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Praise for The Forgotten


‘Engrossing, heartbreaking and eloquently written, The Forgotten left me breathless. Chamberlain offers readers new perspectives on war, women, espionage and what it takes to survive.’


Lara Prescott, author of The Secrets We Kept


‘Beautifully crafted, elegantly written, with characters to root for – I loved this heart-stopping tale.’


Saskia Sarginson, author of The Bench


‘A masterclass in immersive wartime fiction. While Chamberlain is characteristically unflinching in her portrayal of the grim realities of war, The Forgotten is so much more than a catalogue of brutality. It is a pacy and compelling story of intrigue and espionage, and of how people can survive and love can endure. I loved it!’


Sonia Velton, author of Blackberry and Wild Rose


‘Beautifully written, realistic on the human impact of war, with characters I fell in love with.’


Louise Hare, author of This Lovely City


‘Mary Chamberlain brilliantly explores the devastating toll of war on every side, the price paid by women for survival and the impossible choices ordinary people were forced to make, reminding us that history is never really in the past.’


Sarah Day, author of Mussolini’s Island


‘A riveting drama in the lingering shadows of the Second World War: the inherited, the lived, the choices made and the secrets they bring.’


Cecilia Ekbäck, author of The Historians


‘The Forgotten is a triumph, the kind of novel you hate to finish.’


Carmen Callil, author of Oh Happy Day


Praise for The Hidden


‘A powerful and raw, though elegantly written, character piece dealing with inhumanity and endurance, firmly grounded in real events.’


Alastair Mabbott, Herald


‘Recent novels, such as The Guernsey Literary & Potato Peel Pie Society, have taken the occupation as their subject, but none so potently as Mary Chamberlain’s The Hidden… The realities of life under a ruthless occupying power are slowly, skilfully revealed.’


Sunday Times


‘A heartbreaking yet hope-filled tale.’


Woman’s Own


‘A powerful story, well told.’


Choice magazine


‘Set against the backdrop of the Nazi occupation of the Channel Islands, The Hidden is a powerful, heart-wrenching story of deception and guilt, love and loss; I was completely engrossed, seduced by its strong characters and atmosphere, and intrigued by the mystery at the heart of the novel.’


Saskia Sarginson, author of The Bench


‘Shines a piercing light on the shrouded history of human trafficking and labour camps in the Channel Isles during WW2. A fascinating and powerful story of love, endurance, betrayal and guilt.’


Anna Mazzola, author of The Unseeing


‘This compelling and heart-rending novel is a potent reminder that the horrors of war aren’t limited to the battlefields. Nor do they cease when the guns fall silent. There are those who will carry the scars – emotional, physical and psychological – for the rest of their lives. There is scant justice. But in The Hidden, Chamberlain gives them credence and a voice.’


Susan Swarbrick, Herald
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CHAPTER ONE


London: February 1958


Betty was late. She hesitated at the door, in two minds whether to go in. She hated drawing attention to herself, but she’d come this far. She sidled through, stood at the back, spotted a vacant seat, tiptoed to the row, head bowed, squeezing herself along, excuse me, sorry. Excuse me. Thank you. Her coat snagged on the armrest. She pulled it free. The man in the row in front turned and glowered at her. Sorry. He wouldn’t understand why she had to be here, how personal this was.


She sat down and fanned her face with the programme. She’d had to run most of the way and even though the February day was frosty, she was sweating. She unbuttoned her coat, wriggled her arms free and rolled to one side and the other, pulling the coat’s skirt from beneath her. The man next to her glared and tutted.


‘Sorry.’ Clenched her teeth, opened her lips. Can’t help it.


She folded her coat and bent over, slipping it under her seat, took off her hat and scarf, and laid them on the coat. Sat back, lifting her hair off her neck, enjoying the air on her skin. Leaned forward as she rummaged in her bag, pulled out a notebook and a pencil and began to flip the pages, crackling the paper. Out of the corner of her eye she saw her neighbour twist towards her and put his finger on his lip. She pretended not to see, though she felt his eyes on her, monitoring her. She licked the tip of her pencil, sat upright and began to write.


That historian, A.J.P. Taylor, said MPs who supported the bomb should be hailed as murderers. He was about the same age as her father, in his fifties. It’s not just young people who think like I do, Betty thought. Middle-aged men do, too. She stood up and applauded. Her notebook and pencil tumbled to the floor so when they sat down she had to crawl between the seats to retrieve them.


‘For goodness’ sake,’ the man next to her said. ‘Keep still.’


‘Sorry.’ She smiled, forgive me. He nodded, pursed his lips. He was older than her. There were even a few strands of grey at his temples. He was angry. Was that what happened as you got older? You got moody? Short-tempered? He wore a beige Fair Isle pullover, hand-knitted, out of place among the navy duffel coats and black polo necks. Her mother used to knit her jumpers and cardigans, two ply lambswool which she bought in a skein and called on Betty to hold taut while she rolled it into a ball. Her mother knitted everything, far more than she needed or Betty could use, come to that, chain-smoking as she worked so everything whiffed of stale cigarettes and lavender talcum powder. She hadn’t smoked until the war. The war had changed everything.


Betty sniffed, as if she could conjure it up, pulled her hankie from her sleeve and blew her nose. She still missed her mother, more than ever. More than her sister, perhaps. It was difficult to know. She knew what had happened to her mother, but her sister had just gone. This meeting is for them, she thought. For them. She felt the man glaring at her. She tucked her hankie back and focused on the podium. Who was Alex Comfort? She liked what he said though, about Britain’s moral bankruptcy and ceremonial suicide. That was a good turn of phrase. She wrote it down. There was more applause. She put the notebook between her teeth so it wouldn’t slip away while she stood up again and clapped. It was, she knew, very un-British to behave like that at a public meeting. Still, needs must. She agreed with every word. She’d sign up, or whatever you had to do, immediately.


She removed the notebook from between her teeth and fanned herself again. The hall was packed. How many people were here? She couldn’t begin to calculate. Thousands, at least. All of them thinking like she did. Some of them were quite old, too. Nuclear war was wrong. What did it matter if Russia had won the space race? So what if they could fire an H-bomb from a sputnik? Didn’t mean the West had to copy them. America and Russia were like roosters sharpening their spurs. Or was it a game of chicken? The first to blink – bam! Armageddon. For what?


She couldn’t understand why so many people didn’t see that, harping on about the Red Peril and world domination, about godless Communism and heartless Russians who’d sent the family dog into space and incinerated her alive. They seemed to care more about the dog than they did about people. If there was a nuclear war there’d be nothing left to dominate, whoever started it. What was the point of that? That frightened her far more than the threat of Russia. She didn’t always sleep at night, dreaming of the nuclear strike, the firestorm, the mushroom cloud, the slow invisible blanket of poison. Sometimes she wondered whether she’d take a suicide pill, like Mary in On the Beach. Was it cyanide? She couldn’t remember.


