



[image: ]






LINDA KELSEY



The Secret
Lives of Sisters


[image: image]
www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2008 by Hodder and Stoughton
An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Linda Kelsey 2008


The right of Linda Kelsey to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN: 9781444727968
Book ISBN: 9780340976593 (A format)
Book ISBN: 9780340933411 (B format)


Hodder and Stoughton Ltd
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH
Hachette UK Company


www.hodder.co.uk




For Susan




Also by Linda Kelsey


Fifty is not a Four-Letter Word


Was It Good For You, Too?


30 Years of Cosmopolitan – Robson Books





Acknowledgements


Grateful acknowledgement is made for permission to reprint from the following copyrighted work:


‘Résumé’ by Dorothy Paker from The Collected Dorothy Parker (Gerald Duckworth & Co Ltd., 1973), copyright 1944 by Dorothy Parker, reprinted by permission of the publisher.





PART ONE





Chapter One


2007


Twenty years. I suppose it’s quite a stretch for a woman in her prime to go without sex, or even a date worth recounting. And yet here I am, on the day of my daughter’s wedding, after two decades of self-imposed purdah, sitting on the edge of my double bed in a silk dressing gown and feeling only mildly curious as to why I have no real desire to change the status quo.


I think, quite suddenly, of a sun-ripened, Mediterranean peach, succulent, oozing, irresistible. My darling Melissa. She flashes briefly into view through the half-open door of the en-suite bathroom. Then my thoughts come back to myself. Mother-of-the-bride. Successful businesswoman. And desiccated coconut, spooned from a tin. A wry smile widens my mouth. Because toasted and sprinkled on muffins, it occurs to me, even desiccated coconut tastes surprisingly good. Generally, you see, I know how to look on the bright side. And I’ve been so very busy all these years.


Today of all days, nothing must go wrong. And so far it hasn’t. Three consecutive days of constant drizzle have given way to a glorious blue sky, punctuated by unthreatening cumulus mediocris. I’ve been committing clouds to memory lately. To help me deal with the stress of the wedding. Learning something new always alleviates my anxiety, even if I forget it all again within a week. One anxious moment I’ll teach myself clouds. The next, the names of ten Pullitzer-prize-winning authors, perhaps. Or half a dozen Hungarian expressions. Like köszönöm szé-pan, which means thank you very much. The sheer effort and concentration needed works every time to distract me from being a ‘worrywort’ as my kids so love to call me. When I was little my family called me Mouse. Mouse. Worrywort. Not so much changes in fifty years.


I have no issue with these flat-based, billowing clouds and their cauliflower-like appearance. They’re common in the summer months. Good-news clouds. Unlike cumulus congestus, the kind of bothersome clouds which are taller than they are wide and can cause brief downpours, cumulus mediocris have the advantage of being about equal in width and height. Result: no precipitation. A perfect, sunny day for my daughter’s wedding. No rain, no pain. Hopefully.


David, of course, should have been here. To walk his beautiful daughter down the aisle, to give her away – as though children are ever ours to give. But David has been dead for almost twenty years. David, the father of my two children. Not my husband; we didn’t believe in marriage. We believed in love. And like Gloria Steinem I had no desire to ‘breed in captivity’, as I saw it then. He died on 14 October 1987. It seemed ironic that he – and therefore I – were felled just two nights before the Great Storm that felled 15 million trees. While the nation mourned for its trees, I mourned for David. The following Monday, US$500 billion were wiped off the Dow in a single day, and the London Stock Exchange followed suit. The nation mourned for its bank balance, and I mourned for David. In the wake of these more material disasters, it was as though David’s death had been downgraded. Just one more tree destroyed. Just one more share plummeting. David dead.


Driving back down the M1 from Birmingham at mid-night, after spending the day looking at potential warehouses for our burgeoning business and having dined with one of the landlords, David skidded out of control, went hurtling into the crash barrier, overturned and ended up upside down, facing the oncoming traffic. There was oil on the road; it was the oil that caused the skid. When the car finally came to a halt, it blew up, blowing David up with it. There was nothing much left to identify.


The Great Storm that followed was merely a sound-track to my grief, a symphony of pain and anger conjured up by vengeful gods, as if they hadn’t already created enough havoc. Huddled under the covers with my uncomprehending children, six-year-old Melissa and Charlie, three, not yet out of night-time nappies, the roar of the wind drowned out the sound of my sobs. ‘This way, this way, come and get me,’ I wanted to cry. I longed for a tree to come crashing through my window and annihilate me. All of us. If only we could all go together … be together again with David. But we couldn’t. I had to save myself for my children. From the moment it happened I was in no doubt. I knew I had to survive for them. It wasn’t a choice.


At the cemetery, where David was buried the day after Black Monday, trees on the perimeter had crashed onto gravestones, causing several to shatter and fragment. It added a grotesquely gothic dimension to the funeral. ‘They’ve lost everything,’ I heard a former college friend of David’s whisper. Did he mean us, or some other family, whose investments had gone up in smoke? ‘Have you heard how many trees came down in Kew?’ some distant cousin of David’s I’d never even met before asked the woman standing next to her, who I also didn’t recognise. ‘A third, they’re saying up to a third of all the trees. An absolute tragedy.’


The storm, the financial crash, David’s death – it felt like the Apocalypse had finally arrived. And in a way, for me, it had.


When David died, I kind of shut up shop, sexually speaking at least. The thing is I lost him before I’d had the time to fall out of love with him. That’s cynical, I know, but we live in cynical times and I’ve seen more divorces than I’ve seen happy marriages. I’d met David only ten years earlier. Who’s to say what I may have felt this much further down the line?


As my friend Janet so succinctly put it of her own husband: ‘Dom was great for about a decade; the last ten years he’s been a total pain in the ass, and if it hadn’t been for the kids I’d have divorced him years ago. Think of all the happy memories I’d have had if he’d died instead of David.’ As the words came out of her mouth, her hand flew to cover it. ‘Jesus, did I really say that? Am I really such an oaf?’


