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One


December 1946


Joy crept along the hall towards the kitchen and slipped quickly inside, pulling the door shut behind her. The room was full of the noise of children and of her elder sister Sheila’s bad temper, as well as the fug from a pan of boiling potatoes.


‘For heaven’s sake, Patty, stop that banging!’ Sheila erupted, swinging round with a rolling pin in her hand. ‘Take that off her, Elaine, before I go mad.’


Joy’s little girl, Patty, twenty-two months old, was safely strapped into the high-chair. Her brown frizz of hair stuck out endearingly round her head, and she was banging a spoon on the tray as if attempting to raise the dead.


Sheila’s two children – Elaine, six, and Robbie, five – were on the floor, squabbling over who could play with the tin teapot.


Sheila had never been one to hide her moods. Now, with her sandy-brown hair scraped back each side into kirby grips, and wearing her old slippers, once pink but now almost grey, and an apron tied tightly over her frock, she looked the picture of martyrdom.


At least your husband is alive and well, Joy thought, at the sight of her sister’s glowering. What the hell have you got to moan about? Whereas her poor husband, Alan, was in the front room, poleaxed by a day’s work and looking like a death’s-head. And how he looked was only the start of the problem. She had to do everything she could to keep the racket and the unpredictable movements of the children away from him.


Sheila clamped her hands on her hips.


‘It’s bad enough that we all have to be caged up in here and not be able to . . .’ She stopped, waving a hand towards the back room, where Alan was. ‘So where’re the greens you bought this morning? I need to put them on.’


Joy’s mind went instantly blank. Greens?


That morning she had taken Patty, wrapped in a blanket in her pushchair, up to the shops in Cotteridge in the freezing wind. ‘It’d be nice if the weather would at least make its flaming mind up,’ she muttered, leaning on the pushchair against the raw force of the gale. A few days ago it had been as mild as anything.


Thinking back now, she could remember having the ration books and buying butter, cheese and a couple of tins. She had gone on to buy a loaf of bread and potatoes. She definitely remembered those. And a swede. Her mind pulsed with panic. She couldn’t remember anything after the potatoes. Had she bought greens?


She was so tired. And she felt so tense all the time – it was as if her mind was shattered into little pieces.


The actual bombing might have stopped long ago, but Joy still felt as if bombs were going off around her all the time – or were about to. She had become vague and forgetful. She may have been the younger sister, the pretty, dark-haired one whose brown eyes and feet could both dance beautifully, but these days she felt like an old woman – the faded, forgetful one of the two of them.


‘Well, I’m sure . . .’ she began, not sure at all.


‘Yes, but where did you put them? Elaine, no, leave that, you’ll cut yourself . . . Yes I know you want to help, but not with the knives . . . I can’t cook them if I don’t know where they are, can I?’


Elaine’s face began to crumple.


‘No, don’t cry. Just don’t.’ Sheila was getting near explosion point. ‘You forgot them, didn’t you?’


‘I . . . Sorry, Sheila, I think I might have.’


Her apology was drowned out by a blood-chilling yowl from elsewhere in the house.


‘Oh God, not again!’ Sheila looked wildly round the kitchen. ‘Where’s Robbie? You stay there, Elaine.’


Joy felt the horrible, familiar clutch of dread in her belly. She and Sheila dashed into the front room, to find Robbie howling in terror. Sheila fell on her knees next to her distraught little boy, pulling him close and defensively shutting the rest of them out.


‘Al?’ Joy moved forward cautiously.


Alan, her once lively, brown-haired and blue-eyed best pal – her husband now for nearly six months – looked like a shrunken old man. He was doubled over in the chair with his face in his hands, which were resting on his painfully bony thighs. Joy could see, without touching him, that his whole body was shaking.


‘Al. I’m coming to sit by you, OK? And I’m going to touch you. It’s all right. Don’t worry.’


Slowly she knelt on the floor at his side, only daring after a few moments to lay her hand, very gently, on his back. He was trembling so much she could almost hear his bones rattling. He should never have gone back to work, she thought. Not yet. It was too soon.


The Cadbury works had kept open returning servicemen’s jobs for them. As employers, they had been good to Alan. He had gone back to the box-making department. If he felt bad, he could go for a lie-down in the sickbay. And they were even giving him sunray treatment. He, among a group of other men, would sit down, bare to the waist and wearing special goggles, under a sunray lamp. The firm did everything it could think of to help.


But these remedies could not heal Alan’s shattered mind. It was too soon for him to be working, but he had insisted that he wanted to go back to the job he had done for years. He was desperate for things to return to the normal he remembered. And most days, despite the look of him, he did actually manage to work.


‘Alan? Can you sit up?’


Joy had almost forgotten about Sheila until she heard her sister say, from the doorway, with a sob, ‘I can’t live like this. I just can’t.’ Sheila went out abruptly, with a howling Robbie clinging to her. Joy gave all her attention to Alan.


He sat up gradually. And Joy was shocked when she saw his face. There was a sallow yellowness to it that had not been there when he left this morning, and the shaking was not simply upset, as she had thought. Her young husband, twenty-five years old – only a few months older than she was – already looked twice that age since he had come back from being held in a Japanese prison camp in the Far East. On top of that, he now looked really sick.


‘I never meant to hurt him,’ he said through chattering teeth. ‘Only I was asleep and he – there was a bang . . .’


Robbie and the others had been warned time and again not to creep up on Alan or make loud noises around him. But it was a hard thing for a little one to remember and Robbie had evidently slipped out of the kitchen to come and find one of his toys in the front room.


‘I’m sorry.’ Alan sounded close to tears. ‘I never meant to frighten the kid.’


‘Shh, I know,’ Joy soothed him.


Often she felt she had two children instead of one. Except that Patty, though sometimes waking at night, did not make the other demands on her that Alan did.


‘Robbie just made you jump, I expect. You look really poorly, love. Could it be malaria again?’


Alan nodded, shaking convulsively. ‘Think it must be.’


Joy got wearily to her feet, praying that Patty would be all right in the kitchen for now. She could hear the spoon banging again.


‘Come on, Al – let’s get you up to bed.’


Joy and Alan were sharing what had been the bedroom of Joy’s and Sheila’s parents – Ann and Len Gilby – before the two of them finally admitted that they needed to separate and be with the people they truly loved. All of this would have been completely unthinkable before the war. But now, well, how things had changed, and their family was no exception.


Having settled Alan in the bed, Joy fished out the cold rubber hot-water bottle from under the covers.


‘I’ll go and do you a hottie – be as quick as I can,’ she promised, as he shuddered in the bed.


She found Patty in the steam-filled kitchen, still in her high-chair, with Elaine standing in front of her. On her food tray were two clothes pegs and a muddy carrot. Patty’s face was smeared with mud, but she was happy enough. Where the hell was Sheila? She must have taken Robbie upstairs to mollycoddle him, Joy thought crossly. She rushed to move the stew off the gas and put the kettle on it instead.


‘Good girl, Elaine – thank you.’ Joy kissed the top of her niece’s head. ‘You’re a good little helper.’


‘I’m keeping her busy,’ Elaine said seriously. She seemed a rather old child for her six years these days. ‘Where’s Mom gone? She went outside.’


‘Outside?’ Joy was saying when the front door opened.


‘Sheila?’ The voice of Kenneth, Joy’s brother-in-law, came from the hall.


‘Daddy!’ Elaine charged out to greet him. Now that her father was home for good, after his war in the RAF Air-Sea Rescue, Elaine was glued to his side whenever he was available.


Joy followed, watching with a tense smile as her tall brother-in-law – fair, blue-eyed and now broader, somehow bigger all over than when he had left to go into the Air Force – scooped his little girl up into his arms. Elaine was very like Kenneth and it was always sweet to see them together.


‘All right, kid? Where’s your mother?’


‘We’re not sure,’ Joy said. ‘There was a bit of upset.’ She rolled her eyes towards upstairs. ‘Alan’s gone down with malaria again.’


Kenneth’s eyes clouded and he nodded. ‘Right. Down you go, Lainy. Good girl. I’ll go up and see him, shall I?’


‘Hang on, let me fill this hottie to take up.’ Joy dashed into the kitchen, then stuck her head out again to say, ‘Sheila won’t have gone far, I’m sure.’









Two


Sheila clutched Robbie so tightly to her that he squeaked in protest.


‘Sorry, lovey,’ she panted, hurrying along Beaumont Road in the cold, smoky darkness. ‘We’re just going to pop in and see Nanna.’


Len’s parents, Margaret and Cyril Gilby’s house, was further along Beaumont Road from where they lived in Bournville, a few miles south of the middle of Birmingham.


Sheila rapped so hard on their door that she skinned her knuckles and instantly regretted it. No good taking out all her frustration on her grandparents – certainly none of this was their fault.


‘Who is it?’ It was her grandmother’s voice. With a pang, Sheila heard the quaver in it. Nanna Margaret and Grandpa Cyril, both seventy-eight, were ageing fast these days. They had weathered a good many things without it seeming to make any difference to how they looked. But towards the end of the war they had suddenly become bent and fragile and, when it was all over, they had aged further, suddenly and rapidly, as if they had been holding everything off until peace was declared and they could relax into old age.


‘It’s only me,’ Sheila called out, thinking, with the self-righteousness she was rather prone to, no wonder they had aged, with all the hoo-ha this family had put them through.


Margaret’s strong-boned face, which Sheila’s own strongly resembled, appeared in the gloom of the doorway.


‘I thought it must be one of those blokes selling things.’ Every so often lately men were turning up and knocking at doors along the street, toting suitcases full of nylons and silky-smooth underwear. Given the shortages these days, even worse than those during the war, these items seemed nothing short of miraculous, but it did feel funny buying undies off some strange bloke on the doorstep.


Margaret stepped back to let Sheila in. Cyril was by the gas fire in the back room. Sheila put Robbie down, the boy blinking in the sudden light.


‘All right, Grandad?’


‘All right, Sheila? Hello, Robbie lad.’ Cyril put his paper down, peering up at them and adding cautiously, at the sight of Sheila’s face, ‘Social visit, is it?’


‘I’m going to go mad – I can’t stand any more.’ She burst into tears.


‘Here, lad.’ Cyril, instantly relegating this situation to ‘women’s business’, got creakily to his feet and held out a hand to Robbie. ‘I’ll take him and show him my special box.’ He had a little wooden case full of interesting bits and pieces: a magnifying glass, a big shiny beetle in an old Fisherman’s Friends tin, a paper knife with a carved handle. ‘You talk to your grandmother.’


Sheila saw her grandmother’s face take on a less-than-grateful expression for being left with this. Margaret sank into a chair, then arranged the bobbly green wool of her skirt over her knees. She drew the edges of her cardi around her, as if preparing for the worst.


‘Sit down, Sheila. What’s the trouble?’


As if she didn’t know, Sheila thought. ‘I can’t go on – not in that house, with him.’ The words rushed out. ‘If Kenneth hadn’t been demobbed as well, I’d take the kids and go and stay with Audrey again. But I can’t just go off and leave him, and I don’t want to. Why should I!’


Sheila had spent months during the war as an evacuee, with Elaine as a baby, living in a Berkshire village with a woman called Audrey Vellacott. Audrey, now a widow, had become a friend and they knew each other’s children well. She was always pleased to see Sheila.


But Sheila had not spent the war aching to have Kenneth back home, only to go and leave him again. Even if sometimes it felt as if he had not come back – not completely. Not as he had been before.


‘I know Alan can’t help it. At least . . .’ She bit back the words, though sometimes I wonder. ‘But the way he is, with Joy tiptoeing around him all the time. He’s so unpredictable! Robbie went into the front room and must have made him jump, I suppose. Alan screamed as if someone had dropped boiling water all over him. Frightened poor Robbie to death. The kids can hardly breathe in that house and it’s not fair on anyone.’


‘He’s been through a lot, Sheila. You only have to look at him.’


‘But it’s not as if we even know what really happened – with the Japanese and all that. Alan won’t say a word. And Joy’s not much better; she can’t hold a thought in her head. I send her out to do the shopping and she comes home without half of it, so I have to go again or do without. I’m a nervous wreck. I know we’re on the housing list with the council, but it’s all taking so long.’


Nanna Margaret was staring back at her and Sheila could see that the look was not wholly sympathetic.


‘We don’t know the half of it, Sheila.’


‘I know, but . . .’


‘If Alan doesn’t want to talk about it, who can blame him?’


‘Sometimes I think he just needs to pull himself together, like the rest of us,’ Sheila burst out.


She had never voiced this before, but she was becoming more and more resentful of everyone tiptoeing around Joy and Alan. She had a husband who had returned from the war as well, and no one took any notice of him! Kenneth had come home and got on with things, without all this fuss.


How they had all longed for the end of the war, and now none of it was turning out anything like she had hoped or expected. Kenneth was not the same, either. She felt like a sulky little girl.


‘You saw the state of Alan when he first came home,’ Margaret said. ‘I think you need to try and be a bit more understanding, Sheila. Even from the little we know about those camps, you wouldn’t have wished it on your worst enemy. That’s not what Kenneth’s war was like, and you know it.’


‘I know. I do.’ Sheila wiped her eyes. ‘I just . . . I thought when the war was over, things would be – better. I’m sorry, Nanna.’


‘It’s not like you to be so . . . well, like that.’


There was a silence.


‘You’ll get a house sooner or later, and then you can all get on with your lives. You’ll simply have to be patient. It was much the same after the last one.’


‘Huh, yes – “homes fit for heroes”! Don’t make me laugh.’ Sheila twisted her wedding ring round her finger, keeping her eyes down. ‘I know things are difficult for Joy, with all that to cope with, and Patty not being Alan’s child on top of everything else. It would be better for them to be on their own, without us all round them. I was thinking . . . I could help you and Grandpa – Kenneth and I both could. Maybe for a while, couldn’t we all move in with you?’


In the silence that followed, Sheila dared to look up. Her grandmother, instead of glaring at her as she might have expected, was looking away from her, towards the curtