
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   
      
[image: image]

      VIRAGO 
MODERN CLASSICS 
381

[image: image]

Nina Bawden

      Nina Bawden, CBE, is one of Britain’s most distinguished and best-loved novelists, both for adults and children (Peppermint Pig and Carrie’s War being among her most famous books for young people). She has published over forty novels and an autobiography,
         In My Own Time. She was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize for Circles of Deceit and her novel Family Money was filmed by Channel 4, starring Claire Bloom and June Whitfield. In 2004 she received the S. T. Dupont Golden Pen
         Award for a Lifetime’s Contribution to Literature. She lives in London.
      

   
      
      Also by Nina Bawden

      Who Calls the Tune
      

      The Odd Flamingo

      Change Here for Babylon

      The Solitary Child

      Devil by the Sea

      Just Like a Lady

      In Honour Bound

      Tortoise by Candlelight

      Under the Skin

      A Little Love, A Little Learning

      A Woman of My Age

      The Grain of Truth

      The Birds on the Trees

      Anna Apparent

      George Beneath a Paper Moon

      Afternoon of a Good Woman

      Familiar Passions

      Walking Naked

      Circles of Deceit

      Family Money

      A Nice Change

      Ruffian on the Stair

      Dear Austen

   
      
      For Nikki, in remembrance

   
Copyright

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-0-748-12761-0
 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 1983 by Nina Bawden


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


      
      
Part One


      FRIENDSHIP

   
      
      I

      
      That summer Saturday in 1951, Daisy Brown aged fifteen, going to tea with Ruth Perkin, also aged fifteen, had an unusual sense
         of adventure. The invitation, shyly offered, oddly phrased – ‘My father says you may come to tea, Saturday’, Ruth had said
         – was unique. No one that Daisy knew had ever been asked to the Perkin house. And although Ruth had been to tea with Daisy,
         her visits had been arranged more formally than the free and easy Brown household was used to: telephone calls at least a
         week in advance between the two mothers, the exact time of Ruth’s arrival, the exact time she was expected home, always stated
         and rigidly kept to. Ruth was not allowed out later than seven o’clock summer evenings, six o’clock in the winter.
      

      
      ‘Nervous, poor soul, a hen with one chick,’ Mrs Brown said of Mrs Perkin, sympathetically dismissing this extraordinary tyranny
         as acute maternal anxiety. Daisy, accustomed to coming and going as the fancy took her, found Ruth’s situation more intriguing.
         Daisy was popular, she had plenty of friends that she made use of in a casual way, but the restraints imposed on this particular
         friendship made her value it more. Ruth never complained. Once, perhaps as an excuse, or an explanation, she said, ‘My father
         was a Japanese prisoner during the war. He worked on the railway.’ And another time, more mysteriously, ‘My mother is always
         polishing under the mats in the hall.’ Otherwise she seldom mentioned her home or her parents, keeping silent when other girls
         spoke of theirs, and, if they grumbled, smiled in a composed and secretive way that excited Daisy to romantic conjecture of an innocently snobbish
         and commonplace kind.
      

      
      Captain and Mrs Perkin, Daisy assumed, must be very superior – ‘posh’ was the word she used in her mind – to be so oddly reclusive,
         so ‘stuffy’ and ‘fussy’. And rich, of course. Walking Ruth home from school, looking through the tall gates elaborately decorated
         with iron roses and pineapples, at the hideous, turreted, mock-baronial mansion, Daisy’s inward eye furnished it with thick
         carpets and heavy mahogany tables covered with glossy magazines, like the waiting room of the expensive London dentist she
         and her brother, Bob, attended twice a year. Everything would be highly polished. A polished hall, a gleaming stairway, and
         perhaps (thinking now of the photographs of stately homes inside the dentist’s magazines), a stag’s head with glass eyes among
         the ancient portraits on the walls.
      

      
      Expecting this institutional grandeur, Daisy was temporarily discomfited to find the interior of the Perkin house shabbier
         and less cared for than her own. The entrance hall, gloomily panelled in dark wood, had no pictures or ornaments to catch
         the eye, and the scuffed, parquet floor showed no sign of the obsessional polishing that Ruth had spoken of. And little Mrs
         Perkin, hovering behind her daughter – hiding, was Daisy’s first impression – did not seem at all posh or superior. More like a nervous maid or housekeeper than the mistress
         of the house. Daisy said, in an encouraging voice, copying her kindly mother’s manner with shy people, ‘I’m pleased to meet
         you, Mrs Perkin. How nice of you to let me come.’ When Mrs Perkin weakly smiled and held out her hand, Daisy felt it flutter
         like a frightened bird inside her own, much larger, paw.
      

      
      Captain Perkin’s greeting was heartier. Standing before the empty grate in the large, high-ceilinged dining room (only marginally
         lighter than the hall, and chilly, even though it was a warm June day) he said, ‘Well, it’s good to see one of Ruth’s young friends at last’ – as if Ruth had been deliberately
         denying him this opportunity for years. ‘I’d have come before if I’d been asked,’ Daisy said, smiling her bold and cheerful
         smile, and heard Ruth, behind her, give a little sigh.
      

      
      Tea was already laid; a white cloth on the table, plates of bread and butter, cakes and biscuits, two big glass bowls of strawberries,
         a jug of cream. Daisy tucked in. Her appetite was good, her confidence, in spite of her burgeoning maturity, that of a happy,
         egocentric child. She was only distantly aware that neither Ruth nor Mrs Perkin seemed as comfortably at ease. Mrs Perkin
         had spoken once, in a low, apologetic voice, to ask if Daisy liked milk in her tea, and Ruth did not speak at all. But Ruth
         was often silent in company, so her silence now was not remarkable, and Daisy was content to bear the social burden. Unasked,
         but assuming interest, she told Captain Perkin that she and Ruth were the greatest friends at school, even though Ruth was
         the cleverest girl in the class and she was such a duffer, unlike her brother Bob, who was going up to Cambridge, and that
         her father, who had been in the RAF during the war, a bomber pilot, was training to be an Air Traffic Controller and thinking
         of buying a new car. There was a waiting list for the model that he wanted, but he had put down a deposit. (Whether he would
         be able to afford the balance was another matter; his children’s Harley Street dentist, their riding and tennis lessons, and
         Mr Brown’s extramarital expenses made it unlikely, but even if Daisy had been aware of these difficulties she would have discounted
         them. She was merely anxious to establish what she considered social status.) She finished her plate, the last of the succulent
         fruit mashed pinkly into cream and castor sugar, and said, ‘Gosh! What lovely strawberries!’
      

      
      Captain Perkin passed the bowl. ‘Sweets to the sweet,’ he said. ‘Daisy, the Fair.’ His brown eyes, smoothly shiny as conkers, rested on her with the greedy look that she was used to from old men, the fathers of her friends, but there was another
         element in Captain Perkin’s gaze, a bright, brooding intensity, that made her uneasy. Captain Perkin said, ‘I daresay you
         have lots of boy friends, Daisy,’ and she was conscious that her last year’s summer dress was too tight across the chest.
         Blushing slightly, she owned to ‘quite a few’, adding, ‘My mother says there is safety in numbers.’ She rolled her eyes flirtatiously
         at Captain Perkin. She couldn’t help it. Flirting was as natural to Daisy as breathing.
      

      
      ‘I hope your mother knows what she is doing,’ Captain Perkin said. ‘I am careful with Ruth. But I have seen a bit of the world,
         you understand. I know what men are, with ripe young girls.’ He spluttered as he laughed, as if his mouth was full of juice.
         And, with a gloating emphasis, ‘I know what girls are, come to that!’ His eyes were on her breasts.
      

      
      Daisy hunched her shoulders forward to give her dress more fullness in the front. She glanced at Mrs Perkin, expecting her
         to intervene and rescue her as her own mother would have done. But Mrs Perkin sat with downbent head, the delicate fingers
         of one tiny hand pleating the edge of the table cloth. And Ruth was silent still.
      

      
      Daisy said – she could think of nothing else to say – ‘These really are the best strawberries I’ve ever tasted, Captain Perkin.
         Did you grow them?’
      

      
      ‘The gardener did,’ he said – rebuking her, she thought, for suggesting he would soil his hands with menial work. But she
         was unimpressed. Though the Browns could not afford it, plenty of houses in this leafy suburb employed jobbing gardeners by
         the hour. Daisy said, ‘We haven’t had our own strawberries this year but my father grows most of our vegetables. It’s good
         exercise for him, my mother says, and there’s nothing like things straight from the garden. And we have a friend who has a
         farm and we get fresh eggs from him. Cream, too. Even bacon, sometimes, when he’s killed a pig. That’s a great help now the bacon ration has gone down.’
      

      
      ‘Cream,’ Captain Perkin repeated thoughtfully. He smiled at Daisy foxily. He was like a fox, she thought – or a sharp-nosed
         terrier, rather. He had that kind of skinny, bony strength, that alert and waggish air. She didn’t answer his smile for fear
         of provoking more embarrassing remarks but his next words were harmless. ‘Then I should think your mother might appreciate
         some strawberries to go with it. Ruth, if you have finished tea, you may pick some strawberries for Daisy’s mother.’
      

      
      Ruth folded her napkin and rose at once. Her mother also rose and took a glass bowl from the sideboard. She gave it to Ruth
         and whispered something that Daisy couldn’t hear. Ruth nodded. As Daisy followed her into the hall, she closed the door behind
         them. She said, whispering like her mother, ‘Would you like to use the bathroom? It’s first on the left at the top of the
         stairs. I’ll wait for you down here.’
      

      
      ‘Aren’t you coming?’ Daisy asked, surprised. Though she didn’t need the lavatory, she was eager to look round the house. When
         Ruth came to tea with her, they always retreated to Daisy’s bedroom once the family meal was over, played the gramophone,
         giggled, fixed each other’s hair. Daisy said, ‘I’d like to see your room.’
      

      
      A little colour came and went in Ruth’s pale face. ‘I have to pick the strawberries. Besides, it’s nicer out of doors. We
         can go to my work shop. It’s only a sort of garden shed, but it’s much more private there.’
      

      
      Daisy shrugged. ‘Okay, let’s go. I don’t really want to pee.’

      
      She said this rather loudly and Ruth’s eyes – nut brown like her father’s – widened anxiously.

      
      ‘Sorry,’ Daisy said. ‘Excuse my French. I don’t really want to go to the bathroom. But honestly, you know, I don’t think your Mum or Dad could hear.’
      

      
      She felt put down, quite hurt, in fact. After Captain Perkin’s crude suggestiveness at tea, it was mean of Ruth to make her
         feel that she had been indelicate. She jerked her chin indignantly, tossing back her long, fair hair, freshly washed and ironed for this
         visit, and said, ‘Miss Prissy Perkin.’
      

      
      This time Ruth’s colour mounted from her slender neck and stayed; a painful, burning blush. ‘I’m sorry, Daisy. I was silly. Of course it doesn’t matter what you call it. Piss, shit, crap…’ She brought out these shocking words defiantly, filling Daisy with alarm. ‘Shut up, you dope,’ she muttered, glancing towards
         the dining room. Although Ruth hadn’t shouted, she hadn’t whispered, either.
      

      
      Ruth smiled, a sudden, open, wicked grin, but her breath was coming fast. She gave a furtive giggle, like a naughty child,
         and ran to the front door.
      

      
      It was pleasant out, a soft and scented day. Ruth led the way round the back of the house to a walled garden where an elderly
         man was weeding a line of vegetables. Ruth said, ‘Hallo, Jessup. I’ve come to pick some strawberries.’
      

      
      The strawberries were netted close to the ground. They would have to crawl beneath the nets to pick them, Daisy saw with some
         dismay, and was relieved when Mr Jessup straightened his old back and held his hand out for the bowl. ‘I’ll get them for you,
         Ruthie. You’ll spoil your pretty dress. Get your hair all tangled up.’
      

      
      Ruth shook her head. ‘Thank you, Jessup, but my father told me to. He wouldn’t like it if I didn’t do it.’

      
      ‘The Captain wouldn’t like it, either, if you tear them nets. A fine old mess you’d make.’

      
      ‘We’ll be careful.’

      
      The old man laughed, showing brown and crooked teeth. ‘Get on with you. I’ve nothing much to do this afternoon. You’ve got your friend. Run along, enjoy yourself.’
      

      
      But Ruth still hesitated. A frown, a quite deep furrow, appeared between her brows. Daisy said, ‘It’s very kind of him to
         offer, Ruth.’
      

      
      Ruth sighed and yielded up the bowl. She was silent as they left the kitchen garden and crossed a shaven lawn. Beyond it,
         a small, wooded hill rose up, a wild thicket of old trees with saplings and dog roses growing round their roots. Like other
         gardens in this neighbourhood, the Perkin garden had once been part of a large gentleman’s estate, sold off and broken up
         between the wars and developed by a builder who had a more sensitive feeling for landscape than he had for architecture. His
         houses were uncomfortable to live in and ugly to look at, mock-Tudor grand or quaintly cottagey, but he had designed the grounds
         around them carefully, sparing the best trees, making a feature of an ornamental pond, a flight of steps, a Victorian folly.
         As Daisy followed Ruth along a narrow path around the hill she saw a curious, domed structure on her left, half hidden in
         the trees some way above, and scrambled up to look. The building was twice her height; she looked through the high, open doorway
         at the arched brick roof above and the dark drop beneath. ‘An air raid shelter,’ Daisy said. But it was too old for that.
      

      
      ‘An ice house,’ Ruth said, standing below her, on the path. ‘An old ice house.’

      
      ‘What’s that when it’s at home? What ice?’

      
      ‘There isn’t any now,’ Ruth said. ‘Not for years and years, of course. It was before they had refrigerators. People used it
         for keeping meat and game. They chopped the ice off ponds in winter, packed it tight on top of stones, and it stayed frozen
         all the summer. There’s nothing to see now. Come and see my workshop. It’s much more interesting.’
      

      
      ‘I think this is interesting,’ Daisy said. ‘It’s really huge. Did they hang the meat, or what? I can’t see any beams.’ She held on to the bricks at the side of the entrance and peered in. ‘I’m not sure that I can see the bottom, either. It’s so dark.’
      

      
      ‘It’s about twelve feet down, I think,’ Ruth said. ‘Be careful.’ She had climbed up now but seemed reluctant to stand as close
         as Daisy to the drop. ‘There used to be a ladder once. But I suppose it rotted.’
      

      
      ‘There ought to be a door,’ Daisy said. ‘It’s dangerous. If you fell in, how would you get out again? You could yell and yell,
         no one would hear you unless they were quite close. Do you know what I think?’ She giggled, shedding half a dozen years, retreating
         to a ghoulish infancy. ‘I bet, if we went down there, we’d find a pile of human bones.’
      

      
      ‘Only dead birds and squirrels,’ Ruth said. ‘My father shoots them and throws their bodies in. Otherwise there’s nothing there
         but stones and dirt. I know, because when I was little, before the war, my father used to put me there when I was in a rage.
         To cool me off.’ Like Daisy she giggled, but on a wilder note.
      

      
      Daisy wasn’t sure that she believed this. She said, with some reserve, ‘How beastly.’

      
      ‘Oh, I used to have a dreadful temper,’ Ruth said. ‘I suppose it cured me.’

      
      She sounded calm. Daisy, recognising that she spoke the truth, felt chilled. She said, uncertainly, ‘Bob once locked me in
         a cupboard. When I broke his train set. That was bad enough.’
      

      
      ‘Much worse,’ Ruth said. ‘I mean, if you’re down there, you can see the daylight above you, but a cupboard would be absolutely
         dark. I think I used to be afraid there would be ice and I would freeze to death, I didn’t understand why it was called an
         ice house then, you see I was so small, but of course there wasn’t. So I wasn’t cold.’
      

      
      Daisy shivered. ‘I’d have died of fright.’

      
      ‘No you wouldn’t. I didn’t, did I? Obviously.’

      
      Ruth smiled, her pinched and secret smile and Daisy watched her curiously. She had always known that Ruth was ‘different’
         but although she usually admired her cool composure she found it uncomfortably disturbing now. She yawned and hugged her arms
         across her breasts, finding comfort in their soft and bouncy warmth, and said, ‘Well, if you want to know, I think this is
         a dreary, squalid place. Gives me the creeps.’
      

      
      ‘You wanted to look at it,’ Ruth pointed out. ‘I wanted to show you where I work.’

      
      ‘So you did. My fault. I grovel. Mea culpa, as the Romans say!’ Daisy was glad to see Ruth smile more openly. She laughed
         herself and smote her brow theatrically. ‘Lead on, Macduff!’
      

      
      The shed, a weathered, wooden summer house, was tucked into the far side of the hill, its windowless back to the wooded slope,
         its glass door facing south down a long grass walk beside the hedge that marked the Perkin boundary. The hedge, grown tall
         and straggly, full of cottony tufts of old man’s beard, hid the neighbouring garden and provided a greenly shaded privacy
         lit by shifting gleams of gold where the westering sun shone through it. Inside the shed, dust motes danced and sparkled in
         the air but the wooden floor was swept, the sofa had recently been covered in red hessian, and there was a tall vase of fresh
         cut roses beside it, on a stool. ‘My private workroom,’ Ruth announced with sudden animation, pointing to an old-fashioned
         treadle sewing machine, a long mirror on a stand, and a dressmaker’s dummy, a headless, canvas body with a grey flannel skirt,
         neatly chalk-marked down the seams, fastened round its waist. ‘That’s for my mother,’ Ruth explained. ‘I’m afraid it’s dull,
         but at least it’ll fit her when it’s finished. Most of her clothes are terrible, bunching and drooping everywhere. I’ve got
         much nicer things to show you. The sofa sags a bit, but it’s quite comfortable.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not going to give me a sewing lesson, are you?’ Daisy said.
      

      
      Ruth looked amused. ‘Don’t sound so horrified.’

      
      ‘I mean, my fingers are all thumbs, it would just be a waste of time,’ Daisy muttered, feeling that she had been rude. She
         sat on the sofa that twanged beneath her weight, making her feel fat as well. She looked on gloomily (she really should not
         have eaten that enormous tea) while Ruth opened the lids of two oak chests and began to pull out lengths of materials, silks
         and satins, velvets, chiffons, holding some up for Daisy’s somewhat bored inspection, throwing others upon the floor. Most
         were remnants, Ruth explained, odds and ends, but all were long enough to make at least a blouse or skirt. There were old
         dresses, too. ‘This belonged to my grandmother,’ Ruth said, unwrapping a brown paper package and shaking out a full skirted
         gown of dark green, watered silk. ‘It was made before the First World War, by a dress designer called Lucille. It’s miles
         too big for me, but it would fit you, Daisy, if I altered it.’ She measured Daisy’s body with her eyes. ‘In fact, you could
         almost wear it as it is, if you were going somewhere grand. Though it might be better if I cut some of the flounces off. They
         make it a bit fussy for a girl your age, you need a simpler line.’
      

      
      Although the idea of wearing other people’s cast off clothes did not appeal to Daisy, it was clear no other entertainment
         was likely to be offered and so she stood up good humouredly, holding the green dress against her while Ruth pressed the stiff
         silk against her waist with one hand and held the skirt out with the other. ‘Look,’ she said, smiling at Daisy in the glass,
         but Daisy looked with more interest at Ruth’s face than at her own reflection. She had never seen Ruth look so eager and absorbed.
         Her closed and wary look was gone, her eyes were bright, her cheeks were flushed. ‘Of course you’ve got to use your imagination,
         Daisy,’ she said earnestly. ‘Think of it fitting you properly and nicely pressed, and with your hair up, perhaps, and wearing different shoes.’
      

      
      Daisy made an effort, but it remained an old green dress to her, an unlucky colour, a peculiar shape, and probably, after
         all these years, not very clean. Why didn’t Ruth wear it herself if she thought it was so marvellous? She put this more politely.
         ‘It’s pretty, Ruth, but if you’re going to cut it about, why don’t you make it over for yourself?’
      

      
      ‘When would I wear it? I don’t go to parties, do I?’

      
      Ruth sat back on her heels, the rich stuff tumbled on her lap. She looked up at Daisy, eyes narrowed speculatively. ‘If you
         don’t like the colour, there’s a Poiret, but it would be harder to adapt, all beads and things. Or a Schiaparelli that my
         mother had when she was young. I don’t know, though. The skirt’s cut on the cross.’
      

      
      ‘What does that mean?’

      
      ‘Cut to make it sort of slinky. Kind of sideways. But that means it may have stretched.’ She got up from her knees and delved
         deep in the chests, dragging out more dresses. ‘You could wear black, you ‘re so fair. Black silk. Whatever people say, girls
         can wear black, though perhaps your mother mightn’t like it. Violet satin? No, that’s for dowagers. And pink is far too babyish.
         Or there’s this taffeta. A sort of toffee colour, very subtle with your colouring, and there’s several yards of it, only a
         bit faded in the creases.’
      

      
      Daisy said, ‘You can’t make things for me.’

      
      ‘But I would like to. Really. Won’t you let me? Please. I’ve no one else.’ Ruth’s face, above the shimmer of peacock colours
         that surrounded her, was urgent with appeal. Weird, Daisy thought. If she were to tell her other friends that Ruth had invited her to tea to offer this extraordinary choice
         of ancient dresses – some of them her grandmother’s, for God’s sake! – there would be incredulous shrieks of merriment. Well, she wouldn’t tell them, she decided virtuously.
         It would not be kind. Apart from not letting boys treat her ‘disrespectfully’, being kind was one of the few moral injunctions Daisy’s mother
         had imposed on her.
      

      
      She turned over the jumbled pile, searching for something that would be just faintly possible. ‘I suppose I could wear that
         cream lace blouse.’
      

      
      She took offher dress and put it on. When Ruth had pinned a deep tuck in the back, hitched up the sleeves, it looked prettier
         than Daisy had expected. She fiddled with the neckline, a high frill with a threaded, velvet bow. ‘No, leave it,’ Ruth said.
         ‘It sets off your throat. It looks wrong at the moment because your petticoat is short. You need a full skirt to balance it.
         Ballerina length. I can make one from the taffeta.’ She wrapped it around Daisy’s waist to show her the effect, flaring it
         about her hips. Daisy said, ‘My bottom’s much too big.’
      

      
      ‘Not really. It shows off your waist. If I dart the skirt, you’ll see. It’s much easier to dress someone who has a proper
         shape. Bones and angles are a bigger problem.’ This was a professional statement, not a compliment to Daisy, because she added,
         thoughtfully, ‘Though I suppose a bad figure would be more of a challenge in a way.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ Daisy said. She slumped her shoulders and stuck out her stomach. ‘Better?’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly. See?’ Ruth gathered the taffeta again round Daisy’s rounded form, tightening the waist behind her. ‘Look
         now.’

      
      Amazing, Daisy thought. An old lace blouse, a faded bit of creased up taffeta. She twisted, preening, admiring her suddenly
         romantic image in the glass. ‘It’s lovely. You are clever, Ruth.’
      

      
      Ruth smiled. ‘It’s just what I like doing best. I’d like to be a dressmaker. Not ordinary clothes for every day but special
         things. When I want to be happy, I think of women dancing in big, swirling skirts.’
      

      
      ‘I think of food,’ Daisy said. ‘And getting married. You’re sure your mother won’t mind your giving the lace blouse away?’
      

      
      ‘Why should she? She’ll be glad I have someone to practise on. You’ll have to come again so I can fit you properly. Try and
         stand still while I take off the blouse. I don’t want to move the pins.’
      

      
      Wincing when a pin scratched, Daisy remembered her mother’s warning. Watch the time, you don’t want to overstay your welcome
         with those funny people. As she buttoned up her dress – seeing it as a Cinderella garment now, a cheap, limp cotton, much
         too small – she glanced slyly at her watch.
      

      
      Ruth saw her. ‘Must you go?’

      
      ‘It’s half past six. I have to catch my pumpkin.’

      
      ‘What? Oh, yes, I see.’

      
      ‘I’ll help you clear up first.’

      
      Ruth shook her head and Daisy looked on as she filled the chests, closing the lids and fastening the brass hasps. When she
         stood up her face was pale again, screwed up and lined, as if she had packed her colour and vitality away with the bright
         clothes. Puzzled, Daisy said, ‘I really have enjoyed myself this afternoon,’ but although Ruth responded with a formal smile,
         she didn’t answer her.
      

      
      They left the summer house, followed the little path around the hill and crossed the lawn. Walking round the house, Ruth spoke
         at last. ‘You don’t need to go back in, do you? You didn’t have a coat, or anything?’
      

      
      Daisy thought of the strawberries but it seemed greedy to mention them. ‘I ought to say thank you to your mother, shouldn’t
         I?’
      

      
      Ruth pursed her lips and frowned. She looked like a worried little witch. Daisy said, quite sternly, ‘It would be awfully
         rude, not to say goodbye.’ And then, guessing at the reason for Ruth’s odd behaviour, laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I shan’t expect to stay for supper!’
      

      
      The front door was open. As they entered, Captain Perkin called from the dining room. ‘Is that you, Ruth?’

      
      Daisy followed Ruth across the hall. Ruth stopped in the doorway, so abruptly that Daisy almost cannoned into her. Looking
         over Ruth’s shoulder she saw the table cleared of everything except the glass bowl, now full of strawberries, and Captain
         Perkin standing, feet apart, one arm behind his back. Stiffly, he lifted the other arm and pointed at the strawberries. His
         index finger quivered. He said, ‘You disobeyed me, Ruth. Indeed, you would have deceived me, too, if I had not caught Jessup
         leaving the bowl on the step by the back door.’
      

      
      Ruth said, ‘Jessup offered to pick them for me, Father. He was – I mean, we had to let him. It seemed rude …’

      
      ‘When I give an order, I expect it to be obeyed. Not to have it countermanded by a servant.’

      
      Ruth’s voice was very faint. ‘He was afraid that we might tear the nets.’

      
      ‘So he told me,’ Captain Perkin said. ‘It does not excuse your disobedience. Come here.’

      
      Daisy listened to this exchange incredulously. What a silly fuss over a few old strawberries! But she could see Ruth’s narrow
         shoulders trembling under her thin dress. She said – loudly, because Captain Perkin had not appeared to notice she was there
         – ‘It was my fault, actually. Ruth wanted to pick the strawberries but I was lazy. I’m afraid I ate too much at tea.’
      

      
      Captain Perkin didn’t even look at her. His eyes were on his daughter. He said, as she drew near, ‘You didn’t think you’d
         get away with it, did you?’ and, in a sudden, violent movement, seized her by the neck, thrust her face downwards on the table,
         brought out the cane he had concealed behind his back and began to thrash her across the thighs and buttocks. Ruth grunted, moaned; her body jerked as each blow fell. For several seconds Daisy watched, appalled and paralysed; she had
         never in her life encountered, or imagined, such a scene. Then a healthy anger seized her, propelled her forward, shouting,
         ‘Stop it, stop it, Captain Perkin,’ and when he didn’t stop, opening her mouth and closing her eyes like a child in a tantrum and letting fly
         with the full force of her strong lungs. She screamed and screamed, hearing the echoes ringing in her head, and, as she drew
         breath, his coldly furious voice, ‘Shut up, you idiot girl.’
      

      
      She opened her eyes. His face, patchily red and white and oozing beads of sweat, was close to hers. She was frightened now,
         her heart was thumping, but she refused to flinch away. She stared into his face and said, ‘You shouldn’t hit her. It’s against
         the law.’
      

      
      Captain Perkin laughed. He said, with a terrible playfulness, ‘Naughty girls have to be punished, Daisy.’ He turned to Ruth,
         still lying motionless across the table, and yanked her upright. She stood with hanging head and he pushed her, quite gently,
         between the shoulder blades. ‘Get on with you, remember your good party manners. See your friend out. Give her the strawberries.’
      

      
      Ruth was limping towards the door. He shrugged his shoulders, laughed again, and gave Daisy the glass bowl. She took it. She
         wished she had the guts to throw the contents in his face. She told herself that it would only make things worse for Ruth.
         (Though how could things be worse?) At least she wouldn’t thank him. She said, ‘I’ll give the bowl to Ruth at school on Monday.’
      

      
      Once she had turned her back on him, she longed to run. The thought of his eyes upon her made her skin prickle. She walked
         out of the room, her head held high, and saw Ruth waiting for her at the door with a blank and stony face. Daisy said, with
         clumsy delicacy, ‘You’ve got a nasty mark on your right cheek, it’ll be all colours of the rainbow later on.’ Politer not to mention other, nastier marks, elsewhere.
      

      
      Ruth touched her cheek. ‘I do bruise easily,’ she said, with a sidelong, covert glance that struck a horrified chord in Daisy’s
         memory. So that was why Ruth had said that her mother was always polishing! There had been other bruises to explain away.
      

      
      Taking in this knowledge as they walked towards the gate, Daisy felt a shocked concern that was quite a new emotion, involving
         a queer guilt and shame (as if she had been eavesdropping, or seen something she had not been meant to see) and calling on
         a reserve of tact and gentleness she had never had cause to use before. She looked almost timidly at Ruth and said, ‘Can’t
         your mother stop him? I mean, my mother…’ She stopped. Mrs Perkin was not Mrs Brown.
      

      
      Ruth said, with light reproach, ‘I wish you hadn’t screamed so loud. It probably upset her. I try not to…’ She bit her lip.
         ‘She gets so frightened. It’s really worse for her.’
      

      
      Doors opened in Daisy’s mind. She knew she must not challenge this absurd remark. She said, ‘All right. But if she can’t stop
         him, someone ought to. Someone ought to tell the police!’

      
      Ruth said quickly, ‘Oh, it’s not as bad as that! It was stupid of me to make him angry. I knew he would be.’

      
      ‘That was my fault,’ Daisy said. ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘You couldn’t know.’ Ruth looked at Daisy pleadingly. ‘He wasn’t always like it, though he was always strict. My mother says it must have been the war. He had such a dreadful time in the Japanese camps, and when he came back, he couldn’t
         get a job, he was too ill. He’s got a pension but that’s all, and it’s my mother’s house, you see, she has an income from
         a family trust, quite a lot of money, really, and when she dies it will all come to me, he won’t have anything. There’s nothing
         she can do to change that, it’s all tied up, and it makes him jealous, I suppose. He says I am the only thing he owns and
         he wants me to be perfect.’ She sighed and held her hand against her back as if breathing deeply hurt her. ‘I love my mother. I can’t
         help it if I don’t love him.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see how you could.’ Daisy thought of her father, cheerful Mr Brown, coming home and shouting in the hall, ‘Where’s
         Daisy? Where’s my flower?’ Laughing at this silly, family joke. Rubbing, his rough jowls against her cheek to tickle her…
      

      
      Ruth said, ‘We play chess sometimes. He talks to me. About politics, the government, all sorts of things. He says I ought
         to go to the South Bank Exhibition in the holidays, that it will be an educational experience. He says the Festival of Britain
         is an important sign that the country is turning its back on the past and looking to the future. His generation made a mess,
         it’s up to us to manage better. He says, it won’t be easy, it’ll take hard work and discipline.’
      

      
      Daisy shook her head. ‘He doesn’t work so hard himself, does he? You say he’s ill, but he doesn’t look so ill to me. What
         does he do all day?’
      

      
      ‘He reads the newspapers. He shoots the grey squirrels and the pigeons in the wood. They eat the bulbs and vegetables.’ Ruth
         giggled, a high-pitched, unnatural sound. ‘The other day he shot the neighbour’s cat. He said it was a mistake but I don’t
         think so. The cat was always scratching up the rose bed. Using our garden as a lavatory.’
      

      
      Daisy didn’t think this very funny, but she laughed as if she did. She understood Ruth’s need to cover up her shame. For a
         moment, she even tried – stretching her comprehension with an almost physical effort – to accept the pitiable pretence. But
         like an untrained dancer, she couldn’t hold the pose. She abandoned the attempt and allowed indignation to rise up in her
         like a warm and healing tide. She said, ‘I think you’re potty to put up with it, if my father bashed me up, I’d kill him,’
         and felt better.
      

   
      
      II

      
      From Daisy’s silence that evening, Mrs Brown assumed that the visit had not been a success. Usually Daisy chattered easily
         about where she’d been and what she’d done, confident in her mother’s interest and to her mother’s pleasure. Mrs Brown, who
         adored her anyway, was especially grateful for this openness. Her husband’s chronic infidelities, about which she never spoke
         to anyone, had left her lonely, and although she loved her dear son, Bob, there was already, at eighteen, a certain lofty
         patronage in the way he treated her, as if his eyes were fixed on distant, masculine horizons, his mind occupied with matters
         that she could not expect to understand. Though Mrs Brown often idly dreamed about Daisy’s wedding day, the marquee on the
         suburban lawn, the bridesmaids, her radiant girl in white, a crown of flowers upon her tumbling hair, she knew that when it
         came (and ripe Daisy was bound to marry early) her own life would be bereft. She was prepared for Bob to fly the coop, it
         wasn’t natural for a young man to stay at home, but the thought of Daisy’s chaotically untidy bedroom empty gave her a deeply
         painful pang. That night she looked in as she always did to say goodnight, tidy up Daisy’s royally scattered clothes, scolding
         just a little as she did so, and found Daisy lying on her back, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling light. When Mrs Brown came
         in, she didn’t move or speak. Her mother picked up the ancient teddy bear, lying on the rug beside the bed, and placed it
         on Daisy’s pillow, saying, first, ‘What has poor Teddy done?’ and when that elicited no answer, ‘Is anything wrong, my lovely? Have you got a pain? Tell Mummy what you feel.’
      

      
      Daisy looked at her mother, shook her head and smiled. She felt too many things to speak of. Bewilderment, pity, horror, but
         chiefly a kind of shame. She knew something that her mother’s kind imagination would not be able to take in. By saying nothing,
         she was protecting not only Ruth’s secret, but her mother’s innocence. And yet she longed for comfort. She sat up in bed,
         put out her arms, wrapped them round her mother’s neck and fiercely squeezed, as if she were a small child still. Her mother
         gasped and laughed and hugged her back and said, fearful suddenly that Daisy had heard unpleasant gossip about her father
         as some day she was bound to, speaking the words she had often rehearsed for when this occasion should arise, ‘You know, my
         darling, Daddy loves you.’ And when Daisy held her mother tighter still, as if she could burrow right inside her, Mrs Brown
         was sure that this must be the trouble. She stroked her daughter’s hair and said, ‘He’s always been a wonderful father, he’d
         never want to hurt you, that’s what is important, nothing else.’
      