‘It’s OK, Janet, it’s really OK,’ I replied. ‘He’s been dead so long I can handle it now.’


Janet has been my best buddy since childhood. She’s never put a foot wrong as far as friendship is concerned. Sweet, loyal, steady Janet. We met on the first day of starting school, when we were five. She had a little beauty spot just above the corner of her mouth on the left-hand side. I had a matching one to the right of my mouth. Her birthday was the day after mine. We decided we were twins, separated at birth. Almost identical in height when we met, we seemed to grow at exactly the same pace as one another. And we both had dark brown hair, although mine was curly and hers straight. I never had to forgive Janet for saying – or doing – the wrong thing, because she never did anything to deliberately hurt me.


But no one knows how to behave in the face of death. What to say, how to compose their face when they offer you condolences, whether to talk about it endlessly, or not at all, whether to buck you up or leave you alone, when and whether to start fixing you up. I called a moratorium on men when David died. I could be a mother, I could be a breadwinner, I could even smile, but I couldn’t do a man as well.


I don’t dwell on this stuff all the time, not any more, but I suppose that weddings are the kind of occasions that bring all sorts of emotions sharply into focus.


Melissa, the about-to-be bride, thinks David and I must have been antediluvian in our attitudes to marriage. She doesn’t remember a great deal about her father, and Charlie doesn’t seem to remember him at all.


‘What a reactionary pair of old hippies you and David were, missing out on all of this.’


‘Revolutionary, I think you must mean,’ I correct.


I’m leaning up against the doorway of the bathroom now. She’s inside, draped in a towelling robe and with a towel turban on her head, applying moisturiser.


Melissa peers at a blemish on her cheek and touches it in a way I recognise.


‘It’s nothing, Melissa, don’t even think about squeezing it. Unless, that is, you want to walk down the aisle with an approximation of a suppurating sore on your left cheek-bone.’


She gives the blemish a tiny little prod with her finger-nail, before turning the double-sided mirror around, away from the magnifying glass. ‘All that living together without getting married, what was that about? What exactly was the point?’


‘We didn’t need a piece of paper to demonstrate our commitment. I was a feminist. Or at least I’d read the books.’


‘But Mum, you’re not even a proper widow. People just assume David was some bloke you used to hang out with and that you’re a single mum by choice. It doesn’t win the sympathy vote in the same way.’


‘Where do you get your ideas from, Melissa? I don’t want the sympathy vote. I never did. If there isn’t a word for me, that’s everyone else’s problem, not mine.’


‘So do you disapprove of my marrying Stefan?’


‘It’s not for me to approve or disapprove. I like him well enough and he makes you happy, which is what matters. But I’d rather have written you a cheque for twenty grand, which you could have put towards buying a flat that’s bigger than my kitchen, than blow it on a lavish party that will be over in a matter of hours.’


‘But if you couldn’t have afforded it … if the market for Rampant Rabbits has suddenly dried up …’


‘Melissa, my love, I never said I couldn’t afford it. I can afford it. I’m a hugely successful businesswoman as all those Businesswoman of the Year awards on my mantel-piece and this lovely empty house will testify. I’m just trying to make a point.’


‘But I don’t know what your point is.’


‘That a wedding is not a marriage. Look, it really doesn’t matter – it’s all going to be absolutely wonderful. It’s just that I can’t understand why big weddings, which were so quaintly old-fashioned a few years back, are now so very fashionable again.’


‘Mum, I do wish you’d meet someone.’


‘If I’d wanted to I probably would have done by now.’


‘But why didn’t you want to?’


‘Too busy, I guess. With you two and the business. Too in love with the one that got away.’


Melissa walks over and enfolds me in terry towelling arms.


‘Oh Mum, you’re a true romantic, still pining after all these years. But you can’t use the excuse of being too busy any more. Charlie and I aren’t living at home, and you’ve got Cat and all these director people working in your company. What do they do all day long if not run things for you?’


‘Look, you’ve made me cry,’ I say, smiling weakly through watery eyes and drawing back from Melissa. ‘My mascara’s running and I haven’t even seen you in your bridal gown yet. I’ll be a wreck before the day is over. But to answer your question, I guess I’ve lost the knack, if ever I had it. And now I’m fifty-one. Who wants fifty-one when any man over the age of fifty himself can quite easily get forty-one, or even thirty-one?’


‘But you’re beautiful.’


‘And you need to put your contact lenses in.’


The doorbell rings. It could be the hairdresser, the make-up artist, the photographer or the videographer. Or maybe all at once. Melissa has lined up a production team as efficiently as only a rising star in the competitive firmament of TV reality-show production would know how.


She’s so very modern, my daughter. There’s a fierceness about Melissa that sometimes scares me. Losing her father when she was so young could of course have something to do with it, making her tough before her time, and I suppose that to an extent she’s inherited David’s confidence, for which I’m grateful. Charlie’s more like me, he can be quite meek, but physically he’s the spitting image of his dad. Whenever I’ve said to Melissa, ‘You sounded exactly like David when you said that,’ or to Charlie, ‘The way you walked into the room, you looked just like your father,’ it seems to grate. I suppose you don’t want to be defined by a dead person you hardly knew. So I hold back.


Melissa doesn’t only know what she wants, she knows how to go about getting it. Stefan, the fiancé, is a high-flyer in TV himself, head of a fast-growing group of cable or satellite stations, I forget which, but I remember it’s something to do with digital. It’s TV you can watch on your watch, I think, or maybe it’s on your mobile. I’ve not yet mugged up on twenty-first-century TV but it could be a good topic for my next anxious patch.


‘Oh my God, Mum, he’s clever, he’s handsome, he’s successful and s-o-o-o sexy,’ Melissa enthused when she’d been seeing him for about three weeks. ‘And his cooking is better than Jamie Oliver’s.’


