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Daisy rinsed her hair over the kitchen sink in the station house. It was one of those July nights when the shapes outside the window darken, but the sky never does. Robert was out, checking the licensed premises in the village. The straps of Daisy’s summer dress hung halfway down her arms and she had a towel across her shoulders. From a jug she poured the steaming water down over her black hair and into the basin. She unpeeled her feet from the lino.

When she heard the sound of boots on the path outside the front door, she paused with the jug half-raised. She listened to the muffled exchange: Robert’s firm, policeman’s tone, and a younger voice, untroubled. Probably a drunk, Daisy thought.

She flinched at the knock on the door. Quickly, she scrunched her hair with the towel, shrugged on the straps of her dress, and walked down the hall. When she opened the door, Daisy saw Robert cuffed to William Jarrod, the youngest son of a local farmer. A difficult family. William was sixteen, but tall. With his arms wrenched behind his back, his body looked narrow. He smiled at her, his teeth surprisingly straight and white. A lick of hair hung over his forehead.

‘What’s happened?’ Daisy asked her husband.

Beneath his helmet, Robert’s face shone with sweat, and he would not meet her eye. ‘Breaking,’ he said. ‘Let’s call it that, for now. Him and his brother got into Geoffrey Watson’s place.’

Daisy squinted into the shadows, but could see nobody else. She knew of the absent brother: a simpleton. She felt the water cooling on her neck.

‘We need to get this one locked up. Is the cell ready?’ Robert said.

‘We haven’t used it for so long. There’ll be no bedding.’

‘I’m not sleepy,’ the Jarrod boy said with a smirk.

‘Just keep quiet, you,’ Robert said, as they crossed the threshold.

Daisy felt William Jarrod watching her. He looked at the towel in her hand.

‘Would you get the door, Daisy, please?’ Robert said.

She opened up the office at the front of the house, and turned on the light, illuminating two chairs and a desk, on which sat Daisy’s Corona portable typewriter and a neat pile of documents. In the corner was the village’s only telephone. The room smelled of cigarettes and paper. All three of them crossed the office, and Daisy pulled the bolts on the black wooden door of the old cell, which contained a stool, and a low, bare bed. These days, Daisy used the cell for storage: her dolly tub stood in the corner.

Robert detached himself from William Jarrod and pushed him inside. ‘I’ll have your brother here, soon,’ Robert said. ‘And then a divisional car will be on its way to take you both in.’

‘Tell them not to hurry,’ William said. ‘These quarters are very pleasant.’

Robert slammed the door, and ran the three bolts home.

‘He hasn’t a light,’ Daisy whispered.

‘It won’t be for long.’

‘It’s pitch dark in there.’

Robert nodded. He took off his helmet. His fair hair was sodden at the front, but dry and wispy at the crown. He pulled down the cover on a small eye-level hatch in the door. Light seeped into the cell through a metal grate. ‘That will have to do, for now.’

Robert telephoned county headquarters to request a car. ‘I know. I will explain later,’ he said into the mouthpiece, before ending the call.

‘Where’s the brother?’ Daisy asked.

‘Still at Watson’s farmhouse,’ Robert said.

‘Well then, you must go back there and get him,’ Daisy said.

Robert put his hand on Daisy’s bare shoulder, and moved her away from the cell. He dropped his voice. ‘I don’t want to leave you here. With him.’

‘He’s locked in, Robert. I’ve looked after prisoners before.’

In the two years since Robert’s first promotion had taken them from the city to this one-man rural beat, they’d housed the occasional Sussex farmer who needed to sleep off the drink. Those men were always so sorry, so polite, at breakfast the next morning.

‘This one’s different,’ Robert said. ‘Perhaps I could stay here, and the divisional car could stop by the farm on the way.’

‘You can’t leave the Watsons holding Thomas Jarrod,’ Daisy said.

‘I know.’

They’d recently had the downstairs wired for electric light, and in that stark brightness, Robert looked young. He glanced up at the clock. ‘Just lock the office door and keep to our rooms, Daisy. I will come back as fast as I can.’

He kissed her forehead gently. William Jarrod sniggered inside the cell, and they both glanced over at the hatch in the door.

‘I’ll be fine,’ Daisy said.

Robert put on his helmet, and he and Daisy went back into the hallway. As he opened the front door and stepped into the night, Robert turned. ‘Don’t talk to him,’ he said.

 

In the kitchen, Daisy boiled the day’s remaining water on the range and dried her hair. She worked out the distance to Watson’s farm: about half an hour, there and back. The divisional car would take longer. Across the road from the station house lived their only neighbour, George Makeney, an ancient widower. Beyond Makeney’s house it was a fair trek to the village. Daisy thought of the many thrillers she had watched as a teenager at the picturehouses back in town. In her film scrapbook, she’d kept a list of rules for dealing with an intruder. Keep something heavy to hand in the bedroom. Know your home in the dark. Use of mirrors.

