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Praise for The Lie


 


‘I galloped through this beautifully written epic tale, unable to put it down. The Lie is full of tension and twists, but it’s also a poignant portrait of what it means to be a mother… a fascinating look at women’s evolving role in history, and an emotional, heart-stopping read.’


Saskia Sarginson, author of The Twins


‘In The Lie, Mary Chamberlain expertly weaves together the different timelines, whilst simultaneously unpicking the nature of women’s relationships. Chamberlain is a brilliant storyteller and this tightly-plotted tale of tough choices and hard truths doesn’t disappoint.’


Sonia Velton, author of Blackberry and Wild Rose


‘No one honours the hidden stories of women who’ve lived through wartime like Mary Chamberlain. The Lie is a testament to all those who’ve had to hide their truth – a compelling, poignant and heartfelt tale about the quiet devastation that is caused when the secrets of the past surface in the present.’


Lianne Dillsworth, author of Theatre of Marvels


‘A gripping, absorbing mystery about the true meaning of family, and a fascinating exploration into the huge social changes that impacted ordinary lives, particularly those of women, during the 20thcentury.’


Sarah Day, author of Mussolini’s Island


‘Not only is The Lie a fascinating and deftly-written novel of sisterhood and secrets exploring women’s untold stories, but it’s the first book I’ve read in which Rick Astley is thanked in the Acknowledgements.’


Anna Mazzola, author of The Clockwork Girl




 


Praise for The Forgotten


‘The Forgotten is an utterly absorbing novel… The devastation of Berlin in 1945 is powerfully portrayed through the eyes of the women who are caught between the conquering forces, trying desperately to survive and to protect one another… The plot twists kept me riveted.’


Jennifer Saint, author of Ariadne


‘Mary Chamberlain… has written another fine novel about lives shaped by the Second World War… A moving story of two people discovering the power of past trauma to intrude on the present.’


Sunday Times


‘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


‘Through a cast of memorable characters, [the novel] reveals the difficult choices faced by ordinary people, and their aftermath. A compelling work of fiction that’s grounded in real events.’


Choice Magazine


‘Mary Chamberlain’s moving novel is a vivid and immersive exploration of the lasting impacts of war and how love can rise from the ashes.’


Woman’s Own


‘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
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PROLOGUE


March 2008


‘Music was my first language,’ she was saying. ‘The land surrounds you in music, in song. The wind, for instance.’ She was centre-screen, mid-shot. ‘Those fen blows. Whee, whaa.’ She lifted her arms, swinging them from side to side, her body flowing and fluid. ‘It sings from Siberia, picking up notes like an Aeolian harp.’ She tilted her head to one side. ‘It can be sad and mournful, a lament. Fast and furious like a shanty. Tense and blustery.’ She flung up her arms, clicked her fingers, arched her back. ‘Like a tango.’


‘I loved the sounds, the rhythms,’ she went on. ‘Did you know grass wails when the cow pulls at it, sings its funeral song? Or that dying birds flap their wings, ker-tum, ker-tum? Even agony has a beat.’ The camera closed in on her face. ‘People think the countryside is quiet, peaceful. But it’s not. It’s jazz, polyphonic, syncopated, beating its way from the heart of me to the heart of the earth and the heart of you.’


‘Do I detect a nostalgia here?’ the interviewer said.


‘No.’ The camera panned out, dissolved into a long shot of the fens, heavy slate skies over thick, yellow wheat pleating in the breeze. ‘Look at that sky. It makes you small, insignificant. I suppose that appealed to a certain low-church mentality.’ She laughed, her face once more in view. ‘But it wasn’t for me.’ She furrowed her brow. ‘There’s a small-mindedness about village life. A fear of difference, and if you don’t fit…’ She paused as the camera closed in on her fingers, opening, folding. ‘Life can be hard.’


‘And you didn’t fit?’ the interviewer said. ‘Why?’


‘I can’t tell you.’ She was looking down, scratching at her thumbnail.


‘How do you feel when you sing?’ the interviewer asked. ‘Are you conjuring those childhood sounds? Those demons, perhaps?’


‘Maybe,’ she said, in shot once again. ‘When I sing it’s as if I break outside of myself, become more than myself, become everyone. Perhaps song came before stories. I don’t know. But there’s a dishonesty about stories, isn’t there?’ she went on. ‘The writer hides behind a character, whereas a song has a truth about it, a directness.’


‘And yet,’ the interviewer said, his voice slow, deliberate, ‘yet you hid behind a pseudonym. Was that truthful? Were you hiding something?’




JOAN


London: November 2004


Damp armpits and clammy palms. Joan clenched her fists, opened her mouth, sucked in the air. It stuck in her windpipe, a ball of gas. Her lungs deflated, tightened in her chest, knotted fast. She tried again. Breathe in. She grabbed the chair, her face stiff, frozen. She began to pant. Panic attacks. Soldiers had them, she had learned, after a battle. Post-traumatic stress disorder. It had a name. Everyone she knew said it was stage fright, and dead common. Break a leg. That’s what they used to say. Break a leg. But what did they know? They weren’t inside her head.