‘Mmm, practically perfect,’ I replied. ‘He’s also, I understand, forty-two, which is seventeen years older than you, and divorced with two teenagers.’


‘Which means he’ll be a great dad to our children when we have them.’


‘Oh, so you’re planning babies?’


‘He’s asked me to marry him.’


I tried to remain calm. ‘But you’ve known him only three weeks.’


‘So?’


‘Can we just clear up one thing? You’re telling me he’ll be a great dad. Is this because he was a crap, absent dad first time around?’


‘Exactly.’


‘But where’s the logic?’


‘Well, because he was a crap dad first time around, he’s determined to be brilliant next time. And of course he’s completely over the whole drug thing.’


‘And what drug thing might that be?’


‘You know, the whole “how to score the next line of coke” thing. Everyone under thirty-five is doing it, but he’s done it, and he’s over it. Wouldn’t touch the stuff again if it came free for life with freshly minted rolled-up fifties. Plus, he cooks so I don’t have to.’


I wouldn’t even have known how to start the conversation about Stefan’s days as a junkie, so I focused on Melissa’s cooking skills.


‘Don’t you want to? Don’t you want to even learn how to?’


‘Can’t see any reason. How many thousands of meals have you cooked for us, and where did it get you?’


‘Why did it have to get me anywhere? You had to eat and someone had to cook it. I enjoy cooking, it’s calming and nurturing and loving and—’


‘Whatever turns you on, Mum. I thought we were talking about me and Stefan. Did I mention he has loadsa-money? Or rather he would have if he hadn’t had to give his bitch ex-wife half the house, pay all her bills because she’s too lazy to work, as well as cough up two lots of school fees.’


‘So if he still has half the house, how come he’s moved out of rented accommodation and into your shoebox with you?’


‘Well, he did have this habit, and he’s still paying off his debts. Don’t give me that look. He has been completely open and honest with me. Just like I’m being with you.’


Unlike Charlie, who tends to share only the most basic of information, Melissa barely burps without giving me a full account. There are things a parent just doesn’t need to be told. I suppose she sees me as a friend and I should be grateful. I am grateful, and I adore her, but she constantly seeks my opinion, then gets furious when I give it. Though better this way than how it was with my mother.


Remembering this conversation, which took place at the time Melissa announced her engagement, I shiver at the thought of my beloved daughter marrying a debt-ridden former junkie with a demanding ex-wife and two surly teenage sons. Stefan is charming, amusing, smart, no question, but is he right for Melissa? And what in any case can I do about it? Precisely nada.


The doorbell rings again.


‘Mum, will you get it? I can’t go down like this.’


I pull my silk dressing gown tighter round me, walk over to the window and push up one of the slats in the wooden blinds to get a better view. There’s a whole crowd down there! At least six of them, clutching camera cases and vanity cases and plastic carrier bags full of … stuff.


Behind them, coming up the pathway to the house, is an elderly woman in a thick, bean-green coat and clompy, laced black shoes – entirely unsuitable for this brilliantly sunny July day. From the upstairs window the woman appears to be short and squat in stature: a stubby, upright rectangle, no more than five foot tall, with heavy-set legs and arms straining at the seams of her coat. She’s walking in a tottery sort of way with the aid of stick, shifting her weight from leg to leg in a motion that looks as though it’s merely moving her from side to side rather than propelling her forwards towards the front door. But far from being fragile, her gait has a stubbornness to it, a gruff determination that marks her out as a survivor rather than a victim of the passing years. Her freshly permed hair, coiled like icing on the perimeter of a wedding cake, peeks out from under a headscarf.


I recognise the scarf, it’s the one I bought her last Christmas from Hermès. I know it’s insanity to buy such lavish presents for Mavis. She doesn’t have a clue who or what Hermès is, and she’d be appalled if she knew how much it cost. But I do it every year. It’s the kind of gift I might have bought for my own mother if she’d still been alive and it always gives me a particular satisfaction, treating Mavis as the equal she never was in our house.


I bang on the window enthusiastically and a half-dozen faces look up at me and start waving and grinning. Mavis shades her bifocals from the sun to look up, and a smile illuminates her powdery-pale face.


I wanted to send a car for her. Mavis, who lives in Essex these days, wouldn’t hear of it. Despite the hip replacement, and despite the trembling in her hands, which could be the first stage of Parkinson’s Disease, Mavis was determined to be at the wedding and adamant about getting the train in from Chelmsford to Liverpool Street, then taking the tube from there to Belsize Park, where we live.


I never did lose touch with Mavis. We were bound together in so very many ways.


‘Mavis is here,’ I call in the direction of the bathroom. ‘Plus the director, cameraman, grip, gaffer, gofer, wardrobe mistress, stunt coordinator and goodness knows who else from your personal film-production team for the wedding of the year. Do you want Mavis up here with us, or shall I get her to wait down in the living room?’


‘Why not bring her on up? The more the merrier. Bet she’s gone overboard with the 4711 you bought her as her leaving present in 1966.’


I laugh. I don’t think Melissa gets Mavis. I don’t think she at all understands the bond between me and a maid who left our family home some forty years previously, and why I’m the only member of the family who continued to see her. There’s no reason why she should understand; I’ve never properly explained. To do so would be like opening Pandora’s box. And in my view, if the lid fits, you should keep it firmly shut.


Apart from me, and my children, and David before he died, no one has seen Mavis since she left when I was just ten years old. Well, she did meet my dad just once after she left, to make some arrangements. The truth is that I need Mavis as much as she needs me. Sometimes Mavis is the one person who can bring me back from the brink. How my sister Cat’s going to react when she comes face to face with the woman she regards as her childhood tormentor is something I’ve mostly managed to avoid thinking about. I meant to warn Cat, I really did, but with all the excitement of the wedding preparations it must just have slipped my mind …





Chapter Two


The 1980s


The House of Hannah. I thought it had the right ring to it. Not cheap, not faddish or trendy, and definitely not sleazy.