There was an air of urgency here, in this room. She was breathing excitement, she and all these strangers, linked in this moment. Even the grumpy man next to her was smiling. She’d never felt like this before, part of a vast, unstoppable movement of change. It felt, she thought, like being in love, swept in an avalanche of hope and adventure. Bliss. She listened to the last speaker, a call to action, a march on Aldermaston. Ban the bomb! We will stop it. Yes. Yes.


The meeting came to a close.


‘Excuse me,’ she said to the man next to her, pointing to the exit. ‘Would you mind?’


He stood up with a clumsy gesture while she pressed past him, her coat over her arm, hat and scarf in her hand. She pushed to the end of the row, threaded her arms through her coat and, buttoning it up, walked towards the door. She sensed him stand up and follow her. The crowd was pressing in and she had difficulty walking. She had to elbow her way through, excuse me, excuse me.


‘We’re all trying to leave,’ a man said.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry.’ She didn’t want to talk to the angry man. ‘I have a train to catch.’


She pushed out into the open air, stepped into Storey’s Gate, and cut into Great George Street. The crowd was less dense there. The February night had turned for the worst so she stood on the corner, tying the belt of her coat tight, clamping her red felt hat to her head and muffling her neck with her scarf. The street lamps glowed soft and yellow and she caught a glimpse of the man she’d sat next to, wrapped up in a dark overcoat, heading in her direction. Perhaps she should apologise, step in before he berated her. Or ignore him. She’d probably never see him again.


She hurried into Parliament Street, crossed the road and walked down Whitehall. There was a gathering in Downing Street with banners, home-made jobs on cardboard. She could make out Ban the Bomb in the lamplight. She walked past them, looked back. He was still following. The crowd had thinned by Horse Guards and she sped up, walking fast towards Charing Cross. There was a Lyons Corner House by the post office. It was still open. She had time for some tea before the last train.


Betty could see the man running across the road, entering the shop after her. Oh Lordy, she thought. The nuns at school had warned her about men who followed women, though honestly, what did they know? Still. The café was crowded but there were a few spaces free. She sat at a small table in the centre of the room, head down, rummaging in her bag, and watched as he sauntered past her. Phew. Then he stopped and turned.


‘Excuse me,’ he said. ‘Weren’t you at that meeting?’


‘Which meeting?’ She was peeling off her gloves, finger by finger. Poised and sophisticated, not gauche and clumsy.


‘In the Methodist Central Hall. The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament.’


‘Oh, that,’ she said. ‘Yes.’


‘What did you think?’ He pulled out the chair opposite her. ‘Mind if I sit down?’ His eyes were a soft green-hazel and gave nothing away. ‘Or are you meeting someone?’


She shrugged. ‘I can’t stop you.’ No, she thought, surely? Someone at a meeting like that wouldn’t be an axeman. They were all pacifists, Quakers. Gentle people. Besides, he didn’t seem cross and his face was intelligent.


The nippy came over, young and ill-formed in her black dress and white pinny.


‘May I treat you to a cup of tea?’ he said.


‘If you like.’ Non-committal.


‘Two teas,’ he said. ‘And two iced buns.’


The waitress wrote it down. Her writing, Betty could see, was unsure and immature. She was probably called Gladys, or Beryl.


‘Actually,’ Betty said, ‘I’d rather have a Chelsea bun.’


The nippy scowled, corrected the order, let her notebook dangle on its string and replaced the dirty ashtray with a clean one from the table beside it. The man fished in his pocket and pulled out a packet of Weights. He flipped it open and offered it to Betty.


‘Thank you.’ She took a cigarette and propped it between her fingers, leaning forward for him to light it. He rummaged in his trouser pocket, and the other one, then patted his jacket.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I seem to have forgotten my matches. Do you have a light?’


Betty laughed and peered into her bag, pulling out her lighter. She held up three fingers in a Boy Scout salute.


‘Always prepared.’ She leaned forward and lit his cigarette, and her own, closed the lighter and threw it into her bag. She was in control now, and it made her feel safer.


‘Be prepared,’ he said. ‘That’s the Boy Scouts’ motto.’ He smiled and dragged on his cigarette. ‘Did you come by yourself?’


She lifted her face to the ceiling and blew a smoke ring, a perfect circle. She paused, turned and looked at him through lowered eyes.


‘Yes,’ she said, plucking a strand of tobacco from her lip, flicking it into the air. So what?


‘What did you think? Of the speakers?’ he said, taking another long breath on his cigarette.


‘All right.’ She tapped her ash in the tray and looked past him, over his shoulder, as if she was waiting for someone. ‘What about you?’


‘I thought they were first-rate.’


She turned and studied him. He wasn’t as old as she’d thought. More like thirty than forty, not that much older than her, and his face was kind, good-looking even. Perhaps there was nothing sinister about him, he was just trying to be friendly. But he was awkward, she could sense, as if he was unused to striking up a conversation. Or was expecting a rebuff.


‘I’m sorry if I disturbed you,’ she said. ‘I meant to get there on time but the bus didn’t come for ages. You know how it is, you dither whether to walk or not, and the more you dither, the later it gets.’


‘No worries.’ He smiled. ‘You settled down in the end,’ he said, adding, ‘Sort of.’


She wondered if he was playing with her. She wasn’t much good at small talk either, and wasn’t sure what to say to him.


‘Did you have to come far?’


‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘Only Bloomsbury.’


She stubbed out her cigarette as the nippy approached with the tea and buns, waited while she placed them on the table. ‘Thank you,’ she said to the waitress and smiled at her, turning to the man opposite, who sat stirring his tea, concentrating, as if playing for time.


‘War is so awful.’ She fiddled with the spoon on her saucer, turning it left, right. That sounded naïve and she wished she hadn’t said it. But it was true. Even now, she could taste its horror, as if the memories had coated her tongue in a membrane of fear.


‘I agree,’ he said, nodding, his voice melancholy. He must have been old enough to have fought in the war, Betty thought, so he’d know all right. Buffeted by war, like she was, taking a stand, like her. She wanted to know if he was a pacifist or a unilateralist but didn’t like to ask. She bit into her bun, savoured the fruit and the soft, sweet bread.


‘My name’s John,’ he said, leaning forward, his arm outstretched. ‘And yours?’


‘Betty.’ She wiped her hand on her napkin and took his. ‘A bit sticky, I’m afraid.’


He laughed, shrugged, doesn’t matter.


‘Betty. Nice name. Do you work, Betty?’


‘Of course I work.’


‘Let me guess,’ he said. ‘You’re a journalist.’


‘A journalist? Why do you think that?’ She was flattered. Her guard, she knew, was falling.


‘You were taking notes,’ he said. ‘In shorthand.’


‘Goodness,’ she said. ‘Are you a detective?’ She narrowed her eyes, added, ‘Or a spy?’ He looked the most unlikely spy, or detective, with his Fair Isle pullover and college tie, and she found herself smiling.


‘No.’ He grinned, the hints of dimples, his eyes alight. ‘I’m a teacher. Camden Grammar for Boys. So what do you do?’