As she took the kettle from the range, she recalled a recent visit to the grocers. When she’d walked in, she’d heard the women in the queue talking about the older Jarrod boy, Thomas. They speculated about what was wrong with him. One woman said that as a child he had fallen into a pit of dead pigs.

‘Is that why he looks the way he does?’ another woman said. ‘I mean his face?’

When the wives caught sight of the policeman’s wife, the conversation ceased, as it always did. The women went blank, fanning themselves with their ration books. The grocer called Daisy forward. ‘Do come to the front, Mrs Seacombe.’

‘No thank you,’ Daisy said. ‘I will queue.’

But the grocer insisted and the other women stepped aside. It’s just respect, her husband always said, though it didn’t feel that way to Daisy.

When she left with her tinned meat and dried eggs, Daisy saw a woman standing rigid by the open window down the side of the shop. It was Emma, mother of the Jarrod boys, and she’d heard everything. Her blonde hair hung in a long plait, and her face looked weather-beaten. She narrowed her blue eyes, scowled at Daisy, and then fled.

Now, in the kitchen, Daisy heard William Jarrod calling from his cell. ‘Excuse me,’ he sang. ‘Excuse me!’

Daisy had left the office door open, and could hear him clearly. She walked back down the hall and stood in the doorway, watching the hatch. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

‘Oh,’ said William. ‘There you are. It’s very dark in here.’ He spoke well, for a farm boy. He had a certain confidence.

‘I am sorry about that,’ Daisy replied. ‘But it won’t be for long.’

‘There isn’t a toilet, is there?’

Daisy cursed under her breath. They had an earth bucket for prisoners, but she’d left it in the garden shed. ‘I’m afraid not. You’ll have to wait.’

‘Were you bathing?’ he said. ‘Did I interrupt you?’

‘Don’t you worry about that,’ she said quietly.

‘I need to—’

There was a clanging noise from inside the cell, and a brief cry.

‘What happened?’ Daisy shouted. ‘Did you fall?’

There was no answer, and the house took on that deep quiet. When they first moved out of town, two winters ago, Daisy had sometimes woken in the night and thought she’d lost her senses, so dark and silent was their bedroom. Back home, the street lights and car engines and the white noise of the sea had comforted her. You couldn’t hear the sea from this place.

‘I said, are you all right?’ she called again.

Nothing. She hesitated, but then crept across the office, and stood before the black door. Suddenly, William Jarrod’s mouth was at the grate. ‘I need to cut you,’ he said. ‘I need to cut you until they can’t tell you’re a woman no more.’

Daisy turned away quickly and her hip slammed into the desk. She called out in pain, and then ran from the office. She closed and locked the door behind her. Her right leg was dead and she thought she might be sick. After a second, William Jarrod began to scream – a high-pitched, mocking impersonation of a frightened woman.

Daisy thought about leaving the house, and putting as much distance as she could between herself and William Jarrod. But an image came to her mind of the road to the village, as it plunged into the tunnel of trees. She had a duty to her husband, and the Force. Jarrod continued to wail. Daisy ran into the kitchen and pulled a carving knife from the drawer.

The noise stopped. As much as she’d hated his pretend screaming, the silence which followed was worse. Being near to William Jarrod seemed somehow safer. So, with the knife held before her, Daisy walked back down the hall.

A bang on the front door. ‘Who is it?’ she shouted. ‘Robert? Robert, is that you?’

‘Yes. Open up,’ Robert said.

When she first opened the door, she saw only Thomas Jarrod, the older brother, his face stretched and almost featureless. One of his ears was malformed, and blood smeared his lips. Daisy tightened her grip on the wooden handle of the knife.

‘Daisy, it’s all right. I’m here,’ Robert said, emerging from behind his prisoner. ‘I came as quickly as I could.’

Thomas Jarrod wore no handcuffs. He said nothing, just tongued a cut on his lip and winced. His age was somewhere between eighteen and twenty-five. Daisy thought of what the woman in the grocers had said: a pit of dead pigs.

‘The other one?’ asked Robert.

Daisy glanced towards the office.

‘I’m sorry, Daisy,’ Robert said, stepping inside and guiding Thomas into the hall. Softly, Robert put his hands over Daisy’s and took the knife away. ‘Why don’t you go upstairs? I can handle this now.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m not leaving you.’

Thomas Jarrod gave them no trouble as they escorted him into the office. He was huge, and the hems of his trousers did not reach his boots. Daisy felt instinctively tender towards him, and the feeling surprised her. He sniffed the air. There was a warm, sulphurous stink in the office now. All three of them looked at the cell door.

