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For my friends, near and far










Prologue


LYON, FRANCE, APRIL 1958


The question I suppose you might ask me, when you get to the end of this story, is whether I would have changed anything had I known how it was going to turn out, and the answer is absolutely not. Of course, there are myriad ways in which my life could have turned out differently, many dependent on the actions of other people, but regarding my own actions – the only ones I, Eleanor ‘Lenny’ Cranshaw, could control, after all – I can tell you right now that I wouldn’t have changed a damned thing.


But back then, on that chilly spring night in April 1958, loitering on a street corner in the dark, looking at my watch every ten seconds as I waited for Fran, I felt less confident than my actions in the previous months had hitherto implied. What the hell had I done? How had my year at school in France, which had started with such giddy excitement, ended in this remarkably abrupt and unexpected manner? I looked down at my shoes – black leather Oxfords, a little dirty – and hysteria bubbled up in my chest to think of our esteemed headmistress Madame Bouchard catching me standing on the street in the dark like a lady of the evening, all her judgements about me confirmed.


You’ve demeaned yourself, Eleanor, wasted all that potential.


I tried to breathe evenly to quell the laughter; white wisps appeared and then dissolved on the cold night air. But it wasn’t funny, the situation I found myself in. In fact, though I hadn’t ever said it aloud, it was actually a little daunting.


That certainly wasn’t a word I’d used with Fran when the two of us had discussed our plan late at night, talking in whispers in our bedroom at the school. Daunting? Hardly. It’s going to be wonderful, honey, I’d said. I’m going to make it wonderful, I promise. I was the confident one, the persuader, cajoling her with my boundless enthusiasm. I had to be, since she wasn’t. I had to tell her that we’d conquer this new life we were embarking on, Fran and I. Fleeing the school would be liberating, and possibly quite thrilling. We could do this because we’d have each other; together, we’d make it work.


I’d convinced myself in the end, I really had (all these years later, I am still good at convincing myself to do things I possibly shouldn’t), and I thought I’d convinced her, too.


I looked at my watch again. It was nearly ten past eleven. Come on, Fran. There was only so long I could hang around before the lights would come on in the chateau, the alarm would be raised and Bouchard would send out a search party in an attempt to drag me back. And that simply could not happen. I was finished with that place, with its rules and conventions and double standards and constraints. And it was finished with me, too, though not in the way it had intended, and I still derive considerable satisfaction from that.


I understood, in that moment, that I was going to do this regardless. Yes, I needed Fran. Without her, how would I possibly manage? And more importantly, I wanted Fran, because I’d miss her so desperately if she wasn’t with me. However, she’d been right about something: I was brave (or perhaps foolhardy, as Ma would have said) and I was going to deal with the consequences of my actions in my own way, whatever happened.


I looked up at the clouds drifting across the moon. When the lunar glow shone down on me again, I’d go. I’d walk to the bus stop and head into Lyon city centre. I’d follow through with the plan – our plan – because I had to, because the alternative was unacceptable to me, and if she failed to show up, I’d leave her behind. That was her choice to make, just as this was mine. I nodded to myself – decision made, that’s that – and swallowed down a lump in my throat.


A few moments later the clouds parted and the road lit up, the moonlight so bright I could see my shadow on the pavement, the shadow of an 18-year-old woman, wearing a woollen dress, coat and hat, a small suitcase at her feet. It’s a silhouette I remember still – it’s seared into my head – because it was the end of the first phase of my life and the start of a new one, one that would mould me into the person I am now. And I like that person. I’m proud of her.


I glanced up at the school building, this strange mock-castle that had been my home and my prison for the previous seven months, picked up my case and turned up the road. Something shattered inside me, but I didn’t look back.


Bye bye, Fran.










PART ONE










1


It’s only when the mug hits the floor that Flo notices it’s fallen from her grasp. In the millisecond before it shatters, everything freezes – her hand halfway to her mouth, her eyes on the newspaper, her mind fixated on the image; everything freezes except the cup freefalling through the air. And then the dog is barking and milky tea is puddling on the kitchen floor and her slippers are splattered like a Jackson Pollock. She is too old for shocks, damnit.


‘Shoo, Ernie, shoo!’ She sticks out a leg and pushes the dog away before he can put his fat pink tongue in the scalding liquid or snaffle up any shards. The cat flap slams; Eric has sensibly fled, ears back, ginger tail high. Flo sighs. She should clear up the mess straight away, but she doesn’t. Instead she smooths the newspaper on the kitchen table and looks at it again, this thing that made her drop her tea, this thing that near stopped her heart.


Later, she thinks: this was put here for me. Of course, it’s always put here for her – she has the paper delivered to her door every day. But she doesn’t always get around to reading the whole thing. Usually, she catches half a book review or theatre preview upside-down or sideways, partly obscured by smears of ink or shavings of linoleum, and wishes she’d taken the time to read the arts section properly before it ended up as fodder for her studio.


But today, the day this particular item is published, she did take the time. She came in from the studio – it’s a shed really, but Flo feels a place she spends so much time in, a place that is responsible for nurturing her creativity over so many years, deserves a grander name than that – to have one of the many cuppas that punctuate her working day. She could have a kettle in the studio – there is electricity and a sink – but keeping it here in the kitchen means she will actually get up and walk along the garden path to the house if she wants some tea, and she considers that small but regular act of movement to be essential. She becomes so easily immersed in the meditative rhythm of carving and printing that she could happily spend all day immobile in her chair in the studio if it weren’t for tea and the toilet – so she is thankful that, at her age, she regularly needs both.


Now, she leans forward over the newspaper and pushes her reading glasses further up her nose. EXCLUSIVE: READ THE PROLOGUE OF THE NEW NOVELLA BY BESTSELLING AMERICAN WRITER L.P. HENRI. It wasn’t the author’s name that shocked her, since she doesn’t recognize it – a pseudonym or a married name, perhaps – neither was it the excerpted prologue itself, although as she read it, the scenario seemed vaguely familiar, the image of a girl loitering outside a school provoking an eerie déjà vu that unnerved her. No, it was the picture of the author, of this L.P. Henri, that sent her tea flying to the floor. She knew, the instant she laid eyes on it and the mug slipped from her hand, that it was Lilli, but now she scrutinizes it more carefully. Could it really be her? She looks at the woman’s hair, a short crop of vivid white. She looks at the lines framing her cheeks, and the plumpness of her body, which used to be so slim. And she knows that despite these differences, it is her old school friend, captured within a physical shell that is not how it used to be, more than half a century after she last saw her, but still, unmistakeably, Lilli.


