leigh doesn’t
know he’s falling in love with you, because it’s never happened to
him before. There’s a world of difference between loving women and
being in love with a woman. One day Leigh will find that being in
love with you is more important than anything else. When that
happens he’ll be yours exclusively, just the way you want him,
sweetie. Come on, it’s growing cool and I’m whacked. Let’s get to
our lonely beds.’ She dropped the glowing cigarette onto the grass
and twisted her shoe over it as if she hated the thing and wanted
to grind it to pulp.

Zoë seemed so
certain about my future with Leigh and there were so many questions
I had for her. But she swept into the house and left me to close
the doors and turn off the lights. By the time I reached the
landing, her door was closed and the light was off. In the silence,
I thought I heard weeping, but it was so quiet I couldn’t be
sure.

Tired,
exhilarated, full of fearful optimism, my head buzzing with all I’d
heard, I lay in my bed and watched the crescent of the moon slowly
cross the blackness through my window. It was very late when I
found sleep.
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Saturday 8th
May

 


What a
party!

Ma outdid
herself in the food department. Old Hodge set up lights and
organized the cars on the gravel forecourt. And some of the girls
arrived early to surprise me with an unexpected present.

Faith led me
blindfold into the studio and left me wondering; anticipating some
wicked trick but totally unprepared for what they had planned.
Female hands slowly caressed me and removed my clothes. I played
along and let them strip me.

Last to come
off was my blindfold, to reveal nine naked women circling me with
promise in their eyes. Amongst them Netta, Abby and Zizi. Standing
by the wall, watching side by side, were Matilda and Faith. Their
expressions couldn’t have been more different. Matilda looked on
enviously, wanting to join in. Faith was shocked, perhaps even
hurt. I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile and Matilda
whispered to her. She left quickly. At my invitation, Matilda shed
her clothes and joined the gang.

They posed and
played for me, each insisting on a separate photograph with me. All
deliciously rude and saucy in their groups and pairs and trios. I
had a brilliant idea for a satire on nudity; a pair of pictures I
might publish. As soon as I’d outlined it, the girls agreed
wholeheartedly.

I dressed and
we arranged the shot with the women, still nude, surrounding me and
pretending to hide me from their gaze, their hands feigning
censorship of their eyes. As a pair to this picture, I stripped
again and the women dressed and took up the same positions around
me but with their eyes uncovered and their body language expressing
lust. Brilliant satire on society’s dual standards regarding
nudity.

Eventually, we
made our way into the house. Faith was in the sitting room, playing
hostess to the admiring men friends of the girls but utterly blind
to her effect on them. The women joined their current partners and
I crossed to Faith to hug her for her loyalty and patience. ‘Thanks
for being hostess for me.’ I lowered my voice to a whisper. ‘I’d no
idea they were going to do that, and I know you were innocent.
Sorry it distressed you.’

She looked as
if something unbelievable had occurred and she was trying to find
an explanation. I kissed her and fell to serving drinks and
organising music and food for everyone.

Ma’s buffet was
superb. Faith astounded and delighted me with a present of a new
record deck, amp and speakers and we played Abba, Santana, The
Beatles, Donna Summer and all the favourites that were easy to
dance to. Again, her resourcefulness impressed me as I compared her
generous and appropriate gift with the inevitable bottles of
Glenmorangie, Old Spice, Hai Karate, ties and socks.

Faith watched
the cavorting dancers with bewilderment and fascination. Netta let
me share my time with all the other women who wanted to dance, talk
and smooch with me.

I forced Faith
onto the dance floor at one point, only to regret embarrassing her,
as she became the centre of attention. Her movements were naturally
graceful and she had the good sense to dance minimally. But she
couldn’t leave the arena quickly enough. Her simple lilac cotton
dress, shorter than usual, emphasized her femininity without
advertising her sex. She managed to look demure and attractive at
the same time, in contrast to Netta’s blatant display of skin
beneath a sheath of purple tie-dyed muslin.

Zizi,
Charlotte, Abby and her jazz freak pothead escaped into the garden
a few times to indulge in both types of weed, poor fools. Netta and
Matilda’s double-act lured a couple of the men away from the party,
as the evening became late night. They were absent for long enough
to cause dismay to the women who’d arrived with them.