‘Tom, is that you?’ William called from the cell, his voice perfectly calm.

‘Yes, William,’ replied the older brother.

‘Did they hurt you, Tom. Those Watsons?’

‘Only a little,’ Thomas said, pressing his fingers to his lip.

‘Not surprising. It was a sin, what we did,’ William said. ‘But we’ll be home soon.’

‘Home and dry,’ said Thomas, sadly. ‘What will mother say, William?’

‘I can’t imagine.’

Daisy took disinfectant and a sheet of cotton wool from the cupboard. She held the items up to show Robert, who nodded. Thomas Jarrod seemed not to see her as she approached him. He just leaned against the desk and stared at the black door.

‘I’ll clean that cut for you, if you like,’ Daisy said.

With his large, dirty fingers, Thomas rolled down his bottom lip to reveal a shining red gash. Daisy removed the lid from the disinfectant, covered the opening with cotton wool, and tipped the bottle. Firmly, she pressed the cotton wool into the cut. Thomas flinched. A tear formed, and he blinked it down his cheek.

‘Well done,’ Daisy whispered.

Robert took off his jacket, arranged his braces and rolled up the sleeves on his white shirt. He looked at the clock, and then the window. A blue eye appeared at the hatch in the door. Daisy felt an urge to press her fingers through the grate.

‘Tom . . . are you not handcuffed?’ William said.

‘The policeman said I wouldn’t need the handcuffs if I was a good boy.’

‘So, you’re free to go then,’ William said.

‘He most certainly is not free to go,’ Robert said.

‘Constable, look at the size of him. Do you really think you could stop him, if he wanted to leave? Your wife would have more chance.’

‘Be quiet.’

‘Tom?’ said William.

‘Yes.’

‘You can go whenever you want,’ said William.

‘That’s enough!’ Robert shouted.

In Thomas’s tired eyes, and the long, fair lashes, Daisy saw something of his mother. He sat on the edge of the desk, frowning, deciding. He never looked away from the cell door. Daisy didn’t know whether the stench from the cell had faded, or she’d just got used to it.

‘Tom?’ said William.

‘I said shut up!’ Robert shouted. ‘Nobody is going anywhere until the divisional car arrives.’

William laughed. ‘And when will that be, Constable?’

‘Soon.’

‘You know, I had a lovely talk with your wife, while you were out.’

Robert glanced at Daisy, and then gestured towards the hall, but she couldn’t leave now. That was what William wanted.

‘We had a lovely chat, didn’t we, Daisy?’ William said.

Robert twitched, struggling to control his temper.

‘Didn’t you tell her to lock the office door?’ William said. ‘You were quite clear about that, as I remember. Don’t talk to him. That’s what you said.’

‘I’m warning you,’ said Robert.

‘She disobeyed you, Constable. A bad sign, that. She came right up to this door. Very concerned, she was. Very concerned for my health.’

Robert strode across the room towards the cell. Thomas stood up from the desk. Daisy took her husband by the wrist, and he stopped. Robert turned to her. His eyes were wide, his right fist clenched. Daisy gently rubbed the soft tangle of veins and ligaments on the underside of his wrist. Robert looked away. ‘Keep your mouth shut,’ he said to the cell door. ‘Do you hear?’

William did not reply.

A few minutes passed. Daisy let her shoulders drop. Then came the sound of boots on the stone floor of the cell, followed by a thump against the door. After a brief silence, William charged the door again. Then again. Nobody spoke. Robert didn’t even tell him to stop. After the first few slams, the old oak frame began to judder, and a little dust came off the bare bricks above.

‘Robert?’ Daisy said.

‘There’s no way,’ Robert said. ‘Not in a million years. That door’s been there forever.’

Daisy knew all about the age of the place, and it gave her no comfort. The house was riddled with a damp that turned the wallpaper to mush. In the winters, a white mould formed on the back of the sofa, and woodworm had wrecked half of the cupboards. Things fell apart here.

As William continued his rhythmic ramming of the door, Thomas Jarrod scratched the back of his neck. His breathing became ragged. Daisy couldn’t tell if he was excited or upset. A small split appeared in the door frame. Bread-coloured wood showed through the old black paint. Daisy turned to Robert and saw his hands clasped behind his back, holding the carving knife she had taken from the kitchen.

The door creaked on the next thump, and then the headlights of the divisional car raked across the window. ‘They’re here!’ Daisy said. She ran from the office and dragged open the front door. Two officers stepped out of the small squad car and walked up the drive. They slowed when they saw Daisy standing in the light of the doorway, and from their expressions, she knew she looked wild.

 

Daisy stood aside while Robert and the two officers took the Jarrod boys – both in cuffs now – out of the house. William Jarrod stared at her as he passed, but Robert reached out, grasped him by the jaw, and turned his head away. They loaded the brothers into the back of the car. Daisy leaned against the door frame, and parried away the furry moths, which were soft against her fingers.