She could see the hall through the wings, daylight pouring through the windows, could hear the hum of the audience. Was it better at night when all you saw was a black hole, the pit of hell rising towards you?


The pianist struck up the opening bars of the music and she saw the MC clapping his hands and beckoning her on. She let go of the chair, stepped through the wings and onto the platform. She walked, jelly steps, to centre stage, lifted the microphone from its stand, took a deep breath and opened her mouth.


‘When the columbine and dog rose start to flower, and the pitch-black ravens in the princes’ tower—’ It would be all right. It always was. In all the years, she’d never failed. Her voice was still clear, but then she practised, every day, breathing deep from the diaphragm, running through her scales, C, D, E, F, G, A, B. Major, minor, trilling her tongue and lips. Do re me fa so la ti do.


This song was in a major key, though she preferred minor. It suited her voice better. She added a quaver, like a folk singer, took another deep breath, from the belly, raised her arms, gestured to the audience, join in, sing along. She paused a beat. Hung on to the last note, air in, voice out, on and on, until the audience had stopped singing. She dropped the microphone back into its stand, bowing as she took in the applause.


It was a themed contest. Songs from the Second World War. It was between her and that woman from Mill Hill with her Vera Lynn tribute act. She’d dressed in period, Joan would give her that, with her wrap-bodice tea dress and hair in a victory roll, but her voice was so-so, had never been trained, not like Joan’s. The other finalist was a man, a wannabe Arthur Askey, with his ‘Hang Out the Washing on the Siegfried Line’. He was good, and shared Askey’s impish face, but she knew, she just knew, that her song hit the right notes of nostalgia and bombast, of whimsy and grit.


She joined the other finalists on the stackable chairs placed in a row to the side of the stage and waited for the judges to pronounce. It wouldn’t take long. They had to be out of the hall by six so the caretaker could sweep and lock up, and everyone wanted a cup of tea before they left.


The judge walked to the centre, took hold of the microphone. ‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ He raised his hand for silence. ‘We had three talented artistes who were all equally deserving of winning.’ He paused. ‘It was a truly difficult choice. But the rules don’t permit the prize to be divided.’


Joan knew not to get agitated. Five hundred pounds were still five hundred pounds.


‘However,’ he went on, ‘my fellow judges and I felt that there was one person who stood out for the clarity of voice and the sheer passion of delivery.’ He beamed and Joan began to sweat again. She hoped the arm shields wouldn’t leak and the perspiration marks show.


‘So the winner of the Senior Singing Competition of 2004, with a rendition of that splendid hit…’


He paused, milking the drama, and Joan edged forward in her seat. She’d had by far the loudest applause, but things could be unpredictable. They could feel sorry for the Vera Lynn lookalike or, heaven forbid, the Arthur Askey impersonator could have slipped a tenner to one of the judges.


‘“Ravens in the Tower”.’


Joan breathed out while the MC clapped, microphone in one hand so it crackled with the pressure.


‘Please, everybody, a big hand for Joan Spalding.’


Joan nodded at her fellow competitors, smiled in empty sympathy. It was hard living on a state pension, and what she’d put aside over the years was dwindling. She wanted little luxuries from time to time. Nice soap, a gin and tonic. They sold those ready measured now and she’d treat herself when she did the food shop on pension day. She’d like to go on a holiday, meet other people. She wasn’t meant to be lonely. She’d been on her own too long.


She walked towards the MC, arms outstretched. He took her hands, lifted them to his lips, kissed her on both cheeks and, producing an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket, pressed it into her hand. Her eyes glistened and she wiped away a theatrical tear before turning to the audience and smiling. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Thank you. This means so much to me.’


A chair fell over at the back of the hall, a metallic clatter on the wooden parquet. A tall man stepped out, lifted the chair and put it upright, limbered down the aisle, lithe and hip. He swung a painted cane in one hand, was carrying a bunch of flowers in the other, and as he came closer she saw that the flower stems were wrapped in crinkled tinfoil. He stopped at the foot of the stage and looked up at her.


‘Madame,’ he said, holding out the flowers towards her and tilting his head to one side. ‘A bouquet for you.’


Joan bent over and took the posy. The asters were purple, her least favourite colour, looked half dead. She wondered whether he’d lifted them out of a vase on his kitchen table, or from a grave in West Norwood Cemetery.


He pulled himself to his full height. A tall man, slender, elegant even. He had a presence about him, the air of authority. ‘I’m Harry Bowen.’ His voice had a Caribbean lilt. He took the steps to the stage two by two, circled his arm and bowed.


He was about her age. A beautiful man, she thought, and pushed the posy to her nose even though she knew there’d be no scent.


‘Imagine,’ Harry went on. The audience was silent. He was addressing them now, arms outstretched, embracing them all. ‘You are at the Palladium. The spectators are in raptures. You have been given the biggest bouquet you have ever seen.’ He smiled as he turned and faced her. A winning smile, a melting one. She’d always been a sucker for those. ‘How would you accept it?’