‘I’m a typist.’


He laughed, and it was the gentlest of sounds, like a robin chirruping. ‘A typist? Really? I’d have had you down as a pioneer of something or other,’ he said. ‘Like Vera Brittain. Or Winifred Holtby. A revolutionary.’ He added, ‘I bet you’re a Somerville alumna.’


‘Not quite,’ she said, relenting. ‘Bedford College for Women.’ Bedford or nothing, her father had said. Anywhere else was for him a hotbed of Communism.


‘What did you study?’


She sipped her tea, broke off a piece of bun and shoved it in her mouth.


‘English Literature,’ she said with her mouth full. She could feel a small piece of raisin stuck to her tooth. She curled her tongue and licked it clean. ‘My father’s choice. Not mine.’


‘Oh?’


‘He thinks education is wasted on a woman,’ she said. ‘But literature is at least decorative, does minimal damage.’ She smiled. ‘I had to promise him I’d learn to type when I graduated.’


He laughed again. ‘And what would you have preferred to study?’


‘History,’ she said. ‘Or anthropology, perhaps.’


‘Why anthropology?’


She shrugged again, lifted her cup. ‘I don’t really know. I’d like to travel, see how other people live.’ She wanted to kick herself. Such a silly answer. What she really wanted was to get away from home, see the world. Nyasaland. Jamaica. Perhaps she’d meet her husband there, bring back a native. The thought of seeing her father’s shocked face made her smile.


‘So what do you teach, John?’


‘French. German.’


‘German?’ She swallowed. They always spoke English at home – We must forget Germany, her father had said. She’d worked hard at her accent, spoke English now without a trace, blended in so no one guessed where she was from, like a talking chameleon. She twisted her mouth. ‘Is that a popular subject?’


He shook his head and looked into the distance; she saw his eyes moisten over and his fingers begin to shake.


‘John?’


He placed his cup back on its saucer, his hand trembling so the tea slopped and the clink of the china sang out like fallen keys.


‘John?’ She reached over and dabbed his saucer dry with her napkin.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I was miles away.’


She knew she’d touched a nerve, and wasn’t sure what to do. Perhaps he needed to be alone. She tapped her lips with the napkin. ‘Thank you for tea. I must go.’


‘So soon? May I see you home?’ he said.


‘I can make my own way,’ she said, pushing her chair away from the table and standing up. He stood too. He was average height, slender. She had thought he was taller when she’d seen him in the lamplight. Shadows did that. Distorted perspective.


‘I’d like to see you again,’ he said.


‘Are you going on the Easter march?’


‘Possibly. But that’s weeks away. Perhaps I could take you out? The pictures?’


‘Maybe. I must dash.’


She pulled her hat from her bag and tugged it on.


‘I work at Barstow’s,’ she said, holding out her hand. ‘Goodbye.’


She put on her coat, walked towards the door. A man stood up as she passed him, tipping over the chair in his haste. She caught a glimpse of him. He looked like someone she once knew but when she checked again, he’d gone. She was imagining things. She stepped out of the door, and waved at John as she ran past the window. It had begun to sleet.









CHAPTER TWO


London: February 1958


John let himself into the building, checked the table for post, and climbed the staircase to the rooms he rented on the top floor. He kicked off his outdoor shoes and padded into the bedroom, fishing under the bed for his slippers. He had a stack of marking to do and the flat was chilly. He’d have to light the fire, warm himself up, fill his pen with red ink and coax it into action. It was sluggish in cold weather.


He padded across the linoleum into the sitting room and switched on the wireless. He was used to living on his own, but coming in tonight the silence of his rooms was overwhelming. That young woman, in a way he couldn’t fathom, had made him lonely. He hadn’t had that feeling for a long time. If ever, really. The dirty plate and frying pan from supper were piled in the sink in his kitchenette, and his upturned cup and saucer were balanced on the draining board. Bachelor.


He laid the fire and fished for the matches on the mantelpiece, watching as the flame caught and the coals began to glow. A gentle heat radiated out. The feeling began to return to his fingers and his cheeks started to tingle and sting, and he remembered how the cold outside and the warmth of the hall had flushed her face so it glowed, ripe and lush. Peaches and cream, was that what they called it? A peaches-and-cream complexion, her hair berry-brown, curled like a pageboy’s at the back of her head. A nut-brown maiden. Percy’s words rang through his mind: Shall never be said the nut-brown maid / was to her love unkind. Her eyes, he’d noted, were grey.


Barstow’s. He had no idea who they were, but he could look them up in the telephone book and send her a letter, or if it was close, deliver it by hand. It needn’t be long, but it would be polite. I apologise if I appeared a bit forward. She’d bolted when he suggested meeting again, so he must have moved too fast. He’d made a fool of himself too, when he told her what he taught. Why did he have to get the shakes then? Maybe that’s why she left in a hurry. She sensed his instability. Thank you for your company at tea. He didn’t know her surname but was sure it would arrive, especially if he put ‘typing pool’. There couldn’t be that many Bettys in a typing pool. There is a meeting of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament in St Pancras next week which I plan to attend. I’ll send off a postal order too, as they need the money. She’d been brittle, non-committal, even strict with him, but when he’d trembled and spilt his tea she’d seemed sensitive, understanding. He’d put ten bob on her writing poetry. I enjoyed our talk and hope we meet again, perhaps at Aldermaston.


He leaned back in his chair and laughed. He’d never send the letter. He was far too shy. Was it shyness? Or nervousness? Most men his age were married. He found it hard to make the first move and his job took up most of his time, so where would he ever meet anyone? That’s what his mother kept saying, Why don’t you find a nice girl and settle down?


Would that it were that simple. It wasn’t just reticence, or time, he knew. It ran far deeper than that. He stared into the flames, his mind wandering back to Berlin. Enough. He opened his briefcase and took out the exercise books, resting them in a pile by the fireplace, glancing at the mantel clock on the shelf. Ten thirty. He’d work for an hour, then go to bed. Do what he could, and polish off the rest in his lunch break. The clock was as silent as the room, no brash tick-tock or tinsel chimes. It sat on its chrome base, reminding him, pain etched in its round glass face, a kind of penance.


He shut his eyes and tried to think of Betty sitting in front of him, cradling her cup in her slender, white fingers, but it was another woman’s face he saw, another’s hands with broken nails clutching a chipped enamel jug, picking through the rubble of the Adlon, where dusty buddleia and grass were colonising the ruins and where he’d spotted a rabbit the day before. Her hair was a rich golden brown, like Betty’s, but streaked with dust. Her eyes were gold.


He picked up the first book from the pile, slammed it back down again.


Betty was serious, intense. Was she just another bluestocking, too unsure of herself to let go? Or was there a deeper reason? She wasn’t beautiful, but she was striking, and mysterious. Though, if he was honest, most women were to him.