After watching the tail lights of the squad car disappear, Robert came back to the house and closed the door behind him. He held Daisy so tight she could hardly breathe against his damp shirt. ‘I’m sorry you had to see all that.’

‘I’m fine, Robert. It’s nothing.’

‘I should never have left you here with him. Damn the police. Damn the Watsons.’

‘No. You had to go. What did they steal from the Watsons’ house?’

‘Nothing,’ Robert said. ‘They didn’t steal anything. It was some sort of. I won’t talk about it. Nobody was harmed, physically.’

Something seemed to occur to him. He went into the office, took up his lamp and shone it into the dark cell. He sniffed and swore.

‘What is it?’ Daisy asked.

‘Don’t come in,’ Robert replied. He walked through the house and out the back door to the shed. He came back with a garden spade and a metal pail filled with water.

‘Daisy, where do you keep the soaps?’

‘Do you need me to clean something?’

‘No, you shouldn’t have to.’

‘I’ve dealt with plenty.’

‘I’m going to do it,’ he said.

Daisy talked him through the ratios of water to bleach, and he told her to go upstairs to bed.

When he joined her, Robert brought tea – the good stuff sent over in food packages from America. They kept the candles burning. Robert’s hands were red and cold from the water. They tried to talk about other things, but couldn’t. ‘I think of their mother,’ Daisy said.

‘God only knows what goes on in that house,’ Robert said.

‘The big one. Thomas. It must be hard, growing up with William for a brother. It’s enough to make you feel sorry for him.’

‘Well, don’t,’ Robert said.

He turned to her, half of his face in shadow. ‘Daisy, was it true, what William said?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He said that you went to the cell door, while I was gone.’

‘He pretended he’d hurt himself, Robert. I didn’t know what to do. Any other prisoner, I’d have gone in there to help him.’

Robert winced. ‘What did he say to you?’

Daisy thought of William Jarrod’s mouth at the grate. She studied her husband, and saw a man who suffered with nerves. A man who woke in the night, crying out, and could supply no reason for it.

‘He just said he was going to escape, that’s all. He said the cell was old, and it couldn’t hold him, and he’d get away across the fields.’

They fell silent for a moment. Robert looked at her carefully. The temperature had dropped, and the house tightened around them. The wood and the plaster ticked and creaked. Daisy found it difficult to believe that William Jarrod was gone from the place.

‘Are you angry with me?’ Daisy said.

‘Of course not,’ Robert said. ‘You did everything properly, just like always. I wouldn’t have got through it without you. But a woman shouldn’t have to hear what you heard tonight.’

‘But I’m all right.’

‘People like him can leave a mark on a woman. They can ruin her.’

‘What?’ Daisy said.

But Robert just shook his head, and stared at the wall.
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Daisy had met Robert in Brighton, after the war, at the dance hall above the Astoria cinema. He was lean and wiry, his shoulders lost in his jacket. His father had been a bricklayer before he died, and Robert clearly felt nervous with the daughter of an accountant in his arms. Daisy enjoyed his unease. He had joined the Force, and a policeman was a decent catch – a stable wage at an uncertain time. Robert told her he liked her black curls, the almost violet shade of her lips, and her slightly crooked front teeth. He loved her whole mouth, he said, although he sometimes felt powerless to stop the words coming out of it.

She insisted he take her to the Gaiety cinema, on the edge of town. The building itself looked like something from science fiction – a drum-shaped art deco space station, with a neon letter of its name on each of the vertical concrete fins at the front. In the lobby, there were fountains, caged birds and a black ceiling studded with lights.

‘I’d rather dance,’ Robert said, as they walked into the auditorium. ‘All this American pap: it’s just fantasy.’

‘But you have to find a way to get your girl on her own in the dark, I suppose.’

She loved it when he blushed. They came in halfway through a thriller, watched the ending first, and then waited for the programme to start again. During the news broadcast, the audience noticed a cat in the cinema. It scrambled under seats and bounded across the bottom of the screen, to hoots of laughter. ‘The moggy did it!’ someone shouted, when the film restarted. But Robert shifted uncomfortably, crossed his long legs.

‘What’s wrong?’ Daisy asked.

‘Nothing,’ he said.

‘Are you afraid of cats?’

He kissed her then, squeezing her arm so hard that the red marks of his fingers remained on her pale skin the next day.

‘I’m afraid,’ he said, between kisses, ‘that I might not be good enough for you.’

But she thought he was.