She hesitated, wondered what he knew about her. This had always been the way she’d signed off. Lies play dead, snap back into life, she thought, though he looked genuine enough. She cradled the flowers as if they were peonies, shut her eyes and hummed to herself as her feet began to tap out the rhythm. They weren’t tap shoes, but the heels were sharp and made an impact on the wooden platform. Shuffle, tap, toe drop, paradiddle, ball change. Muscle memory, that’s what it was. And daily exercise, like her singing, keep up, keep up. The neighbours complained, all the time. Caterwauling, they called it, banging their party walls with the broom handle. Will you stop your caterwauling, woman? Or thundering at her door, stop that bloody racket, as she danced her way across the piece of hardboard she laid out over the carpet, ripple, slurp, cramp roll, toe, step, stomp. She did a final pullback, lifted her skirt above the knee, then slipped into gracious splits.


Harry stood open-mouthed. There was a pause before the audience clapped and cheered. ‘You’ve knocked the words clean out of me,’ he said. ‘Joan Spalding, you are a force of nature.’ He bent over and hooked his hand under her elbow and she allowed herself to be helped to her feet, brushing the wilting flowers against his sleeve so that a couple of petals fell to the floor. ‘Will you teach me how to do that?’


Smiles flirted round Joan’s eyes and mouth, the habit of a lifetime. ‘How long have you got?’


He roared with laughter, and the audience joined him. ‘Ma’am,’ he said, ‘this is the seniors’ competition. Nobody’s got that long.’ He lifted her hand, kissed her fingers. ‘Wasn’t that the most amazing performance?’ His voice thundered across the hall. ‘Can you believe this woman?’ He was taking over the show, and Joan could sense the MC and the judges getting restless. This wasn’t part of the script, and she wasn’t sure she was happy with his intervention either. This was her moment, not his, charming though he was, and flattering with it. It had been a long time since she’d had an admirer, mind.


The MC moved towards them, clapping his hands, mouthing Get off at Harry. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, picking up the microphone, ‘if we are to enjoy our refreshments, I’m afraid we need to call this part of the event to a halt. But I’m sure Joan will be happy to talk to everyone about’ – turning to her, beaming – ‘the secret of her eternal youth.’


She could do with a cup of tea, but the last thing Joan wanted was to mingle with these pensioners. Her heart was pounding, adrenaline raging too much for relaxation, or chit-chat, but she knew she had to do it, love those people in the audience even though, seconds before she’d step out, she’d hated them, wanted them all to go away.


‘A final round of applause for our winner today. Joan Spalding.’


She bowed, looked up. Was that Kathleen at the back of the hall? Her eyes were bad these days and she couldn’t be sure. If so, she’d taken her time to arrive. Had she missed the competition? Joan could use her as an excuse, get away early. She hoped Kathleen had her car. She couldn’t face the bus, not now. These things took it out of her. There was a time when she’d go out after a show, the Café Royal or the Chelsea Arts, unwind, champagne and home at dawn and sleep it off in the day. But that took its toll, too. Still, even now, she could pull a performance out of the bag if she needed too. A performance was a kind of lie, she thought.


She was aware of Harry by her side and wished he’d go away. ‘Next time,’ he said, ‘you’ll get a bouquet the size of Kew Gardens.’


‘Next time?’


He pulled out a card and gave it to her: HARRY BOWEN, MBE. There was a telephone number, an email address and a website URL. ‘Ring me.’


He turned, and Joan watched as he threaded his way through the people wandering towards the tea urn and the ranks of green Beryl Ware cups stacked three deep on the trestle table.


Well, Joan thought. Well.


She balanced her biscuit on the saucer, sipping her tea. It hadn’t been Kathleen at the back. It had been some other woman with the same build and colour hair. She’d left already, anyway. That old emptiness returned, that crater hollowed by the thump from her heart. And the fear. Joan turned to replace her cup on the table, to reach for another biscuit, but there were only broken scraps left. She turned and walked towards the back, inclining her head as she went, grace and artifice and smiles along the way. She lifted her coat off the peg by the door and slung it over her shoulders, dumping the bunch of wilted asters in the waste bin as she went. Thought again, retrieved them. It had been years since anyone had given her fresh flowers, and though these had seen better days, they’d last for a few more, remind her of her victory, of the stranger who’d thought enough to give them to her.


§


Joan stabbed the lock with her key and opened the door, flicking on the light switch. Why hadn’t Kathleen come? She could have given her a lift, at the very least. She’d had to sit on the bus for over an hour as it forced its way through the rain and rush hour. She tugged off her damp coat, hung it on the peg by the door. It was an old, misshapen thing, with sagging pockets and a torn lining, but it was still warm and she’d been glad of it walking to the flat. She went into the kitchen, filled the kettle, slammed it on the gas, rummaged around for a cup and saucer. There were a couple of gin and tonics in the fridge, and she’d defrosted a ready meal for two. She couldn’t afford that kind of waste. It was typical of Kathleen not to turn up, not to let her know she couldn’t come. Always the big I am. Always something more important to do. She unwrapped the tin foil from the asters and put them in a tumbler of water on the windowsill.


The ceiling lamp cast a cold lemon glow. She’d never expected to live here. It had only ever been a temporary retreat. She could sell it, she thought, live on the capital, take out an annuity, rent somewhere better, but what better could she rent on that money? Nowadays it would be called a studio flat, but really it was nothing more than a bedsit with a kitchenette and bathroom, albeit with a tiny balcony overlooking what had once been the swimming pool but was now a car park. Joan pulled the flimsy curtains, unlined fabric in orange polyester, which muted the sodium lights from outside. She looked around her, imagining how the seasoned eye of an estate agent would see it. Against the far wall of the room was her single divan bed covered in a gold candlewick throw, and either side of the beige-tiled 1930s fireplace were two easy chairs covered in a threadbare brown moquette. There was a built-in cupboard in one alcove, an old-fashioned radiogram in the other. Above the mantelpiece was a bevelled mirror, the only thing of any beauty or value. Beneath the kitchen hatch was a small Formica table with folding flaps and two kitchen chairs with plastic seats. A vase of artificial flowers was on the table, waxy chrysanthemums, too big for the jug that held them.


Autumn colours had been fashionable once, and the tenants over the years had never complained. It looked tired now, dated. She’d watched every episode of Property Ladder on the television and knew she’d have to paint the walls something nondescript, take down the curtains and put up blinds, throw out the bed and buy a sofa bed or one of those that folded into the wall. Original period features, she’d say, pointing to the fireplace, the built-in cupboards, the kitchen hatch and – she’d lift up a corner of the fitted carpet – the parquet flooring. After all, the block of flats had been Grade II listed, though when she’d bought this place decades ago, it had been a run-down development scheduled for demolition.


She propped Harry’s card on the mantelpiece. Why had he given her his card? Perhaps he was a talent scout. She snorted. Talent scout. At her age. He seemed nice though. Perhaps money wasn’t everything now. Companionship, someone to laugh with. She knew Kathleen would say she reaped as she sowed, but she’d always hoped one of her lovers would stay the course. Rolling stone, Kathleen would say, no moss. Kathleen could talk. Pots and kettles. Where had the years gone? The worst about living alone was having no one to share in the humdrum of life, putting out the rubbish, shopping, cooking. That’s what brought people together, that’s what made them happy.


Perhaps something had happened to Kathleen. It had always been difficult with her, tiptoeing round her to keep her on her best side, a prickly love, pushing them apart as often as it drew them together.


She pulled out her scrapbook, laid it out on the small coffee table. She’d always loved Kathleen so much, had so little to show for it.


The kettle screeled and Joan made the tea, passing the pot and a single cup and saucer through the hatch. She sniffed, pulled out her handkerchief from her sleeve, blew her nose. She poured herself a cup, lifted it to her lips, but it shivered in her hand and tears began to trickle down her cheeks. Grief played dead too, could snap back to life when it was least expected.


She replaced the cup and stood up, looking into the mirror above the mantelpiece, mascara running like silt into the open sea of her face, plastered in five and nine, with greasy eyeshadow and orange lipstick ranging over the wrinkles around her mouth, water in a delta.


The dress was shabby, looked cheap. Black lace. There was a time when she wouldn’t have been seen dead in lace, tarty, she always said, common. Perhaps she’d quibble now. It’s broderie anglaise, can’t you see? Either way, it was ill-fitting, fell off at the shoulders and sagged in the middle. Where had she bought it? A discount store? Or a charity shop? Her memory was playing tricks these days. Perhaps she’d fished it from the back of her cupboard. She looked a mess. No wonder Kathleen hadn’t come. She was ashamed of her.


Joan opened the album, ran her finger over the photo of Michael. It was the only one she had of him, cut from a poster all those years ago. It had yellowed slightly. She faced it to the light. If she looked at it sideways, she fancied his eyes followed her. Where was he now? He’d never returned, had never sought her out. Had he been killed, mowed down on the Omaha beach, his perfect body rendered and washed up on the shore? Or was he alive? Did he ever think about her? Did he feel her loss, the way she felt his? A membrane of memory covered her wound, but she could still feel it, as if it were a keloid scar on her flesh. She wondered what he looked like. Was his hair white, still wavy? Or had he lost it along the way, his pate now round and shiny as a conker?


Memories. Dreams. They were no more than stagnant pools where mosquitoes bred and dragonflies hunted.


She closed the scrapbook and wandered off into the bathroom, staring at herself in the mirror as she pulled out the combs and let her long hair hang loose. She looked like a witch with it down, white and straggly, could see herself with a pointed hat and a black cat, the nightmare of a child’s story, poking sharp fingers, what have we here, little girl? She scooped her hair back, tucked it into her shower cap.


Propped on the edge of the bath was the old cigar box with its kohl eyeliners and grease sticks, and a small piece of natural sponge stained with make-up. Slap. She smiled. That’s what we used to call it. Give me a moment while I put on my slap. She lifted a powder puff from the sill of the basin and wiped away a film of pink dust. She replaced it in the box and fished for the cold cream, lathering it on her face, wiping off the make-up with sheets of loo roll. She washed her face and hands, drying them on a grubby towel draped over a rail on the side of the bath, slipped out of her dress and reached for the dressing gown, which hung behind the bathroom door, wrapping it round her as she went back into the sitting room.