When the front doorbell rings, Flo jumps again, her heart racing at the abrupt interruption. She curses under her breath as she pushes herself up from the table, steps around the puddle of tea, and walks down the hall, Ernie trotting after her. Is she expecting someone? She can’t think, but when she opens the door and sees the girl on the front step – ah yes, of course.


‘Alice? My goodness, I’d clean forgotten you were coming.’ She smiles but the girl’s own mouth barely flickers. She holds her hands in front of her, fidgeting with a nail, head down but eyes up, as though hedging her bets, dithering between the two.


‘Sorry if…’ the girl says, clearly taking Flo’s greeting as a rejection. ‘I mean, Mum said you wanted me to come round, but if this isn’t a good time… oh!’ She bends down as Ernie pushes his way around Flo’s legs and barks once in friendly greeting at the newcomer. ‘He’s so beautiful.’


The girl smiles then – properly this time – and Flo sees the uncertainty dissolve, transforming her face as though a silent shift has taken place within her and is shining through to the outside. She is fairly tall, with that same litheness of youth Flo supposes she and Lilli had at eighteen, but her posture is awkward, as though she wishes she were shorter than she is, and her long light brown hair is messy – two things Flo’s old school never would have tolerated. She thinks of her and Lilli pin-curling each other’s hair in their bedroom in the chateau so long ago, while gossiping about the other students and dreaming of escaping. Yes, escaping together. Flo puts her hand on the door to steady herself as the scene blooms in her head.


‘It’s the perfect time – do come in,’ she says, but she has to force herself to say it, to close the door and usher Alice down the hall, because all the while her head is replaying the prologue she’s just read, the sense of déjà vu it provoked, and then it hits her.


Lilli’s book is about them.





Alice knows this is a bad idea. She was surprised her mum even suggested it, given how little she likes Alice doing much of anything, ever. At first she objected, nearly outright refused; after all, Mrs Carter is known at school as the mad old cat lady, the spinster who isn’t far off dying and being eaten by her pets. Alice doesn’t know why some of the kids call her that, apart from the fact she is old and has a cat and lives on her own. It probably started after Jake Pearson in the year below saw her in the supermarket wearing slippers, which is a bit weird, to be fair. So as she walked to the house, Alice ran through scenarios in her head, just to be prepared for all eventualities: she might be knocked over the head with a walking stick and left lying in a pool of blood, locked in a dark cupboard to starve to death, or maybe poisoned with some weird cat-lady potion and kept prisoner as the old woman plays out some strange fantasy of the child she never had.


It doesn’t entirely surprise her, then, to arrive at the house and find Mrs Carter, in said slippers and a grubby shirt, looking flustered and a little lost, with a puddle of tea and shards of broken mug all over the kitchen floor. After Alice follows her down the corridor from the front door into the kitchen, the old woman sits down at the table with a little oof of effort and doesn’t even attempt to clean up the mess. Mad as a box of frogs, clearly.


‘Do you want me to…’ Alice gestures to the floor. She feels rude drawing attention to it, but she’s worried about the dog, the beautiful black Lab. She doesn’t want him to hurt his paws on the shards. The dog is the only reason she’s here.


‘Oh, would you?’ Mrs Carter says. ‘My knees object to me crouching down, I’m sorry to say.’ She tears a page out of the newspaper on the table and gives the rest to Alice. ‘There’s a mop in the cupboard over there. Thank you, dear.’ She folds up the piece of paper she ripped out and puts it in her pocket, then takes off her glasses, rubs her eyes. She seems distracted, not all there, and Alice wonders what’s going on in her head. Maybe she’s got Alzheimer’s or something. That would account for the slippers in the supermarket.


Alice wraps the shards in the newspaper, making sure to sweep up every last little bit that might otherwise become lodged in the dog’s paw or swallowed, leading to internal bleeding and a slow, painful death. She hopes he didn’t already get too close, or it might be too late. She pushes the wad of paper right down to the bottom of the bin. She wouldn’t want the bin men to cut themselves and end up with sepsis and die.


‘Shame.’ Mrs Carter nods to the broken mug. ‘A ceramicist friend gave me that – well, traded for one of my prints.’ Alice must look blank because she adds, ‘I’m a printmaker. Didn’t your mum say? I’ll show you my studio later, if you’re interested. As long as you promise not to call it a shed.’ She laughs.


Alice doesn’t know what she’s talking about. All her mum said about Florence Carter was that she was a lovely woman with all her marbles, maybe just a bit lonely, and Alice shouldn’t listen to the kids at school, particularly since she was willing to pay Alice to walk her dog, which was probably the easiest and best summer job there is. And even though Alice wasn’t at all sure, even though, on her way over here, she convinced herself she was unlikely to leave this house alive, she was drawn here almost against her will by the thought of spending time every day with a dog. She loves dogs. All animals, in fact. They are far easier than humans.


‘Right then,’ Mrs Carter says when Alice has finished with the bin. ‘About the job. Much as I love my walks with Ernie, he’s much younger than me and far more agile, and with my knees I just can’t give him the sort of long, boisterous outings he wants, so your task will be to simply come round once a day and take him off for a good old romp.’


Alice nods. She’s already decided where she’ll take him. Not to the reservoir – it might be dangerous if he went in for a swim – and not into town, in case he ran into the road. They’ll go along the footpath to the meadow, that big open space where there aren’t any trees for weirdos to hide behind and no main roads to put Ernie in danger.


‘Fifteen quid a walk, plus the gratitude of a woman past her prime and a handsome fellow still very much in his,’ Mrs Carter says, patting Ernie’s head. As she does, a ginger tom emerges through the cat flap and jumps up on the table, nuzzling his owner’s arm. Mad old cat lady. Jake’s words float into Alice’s head. She remembers walking past this house the day after last Halloween, when Liam and some other dickheads from her year chucked eggs at the front door. His Snapchat post showed the yellow slime running down the door, peppered with bits of shell, drying to a hard, slick varnish over the red paint. It probably wouldn’t have been easy to clean it off, especially with dodgy knees.


‘Okay,’ Alice says, as Mrs Carter rubs the cat under his chin and mutters, You don’t need walking do you, Eric. ‘Thank you for the job.’


‘Well, it’s not going to make you a millionaire, but every bit helps. You’re going to university this autumn, yes?’


Alice nods. She pictures the offer letter that came in the spring, her dad’s congratulations over the phone, her mum’s tearful delight that she wouldn’t be moving away, and her hand goes to her right arm, rubs at the raised, puckered skin of her scar.


‘This should give you some G&T money at least.’ Mrs Carter grins. ‘Speaking of which, why don’t you take Ernie out now for an hour or so, and by the time you get back it’ll be gin o’clock.’


Alice nods, smiles. Perhaps she’s not so crazy, after all.


But she’ll sniff the gin before she drinks it, just to make sure.





When Alice has gone, Flo opens the back door and walks down to the end of the garden. Eric watches from his usual place on the doormat, tail curled around his white socks. Inside her studio she sits on the chair in front of her workbench. Pegged to strings strewn across half the room are her latest efforts, finally finished after many days and multiple layers of ink. It’s one of her most complicated reduction prints to date – a landscape of the local reservoir, boats on the water, a lone jogger on the path and more than half the picture a mass of swirling cloud and sky – and she thinks it’ll sell well in Harriet’s shop. She should start something new; she can barely keep up with demand as it is. She picks up a gouge and feels the smooth wooden handle in her palm. It’s been fifteen years since she first tried lino printing, a new hobby to fill her days after James died and she retired and moved here from London, and now she doesn’t know what she’d do without it. But she doesn’t think she can plan anything new today. She doesn’t have the focus.


She takes the folded sheet of newspaper out of her pocket and looks once more at the face of L.P. Henri. Lilli. There was a time when she thought that face would always be in her life. But as it happened, their lives only converged for less than one short year – the year they both turned eighteen – then parted to follow what Flo imagines were such different directions. But she doesn’t actually know what direction Lilli took, or how different it was from hers, because sixty-two years have passed. Sixty-two years! She can never quite believe she’s that old. She doesn’t feel much different to twenty, thirty years ago, apart from her creaky knees and tissue-paper skin. But sixty-two years? Then, way back then, she was different. The same, but different.


She looks at her watch. There’s time to nip into town before Alice comes back. She returns to the house, remembering, for once, to exchange her tatty old boot slippers for pumps, but not bothering to change out of the ink-stained old shirt she wears when printmaking, and gets in her Mini. In the bookshop the sales assistant greets her by name, though Flo can’t for the life of her remember what she’s called, so she just mumbles hello dear, as the girl likely expects the 80-year-old cat lady to say, and heads for the fiction aisle. H for Henri. Her palms feel slightly damp as she searches. What if it’s not in stock? She knows she must have it, this semi-autobiographical novella set in southern France in the late 1950s, as the paper described it. Only semi-autobiographical. Not entirely real. She holds onto that thought as she scours the shelves, runs her fingers across the spines of the H row, knowing that Lilli couldn’t possibly have written the absolute truth of what happened back then because she doesn’t know it, does she? Not all of it.


Her hand pauses. There it is, just one copy. A slim volume with a cover depicting two young women, their backs to each other, against a city backdrop, the title in elaborate script: The Way We Were.


She turns it over and reads the blurb on the back.




When she leaves New York for a finishing school in Lyon in 1957, the indomitable Lenny Cranshaw may only be seventeen, but she’s ready to set the world on fire – whether the world is ready for her or not. But she’s soon to learn that going your own way in buttoned-up 1950s society comes with certain consequences. Through the eyes of a young woman fighting for emancipation, The Way We Were paints a portrait of a conservative society pitted against those who set out to challenge it.





Flo’s heart speeds up and sweat prickles her neck. She is hot, too hot, and she puts a hand out to steady herself against the bookshelf, and then the sales assistant is there – Jenna, she remembers now – asking if she’s okay, if she wants some water or some fresh air. She shakes her head, unable to speak for a moment, and hands the book to Jenna. ‘Just this, I’ll just take this,’ she says eventually.


She pays and leaves the shop. Across the road is a small park with a couple of benches, where she sits, the book in her hands, waiting to feel calm enough to drive home. She watches people passing by, heading to the pub after work or hurrying to the supermarket to get something for dinner. Over by the post office she sees Doug, the nice man who fixes her car when it breaks down, and there’s Alice’s mother, Carla, going into Boots. It’s not a big place, this town, and Flo has lived here long enough to know a bit about most people.


She runs her hand over the book, feeling the spot laminate title. She never knew, after the day they parted so long ago, whether Lilli had ever given her a second thought. She never knew if the path she took back then was as momentous for Lilli as it was for her. For years she’s wondered where life would have taken her if she’d been stronger, braver, if she hadn’t cast herself into purgatory for a reason that was long ago banished to the back of her mind, shadowed by sixty-two years of trying her hardest to forget. A reason that Lilli couldn’t possibly have written about.


Could she?


She opens the cover and turns the page and her heart skips when she sees the dedication.


For F.





Calm descends over Alice when she gets to the meadow and lets Ernie off the lead. She was tense all the way here, worried he might be too strong for her and the leash would slip from her hand, or they might encounter another dog and Ernie would go berserk. So now they’re here, she’s relieved they made it.


She loves the meadow – so many long summer afternoons spent here with Ella. She stands still for a minute as the dog runs about, the sun prickling her bare shoulders. The sky is a rich shade of blue, that gorgeous summer hue she so loves, criss-crossed by fading vapour trails. She tries to let herself enjoy it for a minute, tries to hold onto this calm, this sense of freedom. But it soon slips away. What if Ernie runs off and she can’t find him again? Then Mrs Carter will be mad at her and very sad because she’s a lonely old woman without any family or probably many friends and so the dog is her best buddy and she might be devastated by his loss and die of a broken heart and it would be all Alice’s fault.


She blinks away the image, takes a breath, tries again. Isn’t it nice, she tells herself, that she’s finally finished her A Level exams and school is over? Doesn’t she feel free? But it doesn’t work. The other side of her brain grinds the thought into the ground – it’s only a few months until she’s supposed to start at Birmingham University and she might hate it, she might not make any friends, she might get mugged or raped or murdered on the journey home. All for a degree she isn’t sure she wants to do in a place that makes her feel trapped.


She sighs, looks down, scuffs her shoes on the ground. It’s exhausting, being her.


She hears Ella’s voice then, her laugh. C’mon, Alice, live a little!


Sure, she fires back in her head, but look what happened to you!


If Ella were here they’d be lying on their backs looking up at the sky, trying to find patterns and shapes in the clouds and vapour trails. Ella would always make her laugh. Doesn’t that one look like Mrs Jackson’s enormous bottom? Or, Look, it’s Harry Styles in his man-bun phase.


At least, she used to make her laugh, when they were kids, before Vicky and Nick and Liam came on the scene, back when Ella was hers, before she changed and Alice didn’t.


A breeze blows warm over her skin and her scar prickles. She touches it, running a finger down the pinkish trail of damaged skin on her right forearm. She is almost glad she has it, this constant reminder of how she failed Ella, though she knows she could never forget, in any case.


She hears a bark and looks up to see Ernie running towards her, a stick in his mouth. He reaches her and bends down, a literal downward dog, supplicant before her, eyes big and hopeful. She wrestles the stick from him and throws it as far as she can and Ernie bounds after it, so happy, so joyful, so carefree.


Lucky him.


Mrs Carter’s already got the gin out by the time they get back to the house. In fact, Alice thinks she’s probably sunk a few in her absence. The old woman puts down the book she’s reading – a slim volume with the title The Way We Were – and fetches a second glass. She adds ice cubes from the freezer, sloshes in a generous amount of gin, a splash of tonic and a squeeze of lime, and hands it to her.


‘Cheers,’ she says and they clink glasses. ‘How did it go? Did my boy behave himself?’


Alice nods. ‘He’s great, Mrs Carter.’ She bends down to pat Ernie’s head and can’t help but smile. She already loves this dog.


‘Flo, please,’ Mrs Carter says. ‘Or Florence if you must, but no one’s called me that since school – and you can imagine how long ago that was!’


Flo. It’s a jaunty name, a name with a sense of mischief, a name for a regular gin drinker. Not a name for someone like herself. Come on Alice, don’t be so dull, Alice. She sniffs her drink – gin, definitely gin – and takes a sip. It’s so strong it makes her cough. She rarely drinks much, just the occasional glass of wine at home with her mum. She’s heard the gossip from her classmates’ eighteenth birthday parties down the local rugby club, listened to their tales of hangovers and drunken snogs and sexual exploits. But most weekends – and weekdays come to think of it – Alice stays at home with her mother, binge-watching Netflix or reading a book, breaking from time to time to scroll through social media like a silent stalker of other people’s lives. She doesn’t want to go out – especially not after what happened – but staying in with her mum on a Saturday night only makes her feel even more of a freak than she has long known she is. But at least it puts a smile on her mother’s face.


‘Much as I’m glad you’re here,’ Flo continues, ‘I’m imagining summer jobs are a little thin on the ground if this is all you can get, a bright girl like you?’


‘I have a Saturday job,’ Alice says. ‘In a café in town. I was hoping there’d be more shifts over the summer but it’s not doing too well so Merryn can’t afford it. I don’t think it’ll last long.’


‘What, that little café by the town hall? Oh, what a shame, I often go there for a morning coffee in the week.’


Alice nods. She knows. She told Merryn, the café’s manager, that she might be doing some dog walking for Mrs Carter – Flo – and she only raised her eyebrows in that sardonic way she has, as if to say poor you. Alice wasn’t sure if it was because Merryn doesn’t like dogs or doesn’t like Florence Carter. But then Merryn, a 22-year-old former carnival queen who’s worked at the café since she left school at sixteen, doesn’t seem to like anyone. Alice thinks that’s the real reason the café won’t last too much longer, but she wouldn’t dare tell Merryn that.


‘Well, I shall have to find a new coffee spot.’ Flo smiles. ‘I don’t suppose they’d let me in that other place – Gigi’s, is it? They’d probably think an old duffer like me would put off the trendy young things.’


Alice smiles. She finds, despite herself, that she likes this old duffer; she feels more relaxed here than she ever has with the trendy young things in Gigi’s or the Cross Keys. Alice isn’t like them. She doesn’t really know what she is like, but she knows she’s not like them.


‘Their loss then,’ she says. ‘You make a better G&T anyway.’








The Way We Were


LYON, FRANCE, SEPTEMBER 1957


Let’s rewind a little.


Seven months before fleeing the place, I arrived at Château Mont d’Or in the autumn of fifty-seven thinking I was going on a fabulous adventure. What you must understand about me is that I was all about the fabulous adventures (still am, as it happens), but until then, my teenage escapades had been confined to New York, or even to my home neighbourhood of Brooklyn. I’d spend whole days at Coney Island beach with my best friend Jennifer, impose myself on my brother Bobby’s baseball game in Prospect Park until I’d hit a home run (She’s bossy, your sister, his friends would observe, eliciting a weary Don’t I know it, from my darling brother), and occasionally venture into Manhattan, where Jen and I would ride the Staten Island ferry, buy ice-cream from our favourite vendor in Central Park, and put far too much on Ma’s account at Macy’s. But this adventure was in a different league altogether. Pop had promised me it would be the greatest of my little life (ha! If only he knew), and Ma had been almost as excited for me as I was for myself (excited to have me out of her hair, I suspected). Even Bobby, about to start his third year at college right there in New York, had raised what I considered to be an envious eyebrow at the prospect of my journey across the Atlantic. Because what was special about this particular adventure was that it was in France!


I’d boarded the plane at Idlewild Airport having never been abroad in my life, and after hopping along the refuelling stops from New York to Gander to Shannon to Paris, my excitement rising incrementally with each leg until I was just about fit to burst, I’d been met at Orly Airport by a petite, neat French woman and chaperoned on the train ride down to Lyon, most of which I spent watching cornfields and vineyards and towns rush by under a vast blue sky, my nose near-glued to the window. Isn’t it just wonderful? I’d gushed, but my chaperone had only shrugged and returned to her book, so I’d returned to the window, to the freedom I glimpsed the other side of the glass – the freedom and the opportunity.


And now there I was, in a city of rivers and fine food and chic French women and… je ne sais quoi. Actually, I really didn’t know what, but I sure was looking forward to finding out. It wasn’t Paris – oh, how I wished it had been Paris! – because despite Pop’s entreaties to his new highfalutin so-called friends, no quiet word had been enough to get me, a daughter of new money, into one of the French capital’s elite finishing schools, which only took girls whose family wealth and status went back centuries (the kind who pooped pearls, as Jen’s electrician father used to say). But I was, apparently, good enough for Château Mont d’Or in Lyon – that, or they really needed Pop’s cash.


So the upshot was, I was pretty darn excited when I stepped into the reception room at the school for the welcome event.


I was also, as it turned out, a hopeless optimist (or denialist) about what, exactly, I would do whilst there.


‘Do you know when we’ll get to go and explore the city?’ I asked a brunette in a belted wool dress, a silk scarf tied around her neck. She turned to me, eyes bright, cheeks flushed, epitomizing the nervous anticipation that simmered in the room where sixteen girls mingled on a polished parquet floor under a sparkling chandelier. The atmosphere was infectious; excitement fizzed in my chest.


‘Oh, I really couldn’t say,’ she replied and I tried to place her accent – Canadian, I guessed. ‘Maybe there’ll be a chaperone for trips outside the school?’


I pictured the disinterested woman on the train, who had communicated mostly through pursed lips and severely pencilled eyebrows. ‘I sure hope not,’ I said, my smile fading. Ma was usually too busy with her Tupperware parties and luncheons and PTA meetings and housework to chaperone me and Jennifer to the movie theatre or the shops, so we’d been trusted to go by ourselves, which suited us just fine. Lately it hadn’t seemed to suit Pop so well, though. She’s running wild, Bel, I’d overheard him say to Ma one day. Gotta nip that in the bud or she’ll never get hitched – at least not to the right sorta guy.


The Canadian opened her mouth to say something else, but I turned away to grab another glass of non-alcoholic sparkling wine (though I wished it was a tumbler of Pop’s best bourbon instead – another thing Jen and I did when we weren’t being supervised). I moved through a gap in the small crowd, headed to the side of the room and lent against the wall, watching my new classmates – all pin-curled hair and trim waists – introducing themselves with varying degrees of confidence. I’d write about all this to Jen as soon as I could. Tell me everything, she’d said the day we hugged each other goodbye, tears spilling down our cheeks, I want to know every little detail.


‘Girls.’ The single word, accompanied by a sharp clap of the hands, brought the chatter to an end. ‘Welcome to Château Mont d’Or. I am Madame Bouchard, headmistress of this school, and I am delighted to have you here.’


Sixteen pairs of eyes turned to face the speaker, who was standing at the back of the room behind a wooden lectern. It was the first time I’d laid eyes on the headmistress and I observed her with curiosity, imagining how I’d describe her to Jen: short grey hair set in smooth waves; a slim, almost gaunt, figure neatly packaged in a dusky pink jacket and matching calf-length pencil skirt; a double string of pearls lying across the crêpe-paper skin of her collarbone. She spoke with a British accent (the surname Bouchard, I was later informed, came from her late husband, a Frenchman) and there was an assuredness in her voice which I suppose was apt for a teacher of many years’ experience but which also told me she was no fool, no pushover – more’s the pity.


‘We have welcomed young women here every year for thirty years, bar a break during the war, so you should feel honoured to be part of this long and prestigious tradition,’ she said. ‘The education you will receive from myself and my staff has been granted to the daughters of royalty, politicians, world leaders and society’s longest-standing families, and it has served them well throughout their lives. In attending Château Mont d’Or, you will not only learn skills that will be essential in your roles as wives, mothers, homemakers and high society’s leading lights, you will receive a training for life itself.’ She paused, surveying the room as though to seek eye contact with each and every girl, and when her eyes found mine, I stared right back. I don’t know what she saw in my face but I noticed that her smile fell, just a little.


‘Whatever path your life may take, this education will be your guiding light, your cornerstone, your trusty handbook. At the end of this year, you will emerge highly skilled in cooking, sewing, nursing a sick child, keeping a house and managing staff. You will know how to present yourself in social situations, host a cocktail party and a formal luncheon, debate the issues of the day over the dinner table and support your husband in his work and hobbies, all the while ensuring that you look and feel your absolute best at all times.’


I looked around the room and took in the delight on the faces of some of the other girls as queasiness rose in my chest, dampening my previous excitement to a mere smoulder. No wonder Pop had been vague about the curriculum when he’d flogged the place to me like the true salesman he was. You’re gonna turn out as fine as any of those European gals, honey, he’d said, and though that argument didn’t really wash with me, since I thought I was pretty fine already, the appeal of travelling to France had been so great that I hadn’t thought to consider precisely what I would have to study to make me even finer than I already was.


‘What’s more, we are blessed with a superb location in one of France’s finest cities,’ Madame Bouchard continued, ‘which allows us to deliver a cultural programme of theatre, opera, music and art alongside your studies in this building. While the feminine mind may not be made for science and mathematics, I believe culture is an important part of any young woman’s upbringing.’ She smiled. ‘I hope you understand that this is a rich opportunity which isn’t afforded to many. In return for our hard work in providing you with this excellent education, I ask that you commit to its principles and work to the very best of your ability. I have no doubt that at the end of the academic year you will be transformed from naïve girls into exceptional young women, ready to enter society and make a good marriage.’