 

Officially, the five-year marriage ban for new police recruits had been lifted, but Robert continued to live in the section house at Preston Circus. Daisy listened to his complaints about missing her, but secretly she found the separation exciting. It gave their meetings – at dances, on night-time walks, at the ice rink – a charged tension. Their desire opened up the city – they sought the cover of alleyways and the seafront arches. Later, she thought of the length of his forearms, and inhaled the spicy scent of him from the fabric of her dress.

Eventually, an inspector visited Daisy at home, in Kemptown. He was a tall old man with a notebook and a raw shaving rash on his neck. Daisy followed him through the rooms as he silently examined the bookshelves and the cooking range and the cupboard where her mother kept towels. In the hallway, he pinched his trousers and lowered himself to a squat. He put on a pair of soft, white gloves and ran his fingers along the top of the skirting board. He examined the glove tips and then stood.

‘You have known Constable Seacombe for two years, is that correct?’

For a moment, Daisy didn’t recognise his name. ‘It feels like much longer,’ she said.

‘It is not. You work . . .’ the Inspector consulted his notebook, ‘. . . as a telephonist at the exchange. That’s good. The Force welcomes competent women.’

‘But I would have to leave the job, if I married Robert, wouldn’t I?’

‘You would not be idle,’ the Inspector said.

He left his notebook on the kitchen table when he went to examine the outhouse. Daisy carefully lifted the cover and glanced at the section headings on the first page: family occupations, address, comportment. At the bottom of the page, the Inspector had written three question marks, as though reaching for another category.

 

Shortly after they married, the Force gave Robert the single-beat in the countryside. Daisy felt proud of him, although the promised chemical closet never arrived, and after two years they still drew their water from a well. She dealt with correspondence, typed reports, cleaned and cooked, and manned the only telephone for five miles. She worked hard, and for no pay, but she didn’t mind because she and Robert did it together.

After the affair with the Jarrods, she received a brief letter from the chief constable, praising her ‘dutiful actions’. But the encounter knocked Daisy off balance and she asked Robert for news of the boys.

‘It’s out of my hands, Daisy. William is too young for jail and I don’t know what they’ll do about the other one. There’s a rumour the whole family will move north. In any event, I can’t see those boys coming home.’

He was right: they never saw William and Thomas again.

Robert’s night troubles were nothing to do with the Jarrods. Once, Daisy heard him trying to scream in his sleep. He scrambled to his feet, and opened his mouth, but his cries came out as a trapped animal moan. Daisy tried to comfort him, but he shrank from her touch. ‘Robert?’

‘Where is he?’ Robert said, and then woke.

‘Who, Robert? You were having a dream.’

He looked at her, in the grey light of the early hours, and then he climbed back into bed and slept, without a word.

 

Later that summer, Daisy took Robert’s bike and cycled into the village with the outgoing mail. Either side of the lane, the wheat rose high, and the pollen made her lungs rattle.

The post office desk was in a corner of the grocers. Two women fell silent as Daisy walked in. She took the mail from a satchel and handed it to the counter clerk.

‘Ah, yes, Mrs Seacombe,’ he said. He reached beneath the desk and produced an envelope. ‘This came for you, care of the office.’

The clerk raised his eyebrows. One of the women behind Daisy tutted. Daisy quickly shifted the letter into the empty satchel, and left the post office, waiting for a moment until the conversation within started up again.

Nearing home, she noticed a rich green smell in the air. Its earthy power grew as she cycled closer to the garden of her neighbour, George Makeney. The scent filled Daisy with an odd hunger, and she got off the bike and propped it against Makeney’s hedge. She had eaten poorly for years, and so it took her a while to recognise the smell of fresh tomatoes. She could almost feel the stiff vine between her fingers, taste the sharp flesh. She had to stop herself from running as she followed the scent. Over Makeney’s gate, she saw the greenhouse behind his cottage, and the tangle of vines and bright fruit pressing against the glass. How had old Makeney managed such a thing? It seemed to Daisy like a miracle.

She closed her eyes and breathed in the odour. Perhaps Robert would be able to get a pound of tomatoes from their neighbour. There had to be some benefits to the job. Shaking herself from the trance, Daisy walked back to retrieve the bicycle, but a woman stood in the middle of the dry country road. It was Emma Jarrod, mother of the boys. She remained motionless long enough for Daisy to note the changes in her appearance. Her hair was cropped unevenly short, her eyes red-ringed. A bloody cut streaked along her shin, and chalk dust covered her sandalled feet. She had come from the direction of the police house, and stood now between Daisy and home.

‘Good afternoon,’ said Daisy.

Emma Jarrod walked slowly by, throwing one bitter glance in Daisy’s direction. Her blue eyes looked stark against her sunburnt face. She said nothing.

When she had gone, Daisy cycled home quickly, full of foreboding. But she found her husband back from his beat, cheerfully clipping the edges of the front lawn. He smiled and she went to him. She could smell the meaty sweat on his body, the soil on his hands. Everything seemed too close today, too real.