She picked up Harry’s card with one hand and her phone with the other.


Just as it rang.




KATHLEEN


London: November 2004


Kathleen drove into the car park, stopped. She pulled down the vanity mirror, squinted into it, running her fingers through her bob, flicking it behind her ears. It was overdue for a cut and colour. Now the blonde had turned to mouse, it needed an uplift every couple of months. It had been her crowning glory once. Joan used to say how envious she was, how Kathleen’s long, fair hair turned heads. Like Marianne Faithfull, she used to say, or Françoise Hardy. Pity you don’t sing. She rummaged in her handbag, pulled out her lipstick, dabbed some on, smacking her lips together, pinching her eyebrows into a neat arc and, delving again, found her perfume and sprayed a little on her wrists. Her sister made her feel old and frumpy, like she needed to tidy up, present herself. Silly, when she was the sister with the prestigious job and steady salary, but that counted for nothing compared to Joan’s glamour, faded though it might be.


She stepped out of the car, opening her umbrella and running across the tarmac, skipping the puddles, hoping the rain wouldn’t splash too much on her new suit, which Joan would think dowdy, headmistressy. Liven it up, Kathleen could hear her say. Make a statement, ferreting in her drawer for a brooch or a scarf, draping it over her shoulder. There. She wished Joan would stop patronising her, as if appearances were the only thing that mattered. Maybe they were, in Joan’s world.


The doors were locked. Kathleen had the right address, but the place was in darkness. She’d set off later than she wanted, and the traffic was a nightmare. Rush hour was bad at the best of times, but these damned bendy buses made it ten times worse. She hadn’t meant to be so late. She checked her watch. It was 6.45. The competition couldn’t be over. These things usually took a couple of hours at least. Had she got the wrong day? She ran back to the car, switched on the light, pulled out Joan’s letter from her briefcase. She shut her eyes, slammed her head against the driving wheel. Such a stupid mistake: 15.00 was not five o’clock. It was three. Of course the show would be over.


She didn’t mean to mess up, and it only ever happened with Joan. Kathleen was never late for a work meeting or a professional appointment, but Joan always wanted to see her at awkward times, and running a research institute was more than a full-time job. It seeped into her life, clogged up her plans, flooded her time. There was always one crisis or another that kept her late or required an emergency sticking plaster. She’d never thought of scientists as prima donnas until she took on this job. Sulks and slights and tantrums and politics. Sometimes it was like being in the middle of a Victorian melodrama as hearts were savaged and ideas ravaged. She was supposed to find solutions and compromises, a satisfactory denouement, like some born-again deus ex machina. Funding cut to the bone, all the stresses of the RAE, and now the uncertainty of the future. She’d thought of taking early retirement more than once, but the nature of her work, its potential, pulled her back in. Of course, she wasn’t indispensable. Nobody was, but the institute gave her a platform to speak out and she had a responsibility to use it while she could, until proper retirement cut her off like a guillotine. And that, she knew, was galloping towards her.


Kathleen checked her phone, pressed Joan’s number. No reply. Perhaps she wasn’t home yet. She’d drive over, try and make amends. Joan had wanted her to be there today, though Kathleen couldn’t see why. Joan was an old hand at this competition malarkey, why did she want her backing? She was too needy these days. Ever since Bill’s funeral, she’d rung at least once a week, if not more. Or so it seemed.


Bill’s accident had been the catalyst. Only two years Joan’s senior, falling off the barn ladder, which he should never have climbed at his age, breaking his neck. They carried his coffin on bales of straw on the Ifor, took him on a tour of the village before the service in the church. Their other brothers, Fred and Jimmy, Alf and Denis, and her nephews carried the coffin, and Bill’s oldest sang ‘The Lincolnshire Poacher’, which made everyone laugh, considering, and the wake was in the village hall. That had been two years ago. No. Double that. Four years ago. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her brothers. It had been at their mother’s funeral, she guessed, and that had been a good thirty years past and Joan hadn’t been able to come. Said she was on tour, but there was little love lost between Joan and Mum and Kathleen knew she’d stayed away on purpose. If she’d had more guts, Kathleen would have done the same. The family thought her a snob as it was. Their father had died when she was in America and Kathleen hadn’t been able to fly over for that. What a pair, missing one or other of their parents’ funerals. Little wonder their brothers were so angry.


Their brother’s death had disarmed Joan. Reminded her of her own mortality, Kathleen supposed. Joan was the next in line, and who would come to her funeral? Kathleen could sense she was lonely and knew she was hard up. She’d never asked what she’d done with her money. Easy come, easy go. Frittered it away, she guessed, without a thought for the future. But that’s showbiz for you.


Kathleen had helped Joan move into that dismal little dump in Streatham Hill which she’d owned for years but never lived in. When was that? Five years? Ten? Fifteen? Fourteen. God, time flies. It was the summer after she’d returned from Stanford, she recalled. She always made an excuse not to visit. It was all too depressing. When they met, it was in town. Joan liked the restaurant in Heal’s, and that suited Kathleen. It was near her work and she could slip out for a quick lunch or, on occasions, afternoon tea, though she was invariably late.