Well past
midnight, Netta threw open the French windows and stuck her new
forty-five on the turntable. Everyone watched her saunter to the
place on the lawn where Old Hodge’s lights would best illuminate
her. There, she peeled off her flimsy covering and danced to the
Time Warp. I’d taken her to see The Rocky Horror Picture Show only
a couple of weeks previously. Her pelvic thrusts were spectacular.
Before long, most of the partygoers had joined her, in varying
degrees of undress, and she played the track six times in a row. I,
however, was absorbed in Zizi, who’d washed the ash from her mouth
with some of my best malt and was giving me a guided tour of her
lips and tongue in preparation for a bit of al fresco in the
shadows.

Later, when
those who weren’t staying the night had departed, we all sat around
listening to soft, low music, drinking wine, coffee and liqueurs
and lazily chatting. Matilda and Netta had procured other partners
for the night and Netta had taken hers to bed. Charlotte and Lucy
had gone home alone by taxi, in tears. Inevitably, we discussed
politics, religion, sex, the cold war and the bomb, setting
everything to rights in that post party fashion that is so
strangely satisfying.

Faith, her
social antennae still incompletely tuned, chose the occasion to ask
Matilda a personal question.

‘Tell me more
about my father, Mum.’

Alcohol had
loosened Matilda’s tongue; otherwise, she would have been more
circumspect. She spoke to Faith as though they were alone and I
tried to leave them to it, but Zizi wanted to hear.

‘David was a
gentleman, a lecturer in my first year at uni; taught English
literature. God, he’ll be coming up to sixty now, lovely man. His
eyes were the colour of an English sky on a cloudless November day
and his eyebrows met across the bridge of his nose so that he
looked perpetually angry, which was funny because he was never,
ever cross. He seduced me, saucy old bugger. He told me, as he
undressed me the first time, he’d fallen in love with me as soon as
I walked into the lecture hall. I believed him and he never gave me
cause to doubt him. I loved David. Still do, wherever he is. He
went to America, but you know that.

‘I’m sure you
were conceived on our very last day. We went to a bonfire party
together… God, it’s hard to believe I only knew him for a few short
weeks. He went out to replace another lecturer who’d fallen sick
and it all happened really quickly. When we made love that night, I
saw real fireworks amongst the imaginary ones he always fired for
me. It must’ve been freezing under that cloudless sky but we didn’t
notice.

‘I think he
might’ve become a great writer, given the chance. Brilliant mind,
wonderful hands. Never known a man like him.’

Anxiety clouded
the face of her chosen partner for the night. ‘Don’t worry, love,
I’m not into comparisons. You’ll do fine for tonight.’ She stood up
and offered her hand. He took it cautiously. ‘Come on; let’s see
what we can do for each other.’

It was a timely
departure and one that seemed to signal the end of the party. Faith
caught my eye and I knew she’d do the honours around the house and
gardens. I noticed again, how lovely she was in her lilac cotton;
how it hugged her curves.

Zizi took my
hand and whispered in my ear. ‘Tonight, Leighton Longshaw, you’re
mine. You can play with that little angel any time. She’s willing
enough, even if she doesn’t know it. But not tonight. Come and show
me again that you haven’t lost your touch.’

It was an odd
way to refer to my resident virgin, bastion of chastity. I put it
down to her ignorance of Faith’s real personality and shrugged it
off as I took Zizi upstairs to demonstrate how much I adored her
body.
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Tuesday 18th
May

 


‘Really gives
you the willies, doesn’t he?’

‘Doesn’t he
bother you?’

‘Merv’s just a
sad perv who’s scared to death of women in the flesh. You told me,
yourself, how he wanks over pictures of me and the others.’

‘I don’t know
what you mean.’

She made a
gesture I had seen all too often from Mervyn. ‘Tosses himself off,
you told me.’

I hadn’t
realized what he was doing and discovered I was both disgusted and
curious about his behaviour.

‘If I stripped
off and told him he could shag me, he’d wet himself. Terrified, he
is.’