‘Did anyone visit?’ she asked.

‘No. Is something wrong?’

‘I feel strange.’

He put his hand on her back. ‘You are, my love,’ he said.

She went to bed early that evening, and woke at dawn, nauseous. Downstairs in the kitchen, she tried not to wake Robert as she vomited into a bucket. Only when she had cleaned out the bucket did she remember the letter.

The satchel was in the office. She took out the envelope, and opened it at the table. The envelope contained another, addressed simply to Daisy Birch – her maiden name. Inside, the letter was written on paper with a faint blue tinge. The return address was St Claude, Manitoba, Canada.

 

Dear Daisy,

 

Guess who! First three don’t count. It is me, your good friend Paul Landry, formerly of The Princess Pat’s, and the Electric Theatre Picturehouse. Also formerly of every cheap ‘pub’ in the city of Brighton. How are you, Dee? I hope you remember me.

I know this letter, if you even get it, comes out of the blue. A lot of time has passed since we knew each other, but I can’t seem to forget you. I also remember every name of the 1932 Olympic-winning Winnipeg hockey team, but I don’t have the same feelings for those fellows. Not really.

I am staying on the family farm for a while, because my mother is sick. The weather is scalding now, but this winter it was 28 below. My village is a little dull. It is famous for having the world’s second largest smoking pipe. No, honestly, this pipe is as big as a house! You can find a picture of it in a book called ‘Big Things in Manitoba’, available from your local public library. I wish you were a Big Thing in Manitoba.

How are you? You said you planned to go to night school. Did you? Do you see any of those other gals? Have you seen any good pictures lately? Did you catch ‘I Was a Male War Bride’??? I wish I could go see a picture with you again.

Maybe you’re wondering why I’m writing this, well the last thing you said to me was ‘send me a letter, Paulie!’ I guess that was 1944. I am a slow writer, but a man of my word. I would sure love to hear from you and hope we can correspond. I better call this good, for now.

 

Paul Landry

 

Daisy sat blinking in the office. She did remember him, of course, but her memories of the war were like some old film she’d seen. Like a different universe. She had been wild, back then.

Paul Landry. Billeted in Brighton and Uckfield. She remembered a good ice skater, who called his skates ‘tubes’. Cigarettes he called ‘smoke poles’. His real name was Jean-Paul, and his father, who died young, had been French. His mother was of English descent, or maybe Irish or Scottish. Daisy had kissed him once. Many of her telephonist friends had taken the transatlantic boat to Canada in 1946, some with children.

Robert came into the office in a vest and blue pyjama trousers. His hair, still clumped with yesterday’s pomade, stuck out at the sides. ‘Working already, darling?’

‘Not really.’

‘You look pale. Did we get some bad news?’ He nodded to the letter.

‘No,’ she said, putting the missive back into the envelope. ‘In fact, I might have some good news . . .’

Robert’s eyes widened. ‘Are they coming to install the toilet?’

Daisy stood. ‘I think I may be pregnant, Robert.’

‘What?’ Robert wrapped his arms around her, but then pulled away. ‘Oh God! I must be careful with you!’

‘We can still touch,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I don’t know for sure. We shouldn’t get too excited yet.’ She’d miscarried, a couple of years before.

He held her gently, and they danced in the office. As they slowly spun, she saw the black cell door, and then the letter on the table.

‘We have to celebrate!’ Robert said. ‘What shall we do tonight?’

Daisy thought for a moment. ‘I miss the pictures,’ she said. ‘Can we go into town? To the cinema?’

Robert looked taken aback for a moment, but then he smiled. ‘Anything you want,’ he said.

 

It took Daisy a long time to reply to Paul Landry’s first letter. She toyed with the idea of not responding at all. When the war started, she’d been a child, but she was a woman by the end of it. She had hardly touched a drink since VE Day. To write to Paul was to remember her wild, wartime self. It meant remembering the house of her cinema-going friend Maureen Williams, torn apart by the raid of May 1943. The ARP men had dug down into the rubble, looking for Mo’s body, while her bed had stood on top of the pile, the red blanket neatly folded, exposed to the fields of Rottingdean in the middle of the afternoon.

But it was proper to write back.

 

Dear Paul,

 

How nice to receive your funny letter. Of course I remember. It has been a long time, and much has happened here. I am married, to Robert, who I met after the war. I am Mrs Seacombe now. You will probably laugh and make remarks, but my husband is a police constable. We work hard, so no time for night school.

If you see Stephane or Tony, please say ‘hi’. I hope your mother gets well soon, and I wish you health and happiness for the future.