      
      Daisy found these words mysterious. What had her father got to do with it? She dreamed of him that night, his big, red, merry
         face contorted with anger and mounted on the body of a powerful bull. Horns sprouted from his head as he pawed the ground
         and bellowed and Daisy, screaming silently, ran and ran, thundering hooves behind her, until the ground gave way and she began
         to fall. And fell and fell, until her heart stopped and she woke.
      

      
      By Monday, the memory of Saturday had merged with this bad dream. Standing by Ruth in morning Assembly, slyly peering at her
         friend’s pale profile bent in prayer, Daisy felt bemused, quite giddy with sudden disbelief. Then Ruth turned to look at her
         with an impassive face, no smile, no frown, and Daisy knew she couldn’t dodge the issue. What had happened was no dream, not even a single, shocking incident that could be brushed aside, explained away. The truth, the
         solid, inescapable fact, was that Ruth lived with violence daily, and now she knew that Daisy knew, she was expecting her
         to shrink away because of it. Part of Daisy wanted to. Unhappiness was ‘boring’. She felt its contagion threatening her like
         a dark and spreading stain. But she had some sensibility and a natural kindness. As they left the hall she offered the only
         comfort she could think of. She said, ‘If you really meant it, I would love you to make up that blouse and skirt for me.’
      

      
      And was rewarded by Ruth’s rare and glowing smile.

   
      
      
Part Two


      MARRIAGE

   
      
      I

      
      Towards dawn, the couple who had recently moved in next door to Ruth and Joe Aberdare began making love. Ruth, already awake,
         wondered what the time was. The digital clock was on Joe’s side of the bed and his bulky shoulder, with the duvet hunched
         over it, hid the luminous dial from her view. Four-thirty, she judged, from what she could see of the pale saffron sky through
         the window. Perhaps it would be a fine day. It had been a dull, chilly summer so far.
      

      
      Behind Ruth’s head, only the thin wall between them, the young woman groaned rhythmically, ‘Oh God, oh God, oh God.’ Ruth
         smiled at this pious evidence of enjoyment but hoped they would finish before it woke Joe. The newcomers had up to now appeared
         to be considerate neighbours, scrupulous about bonfires and dustbins and keeping the radio and television turned low after
         midnight – all the things that were so important if you lived in a terrace of pretty but shoddily built Georgian houses. And
         yet, here they were, not more than a foot away, bedhead to bedhead, merrily mollocking. Ignorant, perhaps, of how the sound
         carried. Or too happy to care. But Joe was still sleeping. Ruth fancied she detected a change in his breathing and held her
         own breath. If he woke he might feel embarrassed. Or threatened.
      

      
      Most of the time, to speculate on what had happened between them just lately (or, more to the point, on what had not happened) filled Ruth with a frozen perplexity, a deep, inexplicable shame that she was unwilling to examine too closely, let alone speak of to Joe. She believed that it must be her fault, but to say this, when he had always started their
         love making, might seem like an accusation. If he no longer wanted her, it would hurt him to say so. And to bring up the subject
         herself, tell him that it didn’t matter, made no difference to her deep love for him, might hurt him more. She could bear
         her own feelings of loss, of rejection. She didn’t want to hurt Joe.
      

      
      The cries next door were diminishing. Little grunts and squeaks, a soft, happy chuckling. Home but not dry, Ruth thought, titillated by this mildly coarse phrase that had come to her quite unbidden as if another Ruth, a woman of
         a much cruder nature, had spoken aloud in her mind. The voice was familiar, had acquired over the years a distinct and robust
         personality that had sometimes alarmed Ruth when she was younger. As a little girl she had thought of this other person, her
         secret self, as Rude Ruthie, and often, during her terrible childhood, she had feared that in some moment of weakness, or
         ungovernable anger, she would allow this nasty child’s vulgar tongue to take over, shout bad words, scream abuse at her father.
         After her father had died, Rude Ruthie had vanished – or been replaced by a less threatening companion who amused Ruth and
         sometimes comforted her. She could say things to her that she could say to no one else. Sometimes she thought that she bore
         a resemblance to Daisy, who was her only close woman friend, but she had the advantage that she would never repeat what was
         said. Now Ruth said to her intimate, ‘Of course it hurts. I like bed. But poor Joe has been so tired lately. All this last
         year. Coming home from work and falling asleep in front of the telly. Sitting at the table with his head in his hands. He
         says his eyes ache. Perhaps they do. But he’s worried about himself, I think. He’s been reading medical books on the sly.
         Hypochondria? That’s a disease, isn’t it? Or, perhaps it isn’t that. Perhaps he just doesn’t want to make love any longer.’ And her intimate answered, ‘Why should he fancy you, skinny old hag?’
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