I wasn’t so
sure. I’d worked with him in the confines of the darkroom and he’d
shown no fear of touching me but I couldn’t explain that to Netta.
‘I wish I could believe you. I never feel safe with him. And those
horrible piggy eyes that undress you. He makes me feel dirty,
defiled. I really wish Leigh could get shot of him. I’m always
looking over my shoulder when he’s around. I can’t relax. And the
way he looks at you, Netta… I’d be really scared if he looked at me
like that.’

‘How?’

‘I can’t
describe it. As if… it’s like hunger, but more than that. As if he
wants to devour you.’

‘Lots of men
look at me like that.

‘Not like Merv.
There’s horror and danger lurking behind those eyes. He’s evil. I
know he is.’

She shrugged,
but I’d made her think. My dislike of Mervyn had increased greatly
during the past two weeks whist he’d been teaching me to print. I’d
managed the photograph of myself, using the studio late on the
night of Leigh’s party, when everyone else had gone to bed. I’d
used a new film and exposed the whole roll, imagining Leigh behind
the camera and desperately shoving the image of the leering Mervyn
to the back of my mind. That pretence hadn’t prevented my stomach
churning throughout. I felt ashamed and degraded even before I’d
started the lessons.

Mervyn had
shown me how to load the film into the steel spiral, demonstrating
with some old film first. He’d taught me how to develop the film
and hang it to dry in the cabinet without getting dust on it. We’d
spent many hours in the darkroom making prints from the
negatives.

He’d been
beside himself with the pictures and ogled me even more when he
knew what lay beneath my clothes. When he was showing me how to
enlarge the image, and how to mask parts with my hands, he
concentrated on certain parts of my body.

I didn’t dwell
on my feelings as I made prints of those negatives of my own
explicitly naked body for Mervyn to leer at as he stood too close
to me in the dark. But my ploy had worked. He was so keen to
produce pictures of the best quality possible that he passed on as
much knowledge of technique as he could. And I was so eager to
learn as much from him in as short a time as possible that I soon
understood enough of the rules to learn the rest on my own.

The experience
had cost me enormous amounts of nervous energy and after each
session, I’d rushed to the shower. His hands had touched me,
accidentally, he claimed, at least twice during each session and
always on the sexual parts of my body. Just once, he’d pressed his
erect penis against me, lifting my skirt and prodding at my bottom
as I bent to examine the image in the masking frame under the
enlarger. I’d managed not to strike him but my threats to tell
Leigh stopped him going any further.

Amazingly, he
kept his word and said nothing to Leigh. My growing cynicism put
his silence down to his fear that Leigh would curtail our sessions
if he knew about them.

My problem now
was how to tell Mervyn I no longer needed him. I’d removed the
incriminating negatives from the darkroom and made sure there were
no prints of me lying about up there. I’d destroyed all the prints
we’d made together during my training sessions. I didn’t want
Mervyn passing pictures to his brothers and other people so they
could snigger at me in the street.

‘Leigh
gone?’

Netta’s
question brought me back to the present. She had one of Leigh’s tee
shirts on and was barely decent. Leaning against his desk, she was
skimming the morning paper as if she had nothing better to do.

‘Left an hour
ago. He’s due back around three. If you’re bored, I’m sure I
can…’

‘No thanks.
I’ll work on my suntan.’

‘You’ll give
Old Hodge a heart attack if you lie out there in that.’

‘Don’t worry,
sis. I’ll take it off as soon as I’m in the sunshine.’

‘You’ll kill
him.’

‘He loves it.
At least he doesn’t have to tax his imagination with me. You’re the
one who gives him all the hard work. Still guessing about you, you
know. Time you gave him the treat he deserves.’

I hadn’t
considered Old Hodge in those terms.

Netta went, but
toward the studio rather than the garden. I assumed she’d left
something in there after her last session with Leigh.

The morning was
growing warmer, the sun brighter, as it had for the past few days.
It was unseasonably warm. I opened the office door to let in some
air as I started the last few letters.

My work would
soon be done. Then, I would take a book into the garden and sit on
the shaded seat under the arbour; read as the scent of clematis and
roses surrounded me and Old Hodge’s quiet work in the garden came
to me on the soft breeze. It was an inviting picture and I hurried
through the correspondence, eager to be in my sundress and
outside.

Then came the
scream.

At first, I was
unable to accept I’d heard such a disturbing sound. But it came
again, more urgently. From the studio. I ran into the large sunlit
room and froze as I took in the scene.

Netta was on
the floor with her shirt up over her face. Mervyn was kneeling
between her thighs, his trousers round his ankles and his penis
erect. He had one hand over Netta’s face, the other between her
legs. As I entered and called out, she began to lash out at him
with her fists.

‘Mervyn!’

There was a
heavy tripod folded against the wall and I hit him hard across the
back with it. He fell on top of Netta and I hit him again, then
pulled, pushed and kicked him away from her. He rolled onto his
back, protesting loudly and with vile language, as I helped Netta
to her feet. She stepped forward and kicked him hard between his
legs. He yelled and buckled up. She grabbed his hair and punched
his face very hard, several times, with her other hand.

‘Bastard! Wait
till I tell Leigh!’

I had to drag
her away from him, but he made no effort to follow us. He just sat
on the floor, holding himself, shouting abuse and accusations and
threats and looking confused and very angry.

‘Little prick!’
Netta turned in the doorway and sneered at him. ‘As if I’d want
that little worm inside me!’

I would have
needed a shower and then kept to my room. I would have taken ages
to get over it. But Netta shrugged and asked for a coffee, since
I’d offered.

‘When Leigh
gets back, you’ll have no more to fear from that pervert. I’ll make
fucking sure of that.’

She was
sunbathing in the back garden, as if nothing had happened, when
Leigh returned. I was reading, keeping an eye on her. As he strode
across the lawn, I called him over to warn him what had happened
before he did anything that might alarm her.

‘You’re sure
Netta wasn’t up to her usual tricks?’

‘Leigh! Why
can’t you see him for what he is? He was going to rape her! She was
terrified. Her screams alerted me. If I hadn’t got there when I
did, Heaven knows what might’ve happened. He was all ready to…’

‘Okay, love.’
He gave me a hug of reassurance and went to Netta. As he knelt
beside her, she rolled onto her back. He spoke and she sat up,
clutching him close to her.

I thought she
must be crying then, explaining what had happened. But she looked
at me over Leigh’s shoulder and made a thumbs-up sign. Leigh stood
and said something, which made her get up and stand with her hands
on her hips as if she was cross. He looked at her for a moment and
then hugged her close. She crossed her fingers behind his back.

Mervyn was back
in the darkroom and Leigh went straight there. I could hear him
from the garden. It wasn’t long before I heard them at the front of
the house, voices raised but the words unintelligible. Netta
slipped her feet into flip-flops and took my hand.

When we reached
the front of the house, Leigh was kicking Mervyn’s backside as he
pushed him to his old car. ‘If I ever see your ugly arse near here
again, I’ll rip your fucking balls off and ram them down your
filthy throat!’

Of course,
Leigh had no idea we were there.

Mervyn turned
to say something as he started his car and he saw Netta and me
watching. ‘That cunt said I could! And that other little twat’s ‘ad
its knickers off for me every day for three weeks!’

Leigh wrenched
the car door open and hit Mervyn on his head. He tried to drag him
out of the car but Mervyn drove off, churning the gravel with his
spinning tyres. As soon as he’d driven through the gate, which Old
Hodge had already opened, he stopped and raised his fist. ‘You
fuckin’ cunts. I’ll fuck you both up your tight arses till you
scream for mercy! Cunts!’

Leigh dashed
out of the gate but Mervyn set off quickly down to the end of the
lane, still ranting and raving through the open car window. Leigh
waited until he was out if sight before he turned.

‘That’s the end
of that prat, Fay. Remember, you owe me one.’

I was going to
ask her what she meant but Leigh came up to us and he was still
very angry. I offered to make him a cup of tea.

‘Scotch. A
large one. I’m going to shower away the touch of that filthy
pervert. Bring it up to me.’

I’d never known
him so terse. He gave me a brief questioning scrutiny before he
shook his head to clear it of some impossible thought. He never
even looked at Netta before spinning on his heel and going through
the office door.

‘I’d best take
him his drink, Fay. He’ll need some special treatment to calm him
down. And I don’t think you’re in my league.’

I was happy to
agree. He was frightening in that mood.

‘What was all
that about?’ Ma had seen Mervyn leaving as she stepped off the bus
at the end of the lane. I explained what had happened.

‘He actually
attacked her?’

‘She was on the
floor and he had his fingers in her vagina.’

She gave me a
curious look. ‘Never thought he had it in him, nasty little
pervert. Is Netta all right?’

‘She seems
fine. I’d’ve been hysterical.’

‘Mmm. Look, I’m
sorry, Faith; seems you were right all along. Leigh’ll be doubly
angry. Not just the attack and the betrayal of his trust, but now
he’s got no printer.’

‘I’ve learnt a
bit, but I’ve a long way to go before I’ll be as good as
Mervyn…’

‘Does Leigh
know?’

‘Know
what?’

‘You’ve been
learning to print. He said nowt to me.’

‘Mervyn was
teaching me. I wanted to surprise Leigh…’

‘You’ve been
working in the darkroom with Merv? I thought you were terrified of
the pervert?’

‘I can’t let my
fears stop me doing what I want to do. I hoped I might help Leigh
if Mervyn was ever sick or there was too much work for him on his
own.’

‘You’re a dark
horse. You amaze me, Faith. How did you get him to teach you and
not take advantage?’

I told her.

‘You did all
that for Leigh?’

‘I love
him.’

‘I know, but,
well, I’m flabbergasted, Faith. I’m not convinced he deserves
you.’

‘I still love
him.’

‘You might
just’ve opened the door to getting him to notice you more. Give it
a couple of days and then join him in the darkroom. Show him what
you can do, mebbie even let him know how you learnt.’

‘I couldn’t do
that.’

‘Perhaps not.
Say you’re anxious to learn more, with him as your teacher. He’ll
not be able to resist you. That’ll be one in the eye for that
scheming little sister of yours. We’ll be hearing those wedding
bells sooner than I thought.’

‘You’re sure I
should, Ma?’


‘Absolutely.’

I wasn’t as
certain as Ma that it would lead to that conclusion but it seemed
worth a try. That, I reminded myself, was the reason I’d taken the
risk in the first place.
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Friday 28th
May

 


‘You ever going
to finish that letter?’

She looked up
from the desk, face full of indecision, then glanced at the
handwritten page she’d just completed. Sudden resolution made her
fold the single sheet and slip it into the stamped envelope. ‘Post
it for me, Leigh. Then I can’t change my mind again.’

I took the
proffered letter from her hand and stuck it in my jacket pocket,
certain I wouldn’t post it. Netta was impatient by the door, eager
to visit Matilda, whom she hadn’t seen in the three weeks since my
birthday.

‘You’ll be all
right alone?’

‘I’ll be fine.
It’s only a couple of nights. I’m going to do a bit more printing,
if that’s okay? Some of the landscapes I took last weekend.’

‘Brilliant! The
rate you’re progressing, I’ll not need to advertise to replace
Merv, it’ll be another Girl Friday I’ll need.’

‘I can do both,
if you get that extension in the darkroom, as you promised.’

She was right.
That she’d learned to print from Merv still astounded me. Her
determination had impressed me more than I’d let on and I was more
proud of her than I could say, especially in light of what the
bastard had allegedly done to Netta.

‘Ring and get
it organized. Okay?’

‘I will. You
get off down to London, Leigh and take care on the journey. Tell
Zoë I’m following her advice and the signs seem promising so
far.’

I’d no idea
what that was about but I said I’d tell her.

‘Are we going
now, Leigh?’

‘Keep your hair
on.’

‘See you
Sunday, Netta.’

‘Yeah. Don’t
wait up, though, Mum might not bring me back until late.’

Faith shook her
head at us. I knew what she was thinking. Her social knowledge had
increased exponentially; no longer was she the naïve little girl
I’d taken on. And she was wondering how Netta and I, who were at it
like rabbits, could spend time with different partners for a few
days. She had yet to learn the value of freedom to sexual
relationships. But then, she’d yet to learn everything important
about sex.
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