No matter he didn’t have her surname. ‘Miss Betty c/o Barstow’s’ would find her. If he was keen, that is. Otherwise, forget her. On second thoughts, he could play for time by trying to find out her real name. It was juvenile to write ‘Miss Betty c/o Barstow’s’, the sort of thing one of his love-struck sixth-formers would do. He’d write to the boss, or Personnel if it was a big enough company, get her proper name. He didn’t need to contact her today, after all. And if he wrote on the school notepaper, then whoever read it would see he wasn’t some crank but a respectable citizen. He’d ask the secretary if he could borrow her typewriter. A typed letter would make it more official.


§


The reply came a week later. Miss Bette Fisher. Bette? They must have made a typing mistake. She was Betty, a common-or-garden diminutive Elizabeth.


He found it hard to concentrate these days at the best of times. Found himself setting translations and comprehension tests more than was strictly necessary while he sauntered over to the classroom window and gazed up at the clouds squatting over the city, the tips of the chestnut trees around the playground beginning to glow green with the promise of spring. She worked in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. On Monday it would be five weeks since he’d met her, and he’d made no move to contact her even though he thought about her all the time.


A letter had come by second post and was waiting in his pigeonhole. It was marked Personal. He slit the envelope along the top with his finger, and pulled out the contents. It was folded over, written on a small sheet of blue Basildon Bond paper, the brand he used to write his letters. Dear John. He skimmed to the bottom of the letter. Yours sincerely, Betty.


The writing danced and bowed. She had made the first move, beaten him to it. The secretary was staring at him across the teapot. She raised an eyebrow.


‘You’ve gone very pale.’


John could feel the smile climb along his lips and into his cheeks and finally settle around his eyes.


‘Have I?’ he said. She signed herself Betty. He put the letter in his pocket to read later. He’d relish the moment, like saving the cherry for last. It was double French for the sixth-formers and he let them hold a debate on France and the crisis in Algeria. There was a staff meeting at the end of the day, so it was past six o’clock before he got to his rooms in Bury Street. He could do with a beer, enjoy its bitter yeasty tang while he read the letter. He parked his bike and chained it to the railings, and went into the local opposite.


‘Evening, John,’ the landlord said as he entered. ‘Your usual?’


‘Thanks.’ He paid, and took it over to a small table by the window and pulled out the letter.




Dear John,


It took me some time, but I finally tracked you down. The secretary at your school was very reluctant to give me your surname. I have no idea why. I had to lie like mad for my reasons for wanting it! If you don’t want to hear from me, then please read no further. We met at the rally in Central Hall, you remember, and then had tea afterwards. I’m sorry I had to rush off, but I had a train to catch and was cutting it a bit fine!


I hope you are well and if I am not being too forward, I would like to take you up on your offer to meet again. If you’ve changed your mind, then please ignore this letter. If not, my address is at the top. It’s a work address, I’m afraid, but it’s the easiest way to contact me. Write, please, don’t ring. We’re not allowed to take personal calls.


Yours sincerely,


Betty Fisher





He smiled to himself. If he posted his reply tonight, it would get to her tomorrow second post, or Friday at the latest. That would give her time to reply. Saturday. Or Sunday. He’d collect her from wherever she lived. Or the station. She said she had to catch a train. They could go to the zoo. Animals were a good icebreaker. Elephants, big cats, creepy-crawlies. Monkeys. It was years since he’d been there. Or perhaps she’d prefer the pictures? They’d saunter afterwards to the Corner House in Marble Arch. Maison Lyons, no less. Have a slap-up tea in one of the restaurants there or, if he had enough money, go to the grill. He finished his beer, folded the letter, waved goodbye to the barman, and crossed the road to his buildings.









CHAPTER THREE


London: April 1958


Betty had never seen anything so posh. It wasn’t a polite word, posh, but sometimes no other word would do. John sat opposite her, his napkin tucked into his collar like a schoolboy. She wondered if she shouldn’t do the same with hers. It would be awful to spill gravy or worse down her best day frock. It had taken her a while to decide what to wear before she settled on her choice. Smart, but not flashy, bluestocking-ish with a hint of bohemian. It was red, after all, albeit a rusty red rather than a brash pillar-box. A stain would be too embarrassing. She picked up the napkin, and tucked it in.


She had suggested they meet at the restaurant.


‘I’m in town anyway,’ she’d said. This wasn’t quite true. She’d come in especially to meet him.


They’d shaken hands, and his palms were dry and soft. She’d confessed right away that she hadn’t walked all the way to Aldermaston, only to Chiswick really, which wasn’t far, but her father had wanted her home at Easter. Had demanded her presence, but she didn’t tell John that.


‘Just as well, though, given the weather on Easter Saturday. Chucked it down.’


‘That’s further than I went,’ he said. ‘And for much the same reasons.’


She wondered whether he was a mummy’s boy, tied up with apron strings. Was that why he was so anxious and unsure?


‘Your work misspelled your name,’ he said, after they’d sat down and ordered. ‘They put an “e” at the end of Betty, not a “y”.’


She looked across the table at him. He seemed nervy, fiddling with his fork, turning it over and over. She took a deep breath, even though she had said it often enough.


‘No they didn’t,’ she said. ‘That is my name.’


She smiled. Fib, she’d done it often enough, put him at his ease. ‘My parents called me after some Hollywood star or other.’ She looked up, straight at him. ‘I hate it. Betty’s much nicer.’


‘Bette Davis?’ he said. ‘She’s very glamorous.’ Betty felt the coarse grip of a blush colouring her face.


‘I rather like the name Bette,’ he went on. ‘It’s more unusual. Betty with a y seems very Home Counties. Godalming. Gymkhanas and all that.’


He raised an eyebrow, as if to say, Am I right? His eyes teased and a smiled edged his mouth.


‘Actually,’ she said, ‘Hatfield.’ He looked disappointed, as if his judgement was wrong, so she added, ‘At least, that’s where we ended up after the war.’ And wished she hadn’t said anything.


John thought for a moment, his forehead furrowed. ‘Everyone was on the move after the war.’


He spoke softly, as if recalling a particular moment. Of course, she thought, he’d probably been there, in Europe. He’d know. She was twisting one corner of the napkin, rolling it in her fingers. The last thing she wanted to talk about was the war. She looked away, spotted the waitress bearing a tray.


‘I think our soup is here,’ she said, leaning back so the waitress could put the bowl in place. Tomato soup. Betty could tell from the smell it came from a tin, but no matter. It was her favourite. He swirled the soup and made a vortex and she wanted to say, Be careful, you’ll spill it.


‘Where were you before?’


‘Before what?’


‘Before you moved to Hatfield.’


‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Well.’ She hadn’t told anyone that. ‘Well, everywhere, really. We moved around.’ That was the truth. She stirred her soup, took a sip.


He leaned back, dabbed his mouth with the napkin.


‘Was your father in the army then? Moving around?’


She looked up, her soup lumping in her throat. ‘Everyone was in the army,’ she said, feeling her cheeks redden. Well, it was half true. She shrugged, added, ‘I was only a child.’


‘What does he do now?’