 

Yours sincerely,

 

Daisy Seacombe

He didn’t write back, and she supposed that was the end of it.
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Robert first proposed the move back to town late in the winter of 1951, a year after Linda was born. He paced the front room as he made his case, waving in his hand one of his daughter’s toys: a wooden staff with coloured rings. ‘I feel like I’m missing opportunities out here,’ he said. ‘And I don’t know if this is a good sort of place for a child to grow up.’

Daisy knew her husband was still thinking of the Jarrod boys, although their house stood empty – smashed-up and left to rot.

‘Might it not be unsettling to move?’ Daisy asked, bouncing Linda on her knee.

‘When I did the training, up in London, I met this fellow, Ray. He told me about the CID. It’s different to normal policing. You just disappear off, do as you please. You’ve got to have nous. You’ve got to be tough up here.’ He tapped the side of his head.

Daisy smiled. She stood from her chair and kissed her husband. Linda reached out for the coloured wooden rings.

‘You’re not so tough,’ Daisy said.

‘Well, maybe you could teach me,’ he replied.

She looked around the damp room and found little to cling to. She saw the caved-in plaster, from when Robert had once punched the wall after losing his notebook. The window had frozen over, and her baby’s hands were blue and orange with cold. Last month, she had gone down to the cellar and found the bloodied sheets from her ferocious labour, which Robert had discarded there. The sheets had frozen solid, and stood free, so that she mistook them for a creature at first. A fox, maybe.

It might be good to move back to town.

 

It took another couple of years to put their plan into action. In the meantime, she received another airmail letter, addressed care of the post office in the village. She opened the letter on the bridleway, two miles from home.

 

Dear Dee,

 

I was so pleased to get your letter, which took its time to reach me, as I have moved back to the city. You write just how you speak. It was like hearing your voice again! So . . . thank you.

So, you married your arresting officer! No surprises there. We all knew they’d get you in the end. I guess there is a chance that he is reading this, in which case, ‘Hello sir, you are a lucky guy’.

I myself am having a torrid affair with Molly Dalton, usherette at the Beacon. Her favorite topic of conversation is money. Kisses don’t pay the bills, she quips. Like I say, it’s all extremely torrid.

I know your letter did not really ask for a reply, so I don’t know why I am writing this. All I can say is that I feel restful when I am writing to you, and I hold out hopes of being pen pals. Chances are slim, I know, but I have to try.

Let me tell you about things here. As you may know, the Red River burst its banks, and turned the city into a puddle . . .

 

And off he went, describing the train trip to Winnipeg from the little prairie outpost where his mother lived. He said that when you looked out of the carriage window, you got the feeling that the fellow painting the scenery had fallen asleep.

She liked to read about the details of his daily life. He said he could send Nescafé, if they needed it, and Eveready batteries. He could make up a package at Eaton’s department store in Winnipeg. Her childhood hero, the actress Deanna Durbin, was from Winnipeg.

Daisy felt her mind filling with the words of her reply. Soon, they would move back to the city anyway. There was no harm in writing. It was only words.





1953–5

Thirty houses stood on the police estate, each dwelling reflecting the rank of its inhabitant. The place was known as ‘The Colony’. It had a clubhouse and a recreational area, and Divisional HQ could be seen from the windows of most of the homes.

The Seacombes first arrived late at night. Half of the lights on the terraced row still glowed. ‘Why are they all awake?’ Daisy asked, clutching Linda to her shoulder.

‘Night shifts, I suppose,’ said Robert. He put a hand on the small of her back. ‘Wives waiting up. It’ll be good for you to know there’s people next door in the same boat.’

Later that first week, Robert encouraged her to go to the wives’ sports social: a crown green bowls tournament.

‘Oh no,’ Daisy said. ‘I wouldn’t know what to wear.’

‘You look lovely. Go as you are.’

She wore a homemade navy pleated skirt and a navy waistcoat over a white short-sleeved sweater.

‘I’d be nervous,’ Daisy said. ‘I don’t think it’s for me.’

‘It is for you,’ Robert said, smiling. ‘It’s for me, too. Important you get along with the other wives. Good for a man’s career.’

‘I see.’

‘You’ve been out in the sticks too long, that’s all. You’ll get back into the swing of it.’

Daisy looked around their new home. The rooms were small and the ceilings low but they had indoor plumbing and the wallpaper, with its burgundy stripes, stayed fixed to the wall. She heard her daughter climbing the stairs on her hands and knees.

‘What about Linda?’ she said.

‘I’ll deal with her.’

 

Walking to the bowling green, Daisy saw women, in groups of two and three, converging from the grid of streets. In the east, the sun glowered, but storm-clouds loomed in the west, giving the façades of the houses an unreal glow.

Most of the women wore jackets.

Daisy told herself this was her town. And she had once enjoyed socialising. She strode across the bowling green to a group of wives standing at the clubhouse end. ‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘I’m Daisy.’