David agreed. ‘I like it. Sounds established before it’s even off the starting blocks. And there’s something you can trust about it as well. The product may be frivolous, but the name of the company tells you the business is anything but …’


I smiled at my lover, the man who’d made everything that had happened so far matter so much less. ‘And with House of Hannah, I don’t suppose the Dirty Mac Brigade will be beating a path to our door.’


‘But surely,’ he said, licking his lips mock-lasciviously, ‘we wouldn’t mind a few Dirty Macs. We do have to think of the bottom line.’


‘You’re impossible! I’m trying to launch a classy business here. If you want to throw pass-the-knickers parties with a glass of Babycham and a bunch of bored housewives, you’ve chosen the wrong girl. The House of Worth, the House of Chanel and all the other Paris salons, that’s where I got my inspiration. I thought we should be a House of, too.’


‘Yes, Hannah, my love, I quite agree, but let’s not get carried away with ourselves. You’re thinking about the great couturiers and I’m thinking about crotchless panties. And how I can’t wait to see you in your very first pair. Come bit a closer, would you?’


We were sitting on the sofa, brainstorming. Or at least we were until David decided that we needed a sex break. We had sex breaks about as regularly as most workers had tea breaks at that point in our relationship. David had tangoed into my life and made me truly happy, perhaps for the first time.


I half-heartedly attempted resisting. ‘But David, we’re supposed to be working on the business plan …’


‘This won’t stop us. You know how inspired I get when your legs are wrapped around my neck.’ It was impossible to reply. David was pulling my T-shirt over my head and I was effectively gagged.


‘No more greying bras and big knicks for you, my girl,’ he laughed, surveying my overwashed, understyled, once-white underwear. ‘I see front ribbon fastenings and black-leather thongs.’


‘Oh pleeease, David. How about a little decorum? All you do is lower the tone.’


‘Forget the House of Hannah, Hannah. Let’s call it the House of Harlots.’


‘Or how about the House of Harpies?’


‘Did you mean Herpes? Apparently there’s a lot of it about.’


‘You’re disgusting.’


I was lying back on the sofa, laughing, lifting my bottom to wriggle out of my jeans. ‘How about handcuffs?’ I suggested. ‘Covered with real sable of course.’


‘Whips. I love whips …’


‘Oh yummy. I love walnut whips, too.’


David chose to ignore me. ‘… but only in the best-quality napa leather. I won’t beat you too hard, at least not until you beg for it.’


‘But I thought I was supposed to whip you. I thought you were a masochist. Now you tell me you’re a sadist as well.’


‘We clearly don’t know one another as well as we thought.’


‘Janet Reger, eat your heart out.’ I giggled. ‘There are two naughty new kids on the knickers block.’


‘My twin peaks of perfection,’ said David playfully as he cupped my now naked breasts in his hands, and his lips, feather-lightly, brushed over my nipples, making them hard and full of longing. ‘We’ll take a cast of your body and sculpt it, life-size, in bronze. It will stand in the lobby of company headquarters.’


‘Could you just call the board meeting to a halt?’ I requested breathlessly. ‘There is some urgent other business I need to attend to.’ I guided David inside me. How lucky I felt to have met the man who could fill all the empty places. I wanted to make love to him for the rest of my life.


I was in my third year of university when I met David. I was reading English. He was a bit of a boffin, having already graduated from Harvard Business School with an MBA. His first degree had been in languages, French and German, after which he’d worked for Deutsche Bank in Frankfurt for a couple of years. Instead of heading straight for the City or one of the big multinational corporations when he returned from the States, he had decided to teach for a while. My own university had just set up a business school, and David was perfectly placed not just to teach but to advise on course content. He had a dread of getting lost in a big organisation and believed himself to have an entrepreneurial streak. Although his goal was to set up in business on his own, he found he was a natural at teaching, and was happy to carry on with it until the right idea came along. He was still only twenty-seven when we met in 1977. Surprisingly, it turned out to be me, rather than him, who had the Big Idea. If I hadn’t, I think he might still have been teaching when.… Well, I suppose if he’d still been teaching, he wouldn’t have been driving back from Birmingham the night of.… This is pointless, but I still do it, twenty years on I still can’t help myself


I must have picked up the business gene from my dad. From about the age of twelve, I used to go and work at his factory in Hackney in the holidays. He was trying as best he could to be a good father, and taking me to the factory didn’t interfere with his social life.


We used to drive there in his big grey Jag with the leather seats and listen to Radio 4. My favourite job was packing. I loved it in the packing room, surrounded by boxes and dresses on rails that had already been sorted for orders and clipped together in bundles. Folding up the dresses neatly and putting them into cardboard boxes for postage to shops around the country had a pleasing certainty about it. You knew the outcome, not like when you learned something for an exam at school and didn’t know whether or not you’d done well until the results came through. It was a job that demanded care, but not too much thinking. The packers were always nice to me, not just, I think, because I was the boss’s daughter, but because I took my packing job seriously and didn’t slack.


At lunchtime I’d go into my dad’s office, which was separated off from the main stockroom. I’d help him do The Times crossword, or at least I’d try to. I hardly ever solved a clue, but I learned the principles of cryptic crosswords, and have remained hooked ever since. Like learning new facts by heart, doing a difficult crossword when I’m anxious is a fail-safe distraction.


We’d eat the ham and pickle sandwiches his secretary, Pat, had popped out to get. I think it was the ritual, the routine, that I craved and welcomed. It staved off, if only for a while, the confusion and chaos that had come to reign elsewhere in my life, in all our lives. Occasionally, while we were eating our sandwiches, someone would knock on the door to ask a question and my dad would give his opinion or tell them what to do. He had such an easy authority, and it made me proud that he was my dad.