‘Doesn’t matter,’ Joan would say. ‘I know you’re busy.’ There was always a hint of Eeyore with Joan, thanks for noticing me. ‘Gave me a chance to look around. Such beautiful things.’ There was a time, Kathleen knew, when Joan lived in apartments furnished from Heal’s. Or Liberty’s. Her flat now looked as though it was filled with handouts from the local furniture scheme.


They’d never really been sisterly. The age gap between them had been too much when Kathleen was a child, and their lives too divergent once she’d grown up, with Joan always away on tour in a world Kathleen had no inkling about, and she’d focused on her university career, which she knew was as opaque to Joan as a stone wall. They had nothing in common, just blood, an odd sort of pull but real nonetheless. What ran through Joan’s mind? It was closed tight as a tabernacle, as if there was some sacred, secret script within.


Kathleen always paid for lunch.


She pulled out her A–Z, checked the route and set off. November, drizzle, traffic. Damn it. She turned on the radio for the news. There was talk about the government banning smoking in public places. About bloody time, she thought. More devastating news from Iraq and the kidnapped Westerners. She’d marched against the war along with the whole of London but it had made no difference. She felt so helpless. Why bother with politics, she thought. She could understand the young. What’s the point? They don’t listen.


The buzz of a text came through on her phone. It wouldn’t be Joan, as she didn’t have a mobile. Didn’t even have a computer. Kathleen nagged her. For your own sake, she said, in an emergency. Besides, if Joan had a mobile Kathleen could text her, which was an easy way to stay in touch. She didn’t always have time for long telephone conversations. The phone pinged again and she sneaked a look. When can we meet? David x She waited until she’d stopped at some lights, tapped in, Please stop texting. It’s for the best.


She’d ask the IT wizards at work how to block his number.


Kathleen had other things to concentrate on. Retirement, for instance. This was not something she had planned, but it had sneaked up on her. It was unfair that she had to go at sixty. Doubly unfair now, when the retirement age was due to change in a few years. She could still be productive, capable of innovative research, had dreams for the Institute that she’d never be able to realise. Although of late she’d been thinking a sabbatical might not be a bad idea, recharge her batteries. She’d begun to draw up, in her mind, a list of things to do. Cross the Andes by bus. Sail through the Panama Canal. Chase the Northern Lights. Go on a safari, walk in the Himalayas. Spend the year travelling, rent out the flat. Perhaps it could be a gap year, between work and worse. Relive her youth. Become a hippy. Dig out her old cheesecloth skirt and platform shoes. She was, after all, a child of the sixties.


She’d have to reconcile with spending her retirement in professional limbo, the ageing academic hanging round the fringes of the conference circuit. Coming home to an empty house. She was used to that. Spinster of this parish. Had science desexualised her, working in a male environment, bowing to its norms? Is that what had happened? Aping male behaviour? It clearly hadn’t been alluring enough to tangle a man in her web long enough to make it last. Except David. She gripped the steering wheel so the bones of her knuckles glowed white, blinked hard to swipe the tears. It was for the best. She told herself that. Every day.


She slowed down to let a young man cross the road, his jeans slung low so the waistband of his underpants showed. What a curious fashion, she thought.


Stop, start all the way down Streatham High Road, wipers on slow, scooping away the drizzle and the grime. She hated this weather, the endless grey days, the cold, damp air. Perhaps she should move back to California. Could she take up another fellowship at Stanford? There was no retirement age in America. She could rent her old apartment in downtown Palo Alto with its communal swimming pool and view of the mountains, its neighbourhood restaurants and organic food stores. Happy days then.


Joan’s building hove into view, a striking white modernist structure. She crossed the lights, turned immediately right into the car park, switched off the ignition and dialled Joan’s number again.


§


Joan looked older than Kathleen remembered, standing there tired and drawn in a shabby quilted dressing gown, her hair loose, resting on her shoulders. ‘I’m sorry,’ Kathleen said. ‘Were you on your way to bed?’


Joan shook her head. ‘No, I just got out of my things, took the make-up off.’


Kathleen walked past her, into the sitting room. It was as dreary as she remembered it.


‘I bought us a couple of gin and tonics,’ Joan said.


‘Just what the doctor ordered,’ Kathleen said. ‘Do you have any nuts?’


‘No,’ Joan shook her head. ‘But I’ve got a shepherd’s pie for later.’


Kathleen smiled. ‘That’s nice. But why don’t I nip out and get some nuts? Can’t have gin without them. It’ll take me five minutes. Give you time to get dressed.’ She nearly said in privacy, but thought that would rub it in. Joan had fallen a long way in the world. Kathleen could sense her sister’s mood, flat, deflated. She must have come second or even third. ‘You’ll feel better,’ she added.


‘There’s a shop on the corner,’ Joan said. ‘Take my key. It’s by the door.’


Kathleen bought a family pack of cashews and a small cyclamen as a peace offering, and a couple of bottles of red wine while she was at it.


Joan had pinned her hair up into a pleat, put on a pair of slacks and a black cashmere jumper Kathleen recognised as one of hers. She’d hesitated offering Joan her cast-offs at first, but she had seemed grateful. ‘At least I know where these have been,’ she’d said. ‘You never know with charity shops. I got bedbugs once from them.’ She’d shivered, pulled a face.


Joan still had a good eye and could make herself look more than decent when she needed to. She’d draped a scarf around her neck, a rip-off Hermès in polyester, had made an effort. She’d put on some lipstick too, and foundation so her face was less pallid. She was still a pretty woman, Kathleen thought, still an impossibly glamorous older sister despite her surroundings. Joan fetched a couple of glasses, poured out the drinks and emptied some nuts into a bowl.


‘It’s not often I have company,’ she said. ‘Thank you for coming.’ She lifted her glass. ‘Cheers.’


‘You still haven’t told me,’ Kathleen said, taking her glass and going to sit on the easy chair on the far side of the electric fire. A card propped on the mantelpiece caught her eye. She twisted her neck to read it. HARRY BOWEN, MBE. ‘How did you do?’


‘I won,’ Joan said.


‘Well done.’ Thank God. If she’d have lost, that would have been the pair of them mired in gloom.


‘I practise.’ Joan shrugged. ‘That’s why. I take it seriously.’


‘Always the pro,’ Kathleen said. But really, she wondered, what does Joan do all day? There wasn’t a book in sight, though there was one of those new flat-screen televisions on the old radiogram behind her and a scrapbook on the table.


‘How are you?’ Joan said.


‘Busy.’


‘And your fancy man?’ It was an old joke between them, but Joan was tilting her head to one side, raising an eyebrow. Had she guessed something was amiss? Joan leaned forward. ‘Don’t tell me he was another philanderer,’ she said. ‘I can spot them a mile off, you know.’ She rustled her fingers in the bowl and took out a couple of nuts, shoving them in her mouth, catching a crumb as it fell from her lip. ‘I’ve been at the other end of their attention too many times.’


‘We don’t have much choice at our age,’ Kathleen said. ‘Let’s face it. Most of them are married.’


‘What was his name again?’


‘David,’ Kathleen said. ‘David Lambe. He’s a journalist.’


Kathleen recognised the pain balling its way into the back of her nose, making it run. Just the mention of his name. Each affair started with hope and ended in desolation, a hurricane of desire leaving a trail of damage in its wake. She took another sip of gin, swilled it around in her mouth, feeling the warmth of the spirit filtering into her blood. She’d almost finished the glass. There was nothing in these pre-measured cans.


She nudged at a smile. ‘It wasn’t that,’ she said. ‘Well, it was. His wife has terminal cancer. I’d become a kind of emotional doss for him, somewhere to flop while he licked his wounds.’


‘Or a comfort?’


Kathleen shook her head. ‘His wife needed him. I told him that, said he couldn’t distract himself with me.’


‘That was very high-minded of you.’


‘Not really. It was self-preservation.’ She stared into her empty tumbler, the landscape of the room reflected and refracted in its glass, its optics creating fresh worlds from the tired, domestic elements.


‘It’s strange, isn’t it, how neither of us married,’ Joan said.


‘Would you have wanted a family?’


‘I suppose,’ Joan said. ‘If I’d met the right man.’ She gave an anxious titter, caught her breath as if she was about to say something. Silence. Added, ‘Well, it’s too late now. No point crying over spilt milk. What will be will be, and all that.’ She smiled at Kathleen. ‘And you?’


Kathleen shrugged, stared at the remains of her drink. She wasn’t sure. She was used to being on her own, making her own decisions, ensuring her life was on an even keel, hand on the tiller, steering through the waves. She wasn’t sure a family would have fitted in.


‘Well, perhaps David wasn’t the one for you,’ Joan went on. ‘You’re probably better off without him. A needy man is a controlling man. What happened to all that high and mighty right-on women’s lib stuff you used to spout at me? Smash the patriarchy and all that. Your words, not mine.’


There was something of their mother in Joan. She could have a nasty tongue when she chose, knew how to taunt and needle, point the stiletto in the soft spot and turn it so it stung. Still, she could do without Joan’s advice. What right did she have to lecture her? Joan had never managed to make a relationship last more than a few years, if that, and her career had long since run into a dead end.


A police siren screamed, and another. Joan’s flat was on the corner of two busy main roads. Kathleen didn’t know how she put up with the noise. She stood up and went into the kitchen, bringing back a bottle of wine. It was a Beaujolais, nothing fancy, but she’d bought it for its screw top, not its quality. She couldn’t be sure Joan had a corkscrew.


She poured two glasses and leaned forward, picking up the scrapbook, opening it. There was a series of picture postcards, of grand liners, the Queen Mary, the SS United States, the Empress of Britain, of foreign cities shimmering under blue skies and bright sun. Saludos desde Valparaíso.


‘You used to send me these cards when I was at Miss Loughton’s,’ Kathleen said.