The group looked deferentially to a short woman in white-rimmed glasses and a grey suit. She had on white disk earrings that matched her flat shoes. ‘Go on . . .’ she said.

‘I’m here for the bowls.’

‘Who is your husband?’ said the woman.

‘Oh. Robert. Robert Seacombe.’

The woman in the white-rimmed glasses winced. ‘Police Constable Seacombe, I have to assume?’ she said. There was a sigh of laughter. ‘I am Mrs Clore,’ said the woman. Mrs Clore identified the other women in the group, but this was information, not introduction.

‘I fear we shall have to re-instigate the badges,’ she said. ‘Mrs Seacombe, your shoes are inappropriate. And there are no shoes appropriate to the act of walking across a bowling green, whilst not in play.’

Daisy blushed, and Mrs Clore seemed to take pity on her. ‘You’ll discover refreshments in the clubhouse,’ she said.

‘Thank you.’

‘When you find the tray, Mrs Seacombe, bring it out.’

 

The clubhouse smelled of meat paste and orange squash. The wives in there looked different. She heard the difference in their voices: they spoke like Mrs Clore might have if she’d fallen down the stairs. Eyes flashed in Daisy’s direction. Pricing her up.

‘Hello, I’m Mrs Gaye,’ said a woman with a cheap permanent. ‘Peggy. Your neighbour. I’m afraid we all saw you talking to the brass, out there.’

‘I didn’t mean anything by it,’ Daisy said.

‘Well, if you thought that was the way to a quick promotion, God help you.’

‘I wasn’t even thinking about— ’

‘Rule number four: all anyone talks about is promotion.’

‘Number four . . .?’

‘I think you learned the first three rules the hard way. Footwear. Bowling green. Where you belong.’

‘I’m supposed to take a tray of refreshments out to them.’

Peggy Gaye smiled. ‘Not to them, love. You don’t get to serve them for a long time. You’re to serve us. Now, I think our husbands share a beat. Robert, is it?’

Another woman, young and with a body that had not yet borne a child, called out: ‘Mrs Clore would like us to wear the badges. To avoid any gaffes.’

 

The badge had a pin, which had pierced both her waistcoat and her sweater. police constable. ‘I see that I’m yet to move up the ranks,’ said Robert, when she arrived home that afternoon.

‘I hate this place,’ Daisy said.

‘I think it’s all right,’ Robert said. He sat in the armchair. Linda napped on a blanket by his feet. Daisy heard the rumbling voice of the wireless announcer from next door.

‘It’s stuffy. Everyone walks around in fear of saying something wrong.’

‘You’ll get used to it. You need to get out there, and make some friends.’

‘Stop telling me what I need to do,’ Daisy said.

She expected Robert to stand out of his chair, for his jaw muscles to tighten in threat. But he just shrugged. ‘Whatever you say.’ He nodded to her badge. ‘You’re the ranking officer.’

Daisy pulled out the pin, and ripped a hole in her sweater. ‘For God’s sake,’ she shouted.

‘Daisy, keep your voice down,’ Robert said. ‘We don’t live in the country anymore. We have neighbours.’

‘Well, it’s our business. Not theirs.’

Robert shook his head. ‘Not really,’ he said.

He did stand now, and took Daisy by the wrist. He looked at the flap torn from her sweater, the flesh of her breast swelling over cotton. ‘I’m sorry you had a bad day, but it’s important that we help each other.’

‘Let go,’ she said. ‘Linda needs to wake up.’

Robert smiled. ‘We all do,’ he said.

 

The next morning, Daisy rose early. Her head ached. She ambled down to the front door, opened it, and took several big breaths. Carefully, she looked along the terraced row. Six of the nine houses already had women outside. They watered hanging baskets, put out empty milk bottles, snipped grass back from paths, walloped rugs, and talked. Always talking, always watching.

Perhaps those women had seen her make a fool of herself the day before, but Daisy didn’t care about that. She worried more about the postman. She had given Paul Landry her home address, and that now seemed like a terrible mistake. The red-faced postman chatted to one of the women at the end of the street, and appeared to Daisy like a travelling ragman during the Plague. Her husband surfaced upstairs, clearing his sinuses. She slammed the door shut and kept watch over the letterbox.

That afternoon, she went to the post office in town, set herself up with a PO Box, and wrote to tell Paul never to send mail to her house.

That was how the letters continued.

 

Dear Dee,

 

My birthday was fine, thank you for asking. I drove out in the truck and slept under the stars. Just me. It was some party! In terms of gifts, mother bought me a tiepin (God bless Mother! I haven’t worn a tie since 1938), and my sister, Marguerite, a set of pencils. Clare bought me a quart of rye whisky and drank half.

My friends say, ‘Hey Laundry (they call me Laundry)! All you ever talk about is this G-D Limey
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