The girls, as my dad called his seamstresses, sat at their sewing machines in long rows facing one another. In between them was the trough, where the discarded off-cuts of material would be thrown. The whirring of the machines and the constant chatter, punctuated by occasional bursts of shouting or laughter, made it seem a happy place. My dad would wander through, like a king greeting his public, stopping here and there to say something to one of the girls. There must have been about fifty of them, and he knew every one of them by name. He’d joke with them: ‘That new boyfriend of yours, tell him if he doesn’t treat you right he’ll have me to deal with …’ or ‘Nice dress you’re wearing. Would you mind coming into my office and taking it off so I can see how it’s made?’ And they’d banter back: ‘Yes, Mr Saunders … No, Mr Saunders … Ooh, you are a one …’


‘He’s a real gent, your dad,’ they’d say to me. ‘Got an eye for the girls, that’s for sure, but he’d never lay a hand on one of us.’ ‘Wouldn’t mind if he did,’ said the girl they all called Spotty because she always came to work wearing polka dots, and then everyone burst out laughing. I remembered how once my dad had said Mavis was better off working for us than working in a factory and I thought how very wrong he was. At least she would have had friends her own age, people who were what my parents called working class, people like her, instead of being the odd one out, not quite good enough to share a table with at supper.


I did sometimes hear the girls whispering about the situation at home. ‘He must be lonely,’ they said. ‘So eligible,’ they said. ‘I wouldn’t mind bagging myself someone as rich and handsome as him, even if he is twice my age,’ said Spotty.


My dad had set up in the rag trade, as people used to call it then, shortly after the war, in the days when the average working girl or young housewife bought dresses rather than designer labels, and was desperate for anything new, stylish or not, after the privations of the war years.


‘Anyone with more than a couple of brain cells could make a mint back then,’ he insisted.


‘But how, I want to know, how?’ I’d badger him on the journey home from east London where the factory was, to north London where we lived.


‘Well, you have to remember I was still in uniform. I was a major. It didn’t just buy me respect, it bought me extra coupons from the Board of Trade to help me set up in business.’


‘But what were the coupons for?’


My dad enjoyed telling stories. ‘During the war, and for a few years after, when the war effort caused shortages from food to fabric, things had to be rationed. Otherwise the rich people, for example, might have bought up all the food while others might literally have starved. So the idea of coupons was to limit how much a person could get of everything from eggs to overcoats.’


‘So was everything just free? The government gave you coupons for nothing?’


‘And I thought you, Miss Mouse, were supposed to be the bright one in the family. No, of course none of it was free, you had to hand your coupon over to the shopkeeper along with your money. No coupon, no goods. Except on the black market, but we’ll get to that.’


‘So how did this help you to start up the business?’


‘Well, I went along to the Board of Trade and got enough coupons to buy about two thousand yards of fabric. But before I bought the fabric I paid a visit to Oxford Street. I looked in all the dress shops at the different styles – there wasn’t a great deal of variety at the time – and worked out which looked the most popular style from the number of shops it appeared in and how many of the same dress there were on the rails.’


‘Tell me about the dress. Please tell me about the dress. I want you to tell me exactly what it looked like.’ Business had taken on the aura of a magical world, not boring at all.


‘OK, OK, let’s take it nice and slowly, shall we? Now let me see … It had a crew neck and short sleeves, and it was a simple A-line shape with a pocket on either side at the front around hip level.’


‘Yuk! Not exactly what Mum would call flattering.’


‘It didn’t really matter to me what it looked like, as long as it would sell. I wasn’t trying to be Norman Hartnell, I was a businessman.’


‘Would Mummy have worn it?’ His eyes clouded for a moment, then he recovered himself and smiled.


‘Your mother? Are you kidding? Mavis would have. Your mother was strictly a black-market sort of girl.’


‘So how did that work?’


‘Slowly, Mouse. We’re getting there. I took the dress and the fabric to a small factory, had the dresses made up, sold them back down Oxford Street, and a business empire was born! Soon I had my own factory. Easy, I tell you; it was Easy Peasy, like that songbook you used to have. The black market, to answer your earlier question, was simply buying goods in addition to your rations. I’d managed to save up quite a bit during my time in India during the war. Ready cash and no documentation can get you a long way. Under-the-counter business was a way of life.’


‘Are you a criminal, then?’


‘In the strictest sense, yes. But look at all that employment I’ve created. I’ve boosted the economy and no harm done to anyone.’


‘Would you let me come and work for you?’


‘I thought that’s exactly what you are doing.’


‘I mean later, when I leave school.’


‘I’ve been doing some thinking. You’re smart, really smart. I’m not sure that university is going to do much for you in the long run, once you’re married with kids, but you’ve got a brain and you might as well use it.’


‘But I could come and work for you afterwards.’


‘Out of the question. You can’t run a business and a family at the same time.’


‘I can’t see why not.’


‘That’s because you’re thirteen. University, yes. Taking over my business? Out of the question, young woman.’


In the sixties and seventies my dad’s business really boomed. One day there was a picture on the front page of the Daily Mirror of Brigitte Bardot wearing a black and white op-art minidress; the next day my dad’s company was selling an exact copy of it all along the King’s Road.


You’d think Maurice, my dad, and David would have been made for one another. They weren’t. I wasn’t sure what made my dad more furious. The fact that we refused to get married, even after the children were born. Or David’s business degree.


‘Teaching! About bloody right for a boy with all those qualifications. Why doesn’t anyone realise any more that the only way to learn about business is to work in one. No poncey MBA is going to show you how to do that. Harvard, shmarvard, if you ask me.’


I think that what Dad really wanted was for David to ask him for a job. But David didn’t want a job with my dad – he could see my dad would only ever want to do things his way; and my dad was too proud to ask, in case David turned him down. Even when the business started to go downhill in the mid-1980s, and my dad was forced to sell it at a knock-down price, he was too pig-headed to ask for David’s help. David could have introduced business systems, sourced factories abroad where the dresses could have been made cheaper to offset the pressure on margins in the UK retail trade. As Cat showed no sign of settling down with anyone, Dad’s dynastic dreams about bringing sons-in-law into the business were just that. Dreams.


When Cat graduated from the London College of Fashion with a wow of a final-year degree show that had big-name manufacturers queuing to take her on, Dad could easily have persuaded her to design some cutting-edge collections for him. Instead, he sniffed, ‘Cat’s far too creative for my business. We’re in the rag trade, not fashion. The last thing we need is a designer with too many ideas.’


It was partly chauvinism on my dad’s part, partly a refusal to acknowledge that life – and business – was moving on.


David and I didn’t always agree when we talked business, but we always sparked one another off, built on each other’s ideas. The teasing and the joking and the joshing seemed to free our imaginations. My father thought we were doomed from the start.


‘Number one: the only hands-on experience David’s had as far as I’m aware is on his own dick,’ he bellowed. When my dad was irate about something his whole personality seemed to change. He could go from City gent to East End barrow boy in an instant. ‘Number two: I don’t know how it happened, but I seem to have raised a daughter who is both a feminist and a mouse. All this new-fangled claptrap about job-sharing and maternity leave will bankrupt you before you’ve begun. And as if that’s not bad enough, when anyone wants a pay rise you’ll adopt your usual Mouse position and double their wages without a fight. Number three: if you want your marriage, or rather this ridiculous living-together relationship, to last, you need to spend as much time apart as possible. If you work together as well as eat together and sleep together, I guarantee you’ll be separated before you start to show a profit. Not that I think this ridiculous knickers venture ever will show a profit. And then when you do split up, you’re going to have to split the business too. How in hell are you going to handle that?’


There was never any use in fighting my dad. In any case, I had other influences in my life by then. One of them was called Helen Gurley Brown, the founder of Cosmopolitan magazine, which became my bible in the late 1970s. I was thrilled to discover that I wasn’t the only Mouse in the universe. According to Helen Gurley Brown she, too, started as a mouse, as did countless other women. She had this theory about human mice, once describing herself as a mouseburger who, through patience, planning and never giving up, advanced in her chosen field and married the man of her dreams. So the two of us had something in common. She’d been a mouse, I still was. But even a mouse could make it if she really tried.


‘Thanks for the encouragement, Dad,’ was all I said. If you didn’t have the right words to answer back, I’d discovered, the best thing was to keep quiet and then go off and do exactly as you pleased. I loathed any kind of confrontation.


He just laughed. ‘Now don’t misunderstand me, Hannah. I don’t want you to think that I don’t like David, because I do. And I’m not a philistine, I believe in education. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have encouraged you to go to university. But I’d like David a whole lot more if he had the decency to put a ring on your finger and if he’d only realise that those letters after his name stand for Mean Bugger-All when it comes to business.’


It was 1980. I gave birth to My Big Idea the year before I gave birth to Melissa.


Despite the name of the company, I had no desire to be the front woman. My plan was to stay as much as possible behind the scenes. I knew I’d be comfortable sorting out marketing, production, personnel, while David would focus on finance and contracts and other admin. Cat, though she didn’t know it yet, was going to be our public face. Extrovert and increasingly outrageous, Cat would be designer and PR extraordinaire. David wasn’t so sure.


‘She’s so overbearing. It doesn’t bother me, because I can give as good as I get. But you, you’re like the incredible shrinking woman when you’re in her presence.’


‘But she’s so creative.’


‘So are you.’


‘Not in the same way. I have ideas, but I couldn’t design anything to save my life. And the thought of having my photo taken for a newspaper, or being interviewed on the radio – I know it’s pathetic but I just can’t do it.’


‘I don’t know what’s the matter with you, Hannah. You’re far more beautiful than Cat, so there’s no question of who’d take the better picture. And you’re far more articulate than Cat, so you’d be better at interviews as well.’


‘David, you have to believe me, we really do need Cat. No Cat, no deal.’


‘How come you’re not the mouse with me? You’re quite the dominatrix with poor old David.’


‘I love you.’


‘I love you back.’


The Big Idea was underwear. Subtly sexy underwear aimed at the new breed of power-dressing women who were just beginning to make waves in the business world. Women who went to work in navy or grey suits that gave nothing away, who had adopted the philosophy that the more serious they looked, the more likely they were to be taken seriously.


I’d seen the shoulders pads in Dallas and Dynasty, and had instantly understood why women fell in love with them. Not only did shoulder pads make your hips look slimmer, they made you look strong and in control. Big shoulders, big success, had become the career girl’s mantra. I also knew, from my own inclinations and my observations of women around me, that women increasingly wanted not just jobs but careers which would free them from financial dependence on men. As women slowly amassed their own wealth, I concluded, they’d want to spend at least some of it on little luxuries for themselves.


If a woman needed to ape men in the workplace, she would need some kind of outlet for her femininity as well. Something that reminded her that beneath the tough exterior she was still essentially a woman. This flew in the face of orthodox feminism, but as a business proposition it was irresistible. If we could sell this idea in a subtle way, appealing to women’s sensuality at the same time as countering the de-feminising effect of corporate culture, we’d be on to something. The guys wouldn’t have a hint of what was going on underneath the pinstripe suiting; it would be a purely personal confidence booster, a way of playing the game required to get on, while introducing an invisible secret weapon … the sex siren within. I knew it was a smart idea. But just how smart it would turn out to be I could never have predicted.





Chapter Three


2007


The bride is not ready and I am beginning to sweat. Unless we leave in fifteen minutes we will be late. My face is turning from matte to shiny, and little damp patches are beginning to appear on the underarms of the devoré-silk vintage flapper dress I bought on eBay in a moment of mother-of-the-bride madness. I blame the photographer for the hold-up. Fresh from college she is anxious to leave no detail unrecorded. She has spent at least twenty minutes photographing Melissa’s shoes. First in the box, nestled amongst tissue. Next in the box, but with the lid at a jaunty angle. After that out of the box, with the Jimmy Choo label clearly showing. Then from the back, from the side, from above. I hope we don’t end up with an album full of wedding accessories and no bride. The same rigmarole for the dress. She feels compelled to photograph it on its hanger outside the cupboard, then lying on the bed like a shroud. Next the tiara is dangled from the dressing-table mirror, but ‘it doesn’t quite work’, so it is repositioned on a plumped-up pillow on my bed. At last she turns her attention to the bride.


I consult my watch. ‘Do we really need pictures of you in your rollers?’ I ask Melissa, as the photographer squeals, ‘Hold it just there, that’s perfect,’ and the stylist freezes in the middle of pinning a jumbo-sized roller into place.


‘It’s called reportage, Mum. I don’t want a bunch of dreary line-ups.’


‘And I thought that reportage was for covering wars, not weddings. Well, silly me. I wonder if the guests will blame the reportage when we arrive an hour late.’


The photographer is looking nervous. She’ll probably take deliberately unflattering pictures of me now.


‘It’s a bride’s prerogative to be late,’ says Melissa.


‘Yes, darling.’


Eventually Melissa’s coiffure is done. Her thick, dark hair is piled in an up-do on top of her head, with trendy bed-head tendrils allowed to escape at the front and fall to her cream-puff shoulders.


‘What about the tiara?’ I ask.


‘I’m off tiaras,’ says Melissa firmly. ‘They’re such a cliché …’


‘Since when exactly?’


‘Since two minutes ago,’ says Melissa, surveying the masterpiece that she is in the mirror.


‘At least we’ll have the photos.’ I can’t help but sound exasperated.


‘Muuumm.…’


‘Oh all right. Tiaras are yesterday’s news. And it’s only two hundred pounds’ worth of Swarovski crystal,’ I sigh.


Melissa plucks a small gardenia from her bridal bouquet and I hold my breath in the hope that the entire floral arrangement doesn’t fall apart. She tucks the kidnapped bloom into her abundant up-do and of course she’s right. It perfectly offsets her espresso-coloured hair.


With a complete lack of inhibition, despite the presence of the male videographer and the male make-up artist, Melissa stands, shrugs her robe from her shoulders and allows it to fall to the floor. She is wearing a cream satin strapless bra with matching briefs and suspender belt, decorated with chantilly lace, and a pair of silk stockings, all courtesy of the House of Hannah bridal range.


Paul, the videographer, makes a funny gurgling noise in his throat at the sight of her voluptuous, sexy-but-chaste form. I gasp too, not at her body, which I know well, but at her confidence.


‘Horny, honey?’ Melissa flashes Paul a smile, more dazzling even than usual thanks to a pre-nuptial regime of regularly applied teeth-bleaching preparation. ‘It’s the fact that the goods are forbidden, darling, isn’t it, rather than the goods themselves? Does the trick every time.’


Paul is no slouch at sexual banter. ‘I can see your card is marked on this particular day, sweetheart, but how about when you’re home from the honeymoon? It would be an honour to give you a private screening of the wedding video.’


Melissa laughs and turns her attention to Igor, the make-up artist. He, too, is looking pop-eyed at the bride.


‘Iggy, my love, I know it’s not me, it’s my underwear you’re after. Just call my mum when this is over – some of her best customers are trannies.’


‘Oh, how heavenly,’ Igor replies. ‘I don’t suppose I could get a discount …’ He looks hopefully at me from beneath his fluttering, false eyelashes.


‘You’ve done such a great job with Melissa’s make-up,’ I say, trying to keep up with the conversation and ignore the fact that I am in a surreal re-enactment of The Rocky Horror Show. ‘Anything you want from the collection is yours, anything at all, and all at cost.’


‘You’re an absolute angel! All of you, absolute angels.’ Igor flicks his enormous blusher brush across Melissa’s nose. ‘Voilà! You’re done.’


Thank God Mavis decided to go downstairs and make herself a cup of tea while all this was going on. I’m not sure she could have coped. I’m not sure I can cope either.


‘The dress, Melissa. Please, the dress.’


Charlie appears at the bedroom doorway.


‘What’s going on here? Bloody hell, Melissa, it looks like the set for a porn movie. Too much flesh, sister, too much flesh.’


‘Thanks, bro, I love you, too. Actually, look at you, you scrub up extraordinarily well. I hardly recognise you.’


Igor eyes him up and down appreciatively.


Charlie, whose usual sartorial style is Camden Market grunge, grubby jeans and vintage rock-band-tour T-shirts, is wearing a black Giorgio Armani suit with a white shirt and black-and-white-striped tie. Paid for, of course, like everything else to do with this wedding, by me.


‘You look so like …’ I only just manage to stop myself from saying ‘so like David at your age’.


‘So like who?’ Melissa chirps in cheerfully.


‘Like a seriously stylish Mafiosi of course.’


‘Thanks, Mum,’ says Charlie, and I wonder if he’s thanking me for the compliment or the fact that he knew exactly what was about to come out of my mouth before I stopped myself.


Charlie pulls a pair of dark sunglasses from his breast pocket and puts them on, running his fingers through his gelled hair, which usually flops forward to mask his entire face but on this occasion has been slicked back into near-submission.


‘Wow,’ says Melissa, ‘you really are the perfect toy boy for my desperate single friends.’


‘I don’t do older women,’ says Charlie sniffily. Does he ‘do’ women at all, I wonder. I’ve certainly never known him to have a girlfriend.


‘Oh but you do,’ I butt in, determined to ward off the fast-advancing chaos I can feel about to engulf us. ‘Mavis is waiting downstairs in the kitchen. And you are going to go downstairs this very minute to put her into my car so you can drive her to the club. This minute, do you understand, before I … before I …’


‘Now you’re talking, Mum. When I said I don’t do older women, I didn’t mean Mavis. When it comes to older women Mavis is in a league of her own.’


‘Careful, Charlie,’ I say.


‘It’s all right, Mum, we all like Mavis, we really do. It will be a pleasure to escort her to the wedding. Right, I’m off.’


‘Don’t put her too near the front,’ I call after him as he disappears from sight, thudding downstairs in the direction of his charge. Knowing Charlie, he’ll plonk her right next to Cat.


It takes three of us to help Melissa into her Vera Wang strapless mermaid gown. It hugs her hourglass curves – her naturally pumped-up breasts, small waist, slightly visible mound of tummy and a bottom that bounces when she walks – like a second skin, before flaring dramatically just below the knee into a fan-tiered skirt that reaches to the floor and sweeps out behind her.


Melissa is so refreshingly unlike the fashionable catwalk skinnies in the magazines or any of her diet-obsessed girlfriends. She eats chocolate truffles and red meat and chunky chips with abandon and seems to enjoy having a body that appears to have been moulded in an altogether other era. Nothing would persuade Melissa into jeans or cargo pants or anything trendily androgynous. She’s a late-fifties Vargas girl as drawn for the cover of Playboy magazine, but with an attitude honed by Girl Power. She dresses for her form in pencil skirts and high heels, clingy sweater dresses, or black polo necks cinched at the waist with a wide red patent belt. She adores the camp glamour of it all. In fact she’d be the perfect poster girl for the House of Hannah.


I’ve thought about it often, the great PR we’d get if the daughter of the founder of the company stripped off for the camera. Cat has tried to persuade me that in a post-feminist world in which even A-list actresses happily pose near-naked in glossy men’s mags to publicise their latest movie, the taint of sleaze has virtually disappeared. But I’ve always held back. It’s hypocritical, I know, but despite having made a fortune from peddling panties, I didn’t want my daughter, my little girl, exposed in that way.


Puberty hit Melissa so early I was terrified for her. She didn’t seem to mind and couldn’t wait to prance around her bedroom in totally unsuitable new season samples from the House of Hannah catalogue, while I insisted on Marks & Spencer basics. As a young teenager Melissa had been way too full-blown for her pimpled peers. They seemed to visibly shrink in her presence, although I’m sure it was quite a different story after lights out under the protective cover of their duvets. Having frightened off all the boys her own age, from the age of fourteen Melissa always dated older men. Stefan was the latest in a long line of boyfriends almost old enough to be her father.


The shrinks would have had a field day. But it’s too trite to assume that with no dad to call her own Melissa has spent her life searching for a father-figure. I tend to think that her attraction to older guys has more to do with her own early maturity and adolescent relationships than the fact that David died when she was six.


Charlie, three years Melissa’s junior, is far more remote than his ambitious, self-assured sister. Although he doesn’t appear to be unhappy, he seems – to me at least – to be on the edge of life, rather than in the thick of it. I know so little about him these days I sometimes feel like saying, ‘I’m Hannah, pleased to meet you,’ and taking our relationship from there, from the beginning. Not that it was like that at the beginning. From the age of three, when David died, to when he was twelve, Charlie and I did everything together. I even taught myself to become a devotee of the Beautiful Game, which I secretly renamed the Hideous Game, buying a season ticket to the Arsenal, so he wouldn’t miss out on football matches, boning up on all the players and driving to away matches around the country. We’d sing at the tops of our voices, play ‘I spy’, listen to tapes and make up quizzes, as we drove as far as Leeds or Southampton, however dreadful the weather. I enjoyed the drives we had together far more than the actual matches.


When the weather allowed it, I’d open the roof of my Golf Cabriolet and cruise down the motorway, the two of us singing even louder to compete with the noise of the wind and the traffic. After a match, Charlie would always curl up on the back seat and fall contentedly asleep. At home in the garden on Sundays I’d kick a ball around with him for hours, until he became old enough to realise I was rubbish. Then, when Charlie developed an obsession with cars and tractors and moving vehicles of any kind, I’d spend whole afternoons with him in Hamley’s, drooling over miniature Ferraris and Porsches, while his sister happily played at the houses of her girlfriends. I’d constantly offer to invite round the kids from Charlie’s school, but he’d always shrug and say, ‘Maybe next weekend.’ I seemed to be enough for him. Perhaps, subconsciously, I wanted to be enough for him, my quiet little man. Perhaps I tried too hard.


Melissa didn’t appear to need me nearly as much as Charlie did, and yet she became the child who, as she grew older, grew closer.


Was I was more smothering than mothering when it came to Charlie? Perhaps. But what should you do when you’re trying to be both a father and a mother to your child? And especially to a somewhat anxious child like Charlie. Or was it me who made him anxious? I could win awards for guilt.


I lost sight of Charlie when he was twelve, when he withdrew into himself, or at least away from me. That was when I felt the loss of David more acutely than ever. I used to lie awake in bed at night, asking myself how David might have responded when Charlie spent more and more time alone in his room with the door not tightly shut, but ajar, closed enough to signal that visitors were not especially welcome.


Melissa and Charlie, despite their diametrically opposed personalities, got on brilliantly. ‘Don’t be so much on his case all the time, Mum,’ she’d tell me. ‘He’s all right. Leave him alone.’ That, I thought, is probably what David would have said as well.


And then he met a boy at school, a boy called Tim, who seemed to be on his wavelength. And soon Tim was round at our place all the time. Tim played keyboard and said Charlie should learn to play the guitar. When Charlie asked for lessons, I was delighted. In fact the night he asked for lessons I went to bed and cried with relief. It seemed to me to be a sign, a positive omen. He may be separating from me, I thought, but perhaps I haven’t ruined him after all. That’s how it is when you don’t have an opposite-sex parent to share things with. Every day I would ask myself if I was getting it wrong, and not know the answer. Two-parent families must ask themselves the same question, but at least it’s a burden shared.
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