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  Prologue






  





  I had to wait when I went to collect our 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 to herself, 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, what with 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 home, Faith, there‟s a good girl. It‟s not nice to peer into people‟s houses, you know.‟




  It was as I was moving away that 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 it 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 she was who she claimed to be. 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.




  „Yes. 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 in her expression; 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 then 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.‟




  „Like you‟re a great master, Leigh.‟




  „Could be, given the chance.‟




  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‟stweeds 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 I had 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. 




  





  





  ~ 6 ~




  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.‟
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