A ripple of applause spread through the room as Madame Bouchard finished her speech and stepped forward to mingle among us, but my hands stayed by my side, her words ricocheting in my head. While the feminine mind may not be made for science… I’d always quite liked science (all those dead bugs in jars and cells morphing under the microscope held a slightly macabre fascination for me) and I’d once had the fanciful idea of going to college to study biology. Don’t waste your time, my high school teacher had said when I broached my tentative plan. By all means go to college, but domestic science would be a more appropriate course of study for you. I don’t know why I’d thought Europe might be different, but in that moment I realized I had. I really had.


Still, I told myself, it would be all right. Music, Bouchard had said, and art – I liked those things too. Sewing and nursing sick children not so much, but it would be fine. It really would. I was in France, so how could it be anything but?


‘And you must be Eleanor Cranshaw.’ The headmistress was suddenly in front of me.


I drained my glass, beamed and stuck out my hand. ‘How’d you guess? But it’s Lenny if you don’t mind. Only my old man calls me Eleanor.’


‘I’m delighted to meet you, Eleanor.’ The woman shook my hand and smiled back. ‘However, your father is quite correct. Eleanor is your name, and that’s what we will call you here, or Miss Cranshaw, as the situation requires. And please refrain from using slang, it has no place in polite society.’ She smiled again and leaned forward, almost conspiratorially. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll have you shipshape in no time at all.’


She clearly thought she was being welcoming, and I suppose she was, in her own way, but as she spoke I instinctively recoiled from her words – just a little, but enough that she noticed. Her smile faded and she stepped back, her eyes locked onto mine. She’s a bright girl, but something of a challenge, my teachers back home would write in my school reports. She would do well to talk less and listen more.


I had the feeling Madame Bouchard quite enjoyed a challenge.


As the headmistress turned to greet the next student I rolled my eyes, not for anyone but myself; however, as I did, I saw another girl looking over at me, a small smile tugging at her mouth. I smiled back, then stuck my tongue out the side of my mouth and crossed my eyes as if to say I’m done for already, and the girl laughed, before another student touched her on the arm and drew her into conversation.





At least my bed was comfy. I kicked off my shoes and flopped down on the mattress nearest the window, from where I could stare out at the sky. The lights of Lyon in the far distance were as tantalizing as a bowl of chocolate pudding in an empty kitchen. If I squinted, I felt sure I could make out the spire of Fourvière basilica standing proud on the hill. What a view it must have! First chance I got, I was going right there.


‘Hello.’


I turned my head to see a figure standing in the bedroom doorway – the girl who had laughed at my silly face.


‘Come on in.’ I swung my feet off my bed. ‘I guess you’re landed with me.’


She put her small case down at the foot of the other single bed. ‘Frances. Nice to meet you.’


‘Lenny.’


The girl smiled. ‘Not Eleanor.’


‘You got it.’ I grinned.


It’s funny to think back to that moment, knowing what good friends we would later become, because on first sight we weren’t an obvious pairing. With her clipped English accent, porcelain complexion and hourglass figure – accentuated on that day by a tweed circle skirt and pale pink blouse – Frances was just how I had pictured upper-class English girls to look. Why she needed to be at a finishing school, I couldn’t imagine; surely she was already finished – and if she wasn’t, then I had a hell of a long way to go to catch up.


‘Say, new roomie, do you want to go there with me sometime?’ I nodded at the window.


‘Lyon?’ Frances sat on her bed. ‘Well, I’d love to, but I don’t know how much free time we’ll get, or whether we’ll be permitted to take trips into the city.’


‘I’m not talking about getting permission.’ I beamed at her. Ma always said my smile would get me in trouble one day and I sure hoped it would. ‘Oh, I just want to see everything! I’ve never been to France before, or anywhere abroad. Have you?’


‘Well, yes, a few times to Paris, and I’ve skied in the Alps.’


She delivered what was to me a frankly extraordinary sentence in a completely prosaic manner, with no hint of boastfulness, as though such experiences were so commonplace they didn’t even merit remark, and I laughed at the contrast with my own experience. My passport was newly issued – though foreign holidays were, in the years since Cranshaw Construction had boomed, within financial reach for our family, let’s just say my father’s outlook hadn’t expanded as fast as his business. Despite his time overseas in the war – or because of it, perhaps – he was scared of foreign, I think. Funny foreign food. Funny foreign words. I wasn’t, though. Anything but. Foreign meant exotic. Foreign was delicious. Thank goodness Pop’s desire to keep up with the Joneses trumped any qualms he might have had about sending me abroad.


‘In that case you’ll be a fabulous guide,’ I said. ‘We can go into town and try out our fancy new table manners at a big hotel or go shopping in the luxury boutiques or even go to a nightclub or… whatever else it is the French do that’s très fun.’


Frances smiled. ‘You’re American.’ It was a statement, as though everything I’d said had marked me out as one, accent apart. Perhaps it had. Perhaps I seemed as much of my country as Frances did of hers. But she didn’t know that sometimes I felt as alien back there as I did here. She couldn’t realize that Pop’s transformation from humble construction worker to president of one of the biggest real-estate developers in New York State had propelled me into an environment of unfathomable social codes and unspoken rules that I tripped over every time I was forced to play the obedient daughter at an occasion Pop had been invited to. She couldn’t know how much I hated it, how I’d seized upon this year in Europe as a chance to escape. Out of the frying pan, into the fire – the phrase popped into my head then as I remembered Bouchard’s speech, but I brushed it away, refocused on Frances, who was still smiling at me, head cocked to one side, assessing her own reaction to my Americanness, or so it seemed.


‘Yes,’ I said to her. ‘American, but open to options.’ I laughed at my own silly words and she smiled back. And I saw then that if I wasn’t exactly as I appeared, perhaps Frances wasn’t either. Perhaps there was more to this well-spoken English rose than first appeared.