‘Did I?’ Joan said. ‘I’ve forgotten. Were you happy there?’


‘I didn’t really think about it, to be honest. I don’t think you do, if you’re content. It’s misery that scars your memory.’ She turned a page, staring at a photo of Joan as a young woman, with a sparkly evening dress and long gloves. ‘Is that Frank Sinatra?’ Kathleen said. ‘I didn’t know you performed with him.’


Joan was smiling. ‘London Palladium. 1950.’


‘Wow,’ Kathleen said. ‘I was only six then. You really were quite somebody once.’


‘Once.’ Joan leaned back in her chair.


‘Look,’ Kathleen said. ‘Tony Bennett, my God. And Frankie Vaughan.’ She pointed to an advertisement. ‘Equal billing.’


‘That meant nothing,’ Joan said. She laughed. ‘He always had the biggest room when we went on tour. I had to make do with a garret, or over the kitchens.’


‘’Twas ever thus.’ Kathleen shrugged, flipping the pages. ‘And is that you? In uniform? I’ve never seen that one before.’


‘ENSA,’ Joan said. ‘In the war.’


There was a picture of an American GI, a portrait cut out from something, on a page by itself. ‘Who’s this?’


Joan craned her neck. ‘Oh, him,’ she said. ‘Some Yank I knew once. He was a singer.’


‘Was he famous?’


‘I don’t know what happened to him,’ Joan said. Her face clouded with sadness for a split second, long enough for Kathleen to see it. There was something cagey in Joan’s reply, her response too casual, dismissive. It didn’t match up with her expression.


‘If he was a singer, surely—’ Kathleen said.


‘I’m glad you came,’ Joan went on, cutting her off. ‘I really am.’


‘So am I,’ Kathleen said, closing the scrapbook and leaning back. Her sister wasn’t all bad, even though they were chalk and cheese.




JOAN


Aitham, Cambridgeshire: November 1943


Sitting on the pew in the Pit Lane Baptist chapel, Joan tried not to catch the elderly minister’s eye, but he was walking towards her.


‘While I’d be the last person to stop you singing praise to Jesus,’ he said as he drew close, his horn-rimmed glasses resting on his fleshy cheeks, ‘He isn’t deaf, and nor am I.’ He pulled himself to his full height, peered down at Joan. ‘Sing softly, please. Or not at all.’


‘I can’t help it,’ Joan said. Singing was the only part of chapel she liked, toccatas of sound, cascades as deep as a wave. ‘It takes me to heaven.’


‘Heaven?’ the minister said. ‘More the work of the Devil. It’s unseemly.’


He turned on his heel. Blessed are the meek. Singling her out, humbling her. If she didn’t think it would get back to her mother, she’d a mind to walk out and never come back. Her mother had religion, forced it down her throat. Religion slithered like a greedy eel. They had teeth, eels. She had no truck with Jesus, Sunday services or otherwise, women in cloth coats shiny with age, children, cross-legged on the floor. Unwashed hair, hand-me-down shoes. Dirty socks and impetigo, sticky eyes and snot, the stench of poverty. What had Jesus ever done for them? Seemed to Joan he was tin-eared as well as deaf.


§


There was an icy wind that day. It blew the clouds so the sky became a marbled sheet, and it sucked the earth so it hovered over the fen like a coarse grey blanket. Joan folded her arms around her body, glared at the black earth. Dad was driving the horses. She could hear his gentle orders, whoa girl, get up, girl. Bill was behind, lifting the beets as they fell, laying them out for Joan and her mother to knock off the soil. Alf and Denis were still at school, got off scot-free for now but they’d be leaving soon enough, once they were fourteen, like Jimmy. She turned, watched Jimmy forking the beets into the cart.


‘Keep going,’ her mother yelled. ‘Why are you stopping? Stoop your lazy back.’


Never had the plain of the land seemed so endless, or the sky so close it crushed the earth and pushed out the air between. One day she’d leave this behind, go to a place of song and dance, music and happiness. Wouldn’t tell a soul, would slip away before the sun came up, leaving no trace.


Joan went with Bill when he took the beets to the factory in Ely. She could smell the sugar miles away, that sickly, cloying stench of boiling juice. Bill said it made a syrup that turned into crystals. ‘A kind of magic,’ he said.


Joan didn’t see what magic there was in the factory belching out black smoke and pouring out sludge into the settling ponds, what magic there was for her in her brother’s cast-offs, padded with newspaper against the wind, even though Bill said once he thought she wasn’t bad-looking if she did her hair nice and stopped trying to look like a scarecrow.


‘Where would I get the money to buy nice clothes?’ Those land girls got paid for what they did, and they got work clothes and all. Joan had been working for two years, with barely a shilling to show for it. Bill had left school at fourteen too, but he’d manned up. Farm work had built him muscles and strength, his body had shaped up like their father’s, tall and big. He could swing a fist like the best of them if he had the inkling. She’d grown skinny and scrawny, with calloused hands and wind-burned cheeks. Bill favoured their mother with his tight mouth and mousy hair, but Joan took after her father with her thick chestnut locks and neat, even features.
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