‘I don’t know exactly,’ she said. ‘He works with de Havilland, something to do with aeroplanes. It’s all very dull and suburban. Shall we change the subject?’


‘I’m sorry.’ He smiled. ‘I didn’t mean to give you the third degree.’


Betty shrugged, her shoulders tense. ‘That’s all right.’ She scraped the last of the soup from her bowl. ‘I just don’t terribly want to talk about it, that’s all.’


The waitress removed their plates, brought their main course. Chicken. Mashed potatoes. She wondered whether they were powdered, like the ones in the canteen at work. Carrots. Tinned.


‘Your turn now,’ she said. ‘For the third degree.’


She picked up her knife and fork. She was, she realised, hungry.


‘I was brought up in Surrey,’ he said. ‘Purley. Ghastly place. Couldn’t wait to leave.’


He sat, chicken and potato poised on his fork. ‘Minor public school.’ He pushed the food in his mouth, added, ‘Very minor. Then I was called up. I was eighteen, never really left home except for a few months when the school was evacuated to Somerset. Straight into the army. They gave me a few tests, said I was officer material. I mean…’ He rolled his eyes. ‘What did I know about leadership?’ He pushed some carrot onto his fork, popped it in his mouth, turned to cut at the chicken leg with his knife. It slipped, splashing gravy onto the tablecloth.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’d prefer to use fingers, but…’ He looked around him, leaned forward. ‘It wouldn’t be very U.’


Betty laughed. He was an awkward man, intense, but he made her smile. Perhaps, she thought, he’s just shy.


‘Where did they send you?’


‘Germany.’ He looked down at his plate, picked at the chicken leg with his fork. It was a while before he lifted his eyes and Betty thought for a moment that they were glassy. He sniffed. ‘Enough of this. Listen. Are you free this afternoon?’


‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘That depends.’


‘Have you been to the British Museum lately?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m ashamed to say.’


‘Then you’re in for a treat. There’s a whole section on recent discoveries in Ife.’


‘Ife?’


‘Nigeria.’ He held up his two forefingers. ‘You’ll be interested, as a would-be anthropologist. It includes the Ife head. You must have heard of that? Bronze. Fourteenth century. Phenomenal. They’ve got other bronzes too. And terracotta. You’ll love it.’


‘I’ve heard of the Benin bronzes, of course I have, but I’ve never seen them, not in real life. Only pictures.’


‘Then gobble up your chicken,’ he said. ‘We can stop somewhere for an ice cream on the way. Call it pudding.’


‘I’d like that too,’ Betty said.


The years don’t matter, she thought, when you like someone.


‘Well,’ she said. They were standing outside the museum. The sky had been cloudless earlier, the sun warm and welcoming. Showers had been forecast and now the sky was fat with rain clouds. ‘Goodbye then. And thank you.’ She shifted her weight, switched her bag from one hand to the other. ‘I had a lovely time.’


She saw him fiddle with the lip of his jacket pocket.


‘Goodbye.’ He took a breath, and she watched as a blush swirled round his neck, rushed up his cheeks. Held out his hand and took hers. It was surprisingly large and she felt like a bird in his palm, a robin or canary, with frail limbs and honey plumage.


‘Actually, Betty,’ he said, ‘may I see you again?’ She was standing on a magic carpet, holding on to air. ‘If you’re agreeable, that is.’


She frowned.


‘I mean,’ he went on, ‘I quite understand if you say no. In fact, I probably look a bit of a fool, asking you like this. There’d be no hard feelings. So, just say if—’


‘I’d like that, John.’


Betty saw his blush return, circling his forehead and nose.


‘I can’t give you my phone number,’ she went on. ‘My father’s a bit funny about…’ She pursed her lips and twisted her head. ‘About people calling and stuff. But I can ring you, if you have a phone.’









CHAPTER FOUR


London: June 1958


The memory of that touch lingered. That she wanted to see him again was a miracle. She would be his healer, he knew, turn his brittle soul into a soft, malleable thing that could fly to a heaven of their choosing.


They spoke every Thursday, six o’clock. There was a shared telephone where he lived, tucked beneath the stairs in a makeshift booth, and he sat on the bottom step waiting for her call, poised to answer at the first trill of the bell. She always called from the same telephone box and he imagined her standing at the other end, holding the receiver to her ear with one hand, twisting the flex with the other. She’d lean against the glass, leg outstretched so no one could open the door, wearing slacks and a jumper. Or perhaps her office clothes, a smart skirt and blouse. She fed in the pennies until her change ran out, and if there wasn’t a queue to use the phone, he’d ring her back straight away. He knew the number off by heart now.


He wished he could see her more often but she said her father insisted she stayed at home at the weekends. She didn’t talk about him, but John got the impression he was a bully. Or overprotective. She was, he learned, his only child. During the week they were both busy at work, but they met when they could, a squeezed hour here or there, CND meetings in St Pancras, the big march on London at the end of the month. He longed to be alone with her, to wait for the moment when he could invite her home, to his rooms.


The last time they’d met, John thought he’d test the waters, see how she felt about him.


‘The thing is, Betty…’ He took a deep breath, catching the words before they fled. ‘I like you.’ He had no thoughts, only a hurly-burly of desire. He had never been here before.


She looked away. ‘And yes…’


Sentences half opened, smiles half closed.


‘Do you have anyone else?’ he said.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I don’t know.’ He shrugged. ‘I’d have thought half the men in London would be wanting to go out with you.’


She laughed then.


‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. He saw a blush creep up her neck. She looked down, stared at her feet. He couldn’t work her out. She gave nothing away that could calm the anarchy rampaging in his soul.


That Thursday, he left the telephone booth, and was climbing the stairs to his flat when the phone rang again. He wasn’t expecting her to ring back, and his parents always wrote. His mother considered the telephone for emergencies only. John swallowed hard, his stomach tightening as he turned and leaped the last three steps to the ground. What if it was an emergency? A heart attack? His father drank too much and since he’d retired did little exercise, unless you counted nine holes once a fortnight before a liquid lunch. He grabbed the receiver.


‘Bloomsbury 5657.’


There was silence, although John could hear breathing.


‘Dad?’ he said. ‘Dad?’


He could see his father lying by the telephone in the hall at his parents’ house, alone, though it would be odd for his mother to be out at this time of night. Perhaps it was her, too distraught to talk.


‘Mummy? Is that you?’


He heard a click, silence and then the dialling tone. No. It was a prank call. Perhaps one of his pupils had found his number in the telephone book, rung him for a dare. He put the receiver back on its cradle. His hands were clammy and his heart racing. Calm down. How stupid to get so agitated. Or it was a wrong number? That happened. He climbed the stairs again, two at a time. The linoleum was worn and the backing was showing through in places. The landlord should replace it. The phone rang again. John hesitated. There was another tenant on the floor below. Perhaps he could answer it. It could be for him. John peered over the bannister. There was no sound coming from his neighbour’s, no light beneath the door. Nothing for it. It could be serious.


He walked down the stairs this time. No hurry. If the prankster was going to do this all night, he’d have to take the phone off the hook. Perhaps they’d give up. He lifted the receiver. There was silence again, echoing, as if the caller were on a party line or this was a trunk call from a thousand miles away.


‘Hello?’ John said. ‘Hello?’ He tapped the cradle a couple of times, in case the connection had broken. ‘Anyone there?’


Perhaps it was Betty after all. She’d run out of pennies. He rang her usual number. Counted. Twenty rings in all. No one was there to answer. It couldn’t have been her. He put the receiver down again and returned upstairs.


It was almost midsummer, and the day was fading into dusk, the clouds filtering the late sun and turning the sky red. He pulled up the window sash and leaned out. The air was warm. A bee buzzed in his window box, a soft muted sound but clear as a bell against the hum of London traffic. Strange how nature could hold its own. He’d spent time in Kew Gardens when he worked at the War Office, curating his memories, filing them away in collector’s drawers where they would muster, out of sight, out of mind. The gardens had calmed him, transported him to another world where the vast redwoods reminded him that they had seen it all and were still there and the autumn beeches promised they would return, green and strong in the spring. In the winter, when the hoar frost made lace from spider webs and a single snowflake had a thousand shapes, he’d found refuge in the Palm House, in the lush velvet of the damp air, against the stark axe-cold outside. Once, a robin had ventured in from the frost, sat at the top of an ancient cycad and sang his heart out. He could be heard over the buzz of conversation and the hiss of the humidifiers.


He wanted to share all this with Betty and lay the ghosts of war to rest. He still had nightmares. Running away from something, but never moving forward.


Anxiety dreams, Norman said in the staffroom the next day. ‘You know, turning up for an exam on the wrong day. Mine is 3C for a double period on a Friday afternoon.’ Norman taught history. He added, ‘And no lesson plan.’


‘Or feeding the five thousand with only five loaves and two fishes,’ the technology teacher said, winking at the vicar from St Michael’s who came in to give the RE lessons.


Staffroom banter. It kept them all going while they dipped their Marie biscuits into their tea. The phone rang. John was the nearest, and picked it up.


‘Just the person,’ the secretary said. ‘There’s a call for you. I’ll put it through.’ John could hear her voice in the distance. Hello. Caller? Are you there?


‘Sorry, John,’ she said. ‘Whoever it was couldn’t wait. The line’s gone dead. I expect they’ll ring again if it’s important.’


‘Did they leave a name?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘It was a man, though.’


John wondered who was trying to reach him. The bank manager? Had he dipped into the red? He was careful with money and wasn’t extravagant with clothes, had stopped going to his father’s tailors for his shirts and bought the new St Michael drip-dry ones from Marks. Perhaps it was someone from the CND, though they were unlikely to ring him at work. Nor would the bank manager, come to think of it. He would write.


Well, if they hadn’t left a name or a number, then it couldn’t be serious. Perhaps it was the same person who’d rung last night. Besides, why was he so sure that last night’s caller was for him?


‘Back to the chalkface.’ He drained the last of his tea, put the cup and saucer back on the table and picked up a pile of exercise books.


He did his usual detour through Holborn and round Lincoln’s Inn Fields. It was, he thought, one of the most beautiful squares in London, with its luscious trees and gracious buildings. Barstow’s was on the west side of the square, and he lingered as he passed it. She finished work at five and they could sometimes snatch a cup of tea before she had to head home to Hatfield. Now it was summer the café stayed open long enough, though by that time of day the tea was stewed and the scones gone. He was seeing her in two days, but a glimpse now would be perfect. He didn’t like to loiter in case it got her into trouble. Some firms could be funny like that.


Never mind, he thought. He wouldn’t see her today. She might even have left work early. They sometimes let her do that, if there was no more typing to be done. He cycled off towards his flat, crossing Theobalds Road and turning right into Bury Place. A man was standing at the far end, just by the entrance to his building. He began to walk towards him. A tall, thin man, with bowed legs and arms looped like cup handles. He walked with a limp, but there was no mistaking him. John pulled at his brakes and shut his eyes, hoping the man would vanish.


‘My friend,’ the man said, drawing up close to John. ‘You’re looking well.’


‘How did you know I’d be here?’ A lame, manufactured response. He should have said, Get lost.


The man laughed, looked at the back of his hand, checking his nails.


‘You forget. We know everything about you.’


No. That was over. Finished. Kaput. He had expunged the debt that summer in Berlin in 1945. Thirteen years ago, for God’s sake. He owed them nothing.


‘What do you want?’


The man’s face was as pasty as ever, the scars of his acne still visible.


‘We have unfinished business, you and I.’


John was gripping the handlebars tight, white knuckles on chrome. He reared the bike up on its back tyre like an angry stallion.


‘Two words, my friend,’ the man said. ‘Bette Fisher.’


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ John said.


‘You will find out.’ The man smirked and sauntered away, looking over his shoulder once. John let go of the handlebars and the front wheel bounced down on the macadam. He caught the frame before it toppled between his legs, his hands sticky and the sweat clinging to his shirt, those last hideous months of 1945 galloping past, like a drowning man whose life flashes before him.









CHAPTER FIVE


Berlin: late April 1945


Bette could cope with the bombs, with the firestorms and explosions, but this was different. This terror smelled of dread, of stale onions and dried urine, of menstrual blood and unwashed bodies. The Müllers on the floor below had died of dirt, so young Frau Baumann said, but Mutti said it was hunger. Or infection. Suicide, old Herr Baumann said. Suicide.


‘Is Vati safe?’ Bette said.


‘Oh yes,’ Mutti said. ‘He’s safe.’ She made it sound as if it was his fault.


Their cellar was dark and damp and musty. Earthy mounds of rubble and broken glass and empty mortar shells swept into a corner with the buckets of faeces and vomit. Careful where you tread. Even the thin air of the U-Bahn or the bunker in Oranienburg was better than here but with the Russians now there was no warning, no sirens. Just the roar and clatter of the tanks, the thunder of the artillery and the race to the cellar. The nights were the worst. And the stink.


Greta Weber sat next to her. The Webers lived in the back building with their grandmother. Before the war, Mutti had said they were common and Bette was forbidden to talk to them even though Greta and she were classmates. But now. Now was now. Women sweated under blankets in the cellar, front and back building together, hugger-mugger.


Opposite them Tante Winkler, who wasn’t a real aunt, just old, sat with her white napkin spread over her lap, cutting half a crust into cubes on a china plate and sprinkling them with pretend salt. She always said grace, again and again, Bless me, Father, for what I am about to receive… There was no food, only routines.


Bette was squeezing her hands until the nails left half-moons in her palms. The ground shook as a tank rolled down the street, and she could hear the percussion of soldiers banging their guns against the turret. The tension curdled inside her, slabs of bile and gall that choked in her throat and soured her taste. She wanted to hammer her head against the wall, to fling herself at the ground and roll in the rubble, to feel pain in her legs and arms where it belonged, in bruises and cuts and not in her belly, where it gnawed and churned. She wanted all this to go away, to end. Her lips curled downwards, a whimper building up. She heard a mewling and knew it was her.


Bette saw the tracks of the tank as it lumbered past the cellar windows, close enough to buckle the frames, shaving the outside wall. The ground was trembling, the grind of the engines deafening, the squeak of the tracks like a screaming, tortured beast, on and on until it passed their building and hobbled on down the street, its echo drifting back. The explosion threw them backwards. There was a roar as if the Devil himself had belched. Thick smoke billowed through the broken windows, and Bette could hear the flames crackling, clicking their fingers as the paint outside blistered, pop-pop-pop.


Soldiers burst through the cellar door, their machine guns poised at the ready, ash and carbon on their filthy uniforms, searching, searching, eyes left, eyes right. They could shoot us all, Bette thought. That’s what they did at Nemmersdorf, it said so in the newspapers and on the wireless. That’s what they’re going to do. She shut her eyes, screwed them tight, hearing herself breathe in short, grating rasps, hearing everyone else do the same. The soldiers backed out. A woman across the room began to cry. No one moved. Bette didn’t know how long they sat, petrified. Stone shapes in the dust.


Two more soldiers entered the cellar. Mutti sat the other side of her with her hand on Bette’s knee, pinning her to the ground. Her mother’s lips were tight and narrow, her neck taut, the pulse throbbing. Lieselotte was the other side of Mutti, her face hidden by her hair.


Bette leaned forward and retched, right there, thin yellow sick all over her socks and shoes, and over Greta’s too, and splattered on the soldier’s dusty boots and grubby puttees. The barrel of his rifle pointed down but he moved on, not bothering.


That night it was Waltraud, Greta’s sister.


She screamed as the Ivan yanked at her arm, shrill as a wounded raven. Bette had never heard a human cry like that. Waltraud was digging in her heels, struggling. Her mother, Frau Weber, tugged at her daughter’s sleeve, nein, nein. Another Ivan slapped Frau Weber’s face with the butt of his rifle and she staggered back, blood pumping from her mouth. Bette smelled its iron.


Waltraud wasn’t as pretty as Lieselotte, but she was plumper.


Bette was forbidden to go out, but that morning Greta had climbed the stairs to the Fischers’ apartment and they had stood on the landing outside their door, opposite the Baumanns’. The paint in the stairwell had peeled and in places the plaster had fallen off. The building shook every time the tanks rolled through the street, a slab of brick here, a chunk of masonry there. The stone steps had cracked, the treads become chipped and uneven, the bannisters taken for firewood. The apartment on the ground floor was empty, the windows broken and gaping where the artillery had fired through.


That was where they had taken Waltraud, Greta said, right there.


‘They rammed her mouth with the barrel of a gun to shut her up.’


Bette was holding the handle on the front door so it didn’t slam shut, but the door opened inwards, pulling Bette with it.


‘I wondered where you’d got to,’ her mother said. ‘Come inside now. And Greta,’ she added, forcing a smile. ‘You go home too.’ She pushed Bette indoors and stepped out onto the landing, closing the door behind her. Bette heard her whisper, ‘How is Waltraud? And your mother?’ She didn’t hear Greta’s reply.


Mutti backed into the hall, shutting the front door and locking it. She took Bette’s hand and led her into the sitting room. Lieselotte was staring out of the window. Three of its panes were missing and the fourth was cracked.


‘Black and burnt,’ she said. ‘Everything black. And burnt. It’s like a funeral pyre.’


Bette didn’t know why Lieselotte was saying that now, as if she was seeing it for the first time. They were used to it, scorched air thick as dust, smouldering homes, the charred bones of cars. It never ended, the black and the burnt, the ruins and the remains, cratered roads, a flash of curtain like a flap of skin. A piano hanging out of a shattered room, the wind plucking the strings so it played a strange, ghostly melody. They could taste death, grit in their teeth and up their nostrils. There were graveyards everywhere now with makeshift crosses. They could hear the fighting in Wilhelmstrasse or Prenzlauer Berg, explosions that shook the core of the city. They’ve flooded the U-Bahn. Rumours swirled like spinning tops. They’re at the Reichstag. No, the Landwehr canal. Nobody believed it, anyway.


‘Come away. You’ll be seen.’


‘I’d fight like hell if it were me.’


Mutti glanced at Bette, then Lieselotte, putting a finger to her lip, shaking her head, not in front of the child.


‘I’m not a baby,’ Bette said. ‘I’m twelve years old and I know what’s going on. What they did to Waltraud. And Frau Müller before that. You can talk about it in front of me.’


‘Who told you?’ Mutti was shouting.


‘Greta,’ Bette said. ‘But I have eyes. And ears.’ She knew she was being cheeky but her mother just said, ‘Well, then,’ and walked over to Lieselotte and placed her mouth across Lieselotte’s ear. ‘If you fight, you make it worse.’ She spoke softly, but Bette heard.


‘What am I supposed to do?’ Lieselotte turned to face her mother, not bothering to lower her voice. ‘Lie back and do nothing?’


‘Yes,’ her mother said. ‘You don’t want to be hurt.’ She paused, her words quiet and gentle. ‘Or worse.’


Lieselotte gave a strange twisted smile, turned her back to her mother, looked out of the window again.


‘Then I’ll fight my way.’ She tossed the words over her shoulder.


Mutti glanced at her, picked up her cigarettes and lit one, faced Bette. She reached over to the table and held up a pair of boy’s shorts and braces, and a shirt.


‘Try these on. Otto has grown out of them.’ Otto was fighting in the Hitler Youth. Frau Baumann and Mutti had sat in the kitchen the day he left, sobbing into their handkerchiefs. Only a child.


‘You can trust the Baumanns?’ Lieselotte said.


‘Who knows?’ Mutti answered. ‘You have a better idea? Come on, Bette.’ She held her cigarette between her lips, shook the shirt impatiently. Bette slipped out of her dress and pulled on the shirt.


‘The buttons do up the wrong way,’ she said.


‘Never mind that,’ Mutti said. ‘Try the shorts for size.’


They were too large, but with the braces they would do. It didn’t matter anyway. All the children wore clothes that were too big or too small, the fabric frayed and faded.


‘What’s this for?’ Bette asked.


‘Your safety,’ Lieselotte said.


‘How?’ She pulled at the braces. ‘What good will this do me?’


‘If they think you’re a young boy,’ Mutti said, ‘they might not touch you.’ She turned away, coughed into her hand, tapped the arc of cigarette ash into a saucer.


‘Everyone can see I’m a girl.’ Bette flicked her long plait. ‘And everyone round here knows who I am anyway. Besides,’ she added, ‘the Russians promised they wouldn’t hurt us, I saw the leaflets, and there’s posters everywhere.’ She hadn’t noticed the comb on the table, nor her mother’s dressmaking shears, until Mutti reached over for them.


‘No,’ Bette shouted. ‘No.’ She held her plaits and ran to the door but Lieselotte was there before her, barring her way.


‘Why don’t you dress up then?’ Bette shouted.


‘Because if they think I’m a man, I’ll be shot as a deserter,’ Lieselotte said, adding, ‘Either by the Russians, or the Gestapo.’ Her voice was calm and confident and Bette looked from her mother to her sister and knew they had discussed it, and decided. ‘Sit down.’


She pulled a chair into the centre of the room and, taking Bette by the shoulders, steered her towards it and pushed her down onto the seat. Her mother undid her apron and pinned it round Bette’s neck. The smoked curled from the saucer and Mutti stubbed the cigarette out.


‘Please,’ Bette said. ‘Please don’t.’


‘Keep still.’


Bette felt the shears mouthing her plait, then gripping and biting at the hair, crunching it again and again until the braid came away in her mother’s hands. Her head was lighter, and Bette ran her hand across the back of her neck. It felt cool but her mother was combing through and cutting, combing and cutting.


‘Move your hand.’


Bette could feel the cold of the blades against her skull, the sharp edge of the comb as it parted her hair at the side, the snip of the scissors as they trimmed closer and closer. Bette put her hand to her temple. She breathed in sharply.


‘Let me look.’ She pushed herself up and ran into the bathroom. A shaft of sun was illuminating the cracked mirror, reflecting on the floor. She climbed on the bathroom stool. Someone else was in that mirror, with shaved temples and a flopping fringe. She saw her mother’s face emerge next to hers, her long hair pulled back into a bun. She’d always thought her mother’s hair was thick, but in the bright sunlight of the mirror she saw a bald spot above her ear where Mutti twisted the hair and pulled it every evening. Worry lines had etched deep valleys into her forehead.


‘Come,’ her mother said, placing her arms round Bette’s tummy and swinging her free from the stool. ‘I have to finish.’


Bette sat, her lips quivering until the snapping stopped.


‘Let’s look at you.’


The sides of her head, and the back, were shorn.


‘Will it grow again?’


‘Once the war is over, of course.’


‘Must I always be a boy?’


‘Except when we sleep,’ Lieselotte said. ‘You can wear a nightdress. We don’t have boys’ pyjamas.’


She shared a bed with Lieselotte. They did exercises every morning, lying on their backs, cycling in the air, counting the rotations. Twenty-nine. Thirty. Mutti did exercises too, one hand on the door jamb for balance as she lifted her leg and touched the lintel. She’d been a dancer before she married, in the corps de ballet at the Lindenoper. They all took it in turns to empty the chamber pots, carrying the slops downstairs and throwing them into the gutter. It had to be done first thing. The soldiers caroused at night, lay senseless in the dawn. Mutti always lit a cigarette. Takes away the smell.


The Russians had put up a standpipe in the street and turned on the water for two hours in the morning and afternoon. Mutti took the deep pan that she used for making jam and Lieselotte two buckets, one for Frau Weber. Bette took the big kettle.


‘What’s my name?’ Bette said, as she emptied the last of the water from the kettle into a jug. ‘I mean, my boy’s name?’


‘Bert,’ Lieselotte said, without missing a beat. ‘It sounds like Bette, so your ear is half tuned to it.’


‘It’s a horrid name,’ Bette said. ‘And it doesn’t sound anything like Bette.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Why can’t I be something heroic and heimatlich, like Heinz?’


‘Shut up, will you?’ Lieselotte said. ‘You’re really getting on my nerves.’


‘Girls. Please. Bette, put on your shoes.’ Her mother pointed to a pair of battered boys’ boots, and a pair of darned grey socks.


‘I can’t wear those.’


‘You can’t wear your girls’ shoes, so put them on.’


Bette scowled and sunk to the floor, pulling at the socks so they stretched beyond her knee. The toes and heels had been darned in a thicker ply and lumped as she shoved her feet into the boots and laced them up. She stood up, grabbed the kettle and stomped out of the door.


Old Herr Baumann was standing on the landing, leaning on his walking stick, as if he was waiting for them. Bette didn’t know what was wrong with him, but Mutti said whatever it was had got him out of the Volkssturm, who seemed to take anyone these days. Better not to ask, she’d added. Young Herr Baumann, Otto’s father, had died on the Russian front.


‘Well, little man,’ he said, patting Bette on the head. ‘You make a handsome young fellow.’ He chuckled, picked up a jug with his free hand, and set off.


‘How does he know?’ Bette said, tipping her head towards the stairs, where Herr Baumann’s lopsided tread echoed up through the well.


‘Of course he knows,’ Mutti said.


‘But what if he tells?’


‘Tells who, mein Liebling?’ Mutti said. ‘Who can he tell? Who is in charge now?’


‘The Russians,’ Bette said. ‘He could tell the Russians.’


‘There’s no danger of that.’


‘The Führer. The Gestapo.’


‘That man?’ Her mother snorted. ‘Too busy rounding up the white flag wavers to bother about us.’


They joined the queue for water, shuffling forward, one after the other. It was a slow business. Bette knew not to complain. The routine was the same every day. First the water, then to forage, a turnip or two in exchange for a saucepan, or a pair of Vati’s shoes. They had to eat the vegetables raw. There was no fuel for cooking. The soldier who took Waltraud was standing by the water pipe marking the tally. Bette froze, but her mother pushed her forward. She went to place the kettle under the tap but the soldier took it from her, held it in place.


Bette bit her lip and hoped he couldn’t see her shaking. He was very young, the soldier, and brown, with slit eyes and bowed legs. He patted her head and smiled at her. She couldn’t understand how a man could be kind and cruel at the same time.


Lieselotte followed. She kept her head down, staring at the ground, her hair over her face, not looking at the soldier as she placed her pail under the tap and waited, watching it splutter and splash the sides of the bucket.


‘Enough,’ the soldier said. It wasn’t even full.


The days were getting longer now so it didn’t matter too much that they couldn’t turn on the lights in the evenings, but she’d have liked a light in the cellar for when they had to go down there. It was spooky enough as it was.


The soldiers were drunk at night, bottles of schnapps from busted distilleries or methyl alcohol from God knows where. The rifle shots were the first warning, then the shouting and the singing.


‘It drives them a little mad,’ Old Herr Baumann said, tapping his head.


Bette needed the lavatory, right now. She began to shuffle herself up. The bucket was in the far corner but Mutti was pulling her down. The soldiers were in the street outside, cheering, whistling. She could see their boots. One of them started to piss, aiming the urine through the shot-out cellar window. She heard them laugh, then thudding boots on the steps down to where they cowered in the underground gloom. The soldiers knew they were there, knew how to round them up in their shelter, line them up like skittles to be knocked down, one by one. The door smacked against the wall as the Russians flung it aside, the beam of their torches searching, dazzling. Three of them, guns and torches, left, right, left, right. Different soldiers from last night. Bette held her breath. Tante Winkler sat with her linen napkin and knife and fork. One of the soldiers pulled the napkin, waved it like a flag.
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