‘I should like to do those things, Lenny,’ she said finally. ‘I’d like this year to be très fun.’
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Flo picks up a small V gouge and makes her first marks on the linoleum, feeling the sharp blade cut cleanly through the industrial grey surface. She traces the outline of the shape and then chooses a larger U gouge to clear away the centre. She works methodically, rhythmically, waiting for that beautiful moment when she will disappear into her work.


Usually, whatever is going on in the world, in this studio she can find calm, peace. Sometimes hours pass without her noticing. As she carves a design with her tools, she lets her mind wander off on whatever path it chooses. Sometimes it silently works through problems, sometimes it thinks of nothing at all and she finds herself in an almost meditative state.


Art has always been her therapy. It has always been there for her, even when she hasn’t been bold enough to speak her troubles out loud – especially then, in fact. At first, drawing, from as far back as she can remember, and then oil painting, after she and Peter divorced and she needed something bold and bright to express the melting pot of feelings that poured out of her – relief, guilt, joy, shame. And now, in her old age, lino printing, a graphic, bold form of expression that fills her with delight. Art has been the only constant in her life, through all these years, as people and events have ebbed and flowed around her.


Now, as she feels the gouge slip through the lino, she thinks of Lilli, and her heart aches. Using the name Lenny may give her a certain artistic freedom in her writing, but so far the character is just as Flo remembers Lilli in real-life – bold, forthright, vivacious. They’d been such good friends, it seems a tragedy to her now that they didn’t maintain that friendship, that Lilli has been absent in the six decades of her life that have passed since Flo stepped into that bedroom and met her for the first time.


Why?


She puts down the gouge, her hand shaking. The reason she abandoned her friend has been lodged like a sliver of shrapnel in her brain for more than sixty years. But she’s spent so long trying to forget what happened – what she did – that the memory is no longer a whole, distinct picture; instead, it is a collection of abstract shapes and lines, much like the first layer of a reduction lino print, when the final image is far from clear. And she would prefer it to remain that way. She doesn’t want the memory to crystallize, doesn’t want to look right at it, because if she did, she knows it would scorch her eyes as badly as if she’d stared at the sun.


Perhaps she shouldn’t read this book. Maybe she should give it away, leave it in a book drop or give it to the secondary school library. What will reading it solve, anyway? She can’t change anything now. But she knows she won’t do that. This is Lilli’s account of what happened back then, and maybe if she reads it, if she hears Lilli’s side of things, it will finally allow her to make peace with her own.


She looks at the lino and sighs. She can’t do this now. She isn’t going to disappear into her work. That beautiful meditative state eludes her today. She pushes herself up from her chair and walks slowly back to the house, Eric nearly tripping her up as he demands a snack. She rattles a few biscuits into his bowl, puts the kettle on, walks down the hallway and stoops to collect the post. She must get a cage put in so she doesn’t have to bend so far. She thinks this every day, and never does it. Still, at least her knees remain functional. Maybe that little exercise is all that’s stopping them from seizing up altogether.


She flicks through the mail. There’s a postcard from her great-niece on holiday in Majorca, which makes her smile (nobody sends postcards anymore, Emily always says, and then sends her one anyway, knowing how much her silly old great-aunt will appreciate it), plus two bills and a brochure from a holiday company she used once about ten years ago, remaining on their mailing list ever since. The front cover is an amalgamation of photos from around France: the vineyards of Bordeaux; a Bateau Mouche on the Seine, the Eiffel Tower in the background; and, in the bottom corner, a cityscape at night, showing bridges illuminated over a river, a white basilica high on a hill in the background, and it is this picture that stops her still. Lyon. Today – now – after starting to read that book, she would receive this. Of course, it’s not really a coincidence. Holiday brochures flogging tours to France are two-a-penny; she’s probably had dozens of them over the years and put them in the recycling without giving them a second glance. But today she looks. She looks and she remembers. The white beacon of Fourvière on the hill, the wide boulevard of Rue de la République, the art galleries and the cathedral, the hotels lining the Rhône, the insalubrious alleyways and secret passageways of Vieux Lyon, the city’s Old Town.


Back in the kitchen, she puts the brochure on the table and opens her laptop. Her fingers hover over the keyboard. The school isn’t there anymore – she heard it shut down years ago – and Lilli wouldn’t be anywhere near it anyway, but the newspaper article said she was still in France. Has she been there all this time? Did she never leave the country she fell in love with back then? She types in the name. L.P. Henri. An author would have a website, surely. She squints at the results and taps on the first link and there she is. Lilli. It’s the same photo from the newspaper, so she scrolls down, hoping to find more. But there’s only some text about the book and a photo of the cover and some quotes from reviewers. She clicks on ‘About’ and there’s another photo. A smiling Lilli standing in a field of lavender, squinting slightly in the sun. She looks happy. Flo scrolls down again.




Born and raised in New York, L.P. Henri travelled to France at the age of 17 to attend a finishing school near Lyon. On leaving the school in 1958, she settled near Avignon, Provence. After a modest acting career, including a supporting role in the acclaimed independent film Frédérique, she spent twenty years as a high-school teacher before setting up a florist’s shop in central Avignon with her daughter. The Way We Were is her third novel.





A daughter. Acting. Provence. A florist’s shop, for goodness sake! Flo stares at the screen, floored by the details of a life she’s known nothing about for more than sixty years. Such a long time in which so much can happen. Marriages and lovers and jobs and holidays and illnesses and deaths and disappointments and successes and countless new starts. That’s what Flo knows of life; she is sure Lilli knows the same, in her own way. But Flo is suddenly breathless with how quickly it’s all gone, and how vividly she remembers sitting in that bedroom in Lyon, meeting the energetic, impulsive life force that was Lilli, this American, and knowing right then and there that this girl could change her life – if she let her.


For so long after they parted, she didn’t know how to find Lilli – a get-out clause, she can admit in retrospect, since seeing her would have meant having to face up to that hideous act – but now, staring at her old friend’s face on the computer screen, she knows she would love to see her again.


She would love to be able to say sorry.





It is Sunday and Alice is sitting on the patio at the back of the house scrolling through her phone. There are Instagram stories from last night, posted by Vicky and Nick and Liam and some of the others from her year. Photos of the Lido club, of their outfits and make-up, of tequila shots and beers. #endofexamsparty reads one hashtag. #girlsgowild, #largingitinLido, #fuckitwerefree. It’s what you’re meant to do when you’re eighteen, as so many people have told her. But it looks intimidating to Alice, who has never actually stepped inside a club, who has never taken the night bus home from the city in the small hours, the party no doubt continuing on the top deck of the N15 as it rattles through sleepy villages, past dark, empty flood plains each side of the main road. If she had gone, she wouldn’t have found it easy, like her classmates have made it look. She would have spent the whole time feeling out of her depth, feeling silly if she danced or awkward if she didn’t, worrying about losing everyone, about what would happen if they missed the last bus, about the terrors that might await them in the dark streets. For the millionth time she wonders what’s wrong with her, why she doesn’t feel comfortable getting drunk and dirty dancing with boys and wearing low-cut tops and lashings of make-up. Why it all went wrong when she tried to.


‘Here, fresh out of the oven.’ Her mother comes onto the patio and hands her a cookie. ‘Careful, it’s hot.’


Alice takes it and forces a smile but doesn’t make eye contact. ‘Thanks.’


Her mother cocks her head. ‘What’s up?’


‘Nothing.’


She stands there a moment, concern emanating from her, like a force field drawing Alice in. ‘Do you fancy going to the cinema tonight? There’s that one with Timothée Chalamet in it that you wanted to see.’


Alice shrugs. ‘S’pose. After I’ve walked Ernie.’


Her mum kisses her head. ‘Great!’ she says. ‘We can get dinner in town beforehand if you like. Steak and chips at that French place?’


Alice recognizes her mother’s brightness for the mask it is. She wears it a lot, these days. She makes out that life has moved on and everything’s normal (even though it never can be, ever again), but Alice knows her mum better than that – because they are the same, really. She knows that beneath this false brightness, this mask, is a quagmire of worry that has thickened and spread in the past two years. Alice rarely gives her anything to worry about, and yet still, she manages it. Be careful, sweetie, she says, on the rare occasion Alice takes the bus into Birmingham city centre to do some shopping. There are nasty people in the city. I don’t want anything to happen to you.


Her mother’s worry is quicksand and Alice shouldn’t try to fight it, shouldn’t try to extricate herself, because it’s stronger than her – stronger than both of them – and if she struggles, she’ll only sink deeper. She doesn’t have the conviction to push against it, anyway, because a big part of her thinks she’s right.


She leaves the house, her mum’s eyes on her back, and walks to Flo’s. The route takes her through town and out the other side, past the Cross Keys, the supermarket and the town hall. There’s the main square, where everyone at school gathers on New Year’s Eve after getting trolleyed in the pub – or so she hears, since she’s never been. There’s the jewellery shop where Ella worked as an assistant on Saturdays after she turned sixteen, using her considerable charm to sell eternity rings and watches and diamond earrings. A delightful young girl, such a terrible loss. And the ice-cream shop run by Mr Moretti, the first port of call after school most days in the summer term. Alice has lived here all her life, all eighteen years, and it’s as familiar to her as the colour of her hair and the worry line between her mother’s eyes.


She knocks on the door when she arrives and, getting no answer, uses the key Flo gave her to let herself in. I’m often in the studio and I won’t hear you knocking. She makes her way down the hall and is warmly greeted by Ernie, whose claws skitter on the wooden floor as he rushes to meet her. She should go straight to the studio to tell Flo she’s here, but instead she lingers in the house, held there by the quiet and the emptiness, which invite her to look around without being looked at herself.


It’s not the sort of house she thought someone like Flo would live in. She thought an old woman’s house would be dark and grubby, with a slight air of neglect, stuffed full of things that have likely been there so long she’s forgotten she has them. But Flo’s house is bright, clean, homely. It is, however, definitely full of things. Books are packed into the antique mahogany bookcase in the sitting room – travel guides and novels and encyclopaedias and leather-bound volumes of who knows what. There are pieces of art on the walls – colourful oil paintings and pencil sketches and graphic prints – and photos lining the mantelpiece and windowsills. She stops to look at them. There’s Flo somewhere abroad in the still-fierce sun of a summer’s evening, standing on a hill overlooking orchards and, beyond, the sea. Her arm is linked through a middle-aged man’s and they are both laughing as Flo’s hair – shoulder-length and light brown, rather than the short grey bob it is now – blows across her face. There she is again, much younger and surprisingly glamorous in a patterned maxi dress, among a row of people who look vaguely familiar, all of them holding cocktail glasses and cigarettes. There’s a handwritten inscription below. To Flo, my right-hand woman, with my love, Guinevere. June 1979. A more recent photo shows Flo standing next to two women, her arm around both – one who must be in her fifties and another much younger woman with obviously dyed red hair and a nose ring, who leans into Flo with affection. All three are smiling – a similar smile that tells Alice they are related. Above a side table in one corner of the room is another picture hanging on the wall. She peers closely at the figures – it’s Flo, in a helmet and goggles, strapped to an instructor, doing a tandem skydive.


Florence Carter. The mad old cat lady. The sad and lonely spinster.





Flo has forced herself back to the studio, forced herself to carry on with her latest work, meditative state or not. She has left the book on the kitchen table, unwilling to read any more right now. Part of her wants to race through it, to find out what Lilli knows, if she’s written about what Flo did, but another part of her can’t bear to. Reading the book plunges her right back there, and it feels too intense, too upsetting, to stay in the past for long.


She is in the middle of printing when Alice knocks on the door of the studio.


‘Ernie’s walked, so I’m going now,’ she says.


Flo looks up. Alice doesn’t smile often, and it strikes her as sad that this young girl with her whole life ahead of her shouldn’t find much to smile about.
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It’s never too late to start writing a different story...

CAROLINE BISHOP





OEBPS/e9781471190087/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Light.ttf


OEBPS/e9781471190087/images/title.jpg
The Lost
Chapter

Caroline Bishop

SIMON &

SCHUSTER
London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781471190087/fonts/RobotoCondensed-LightItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781471190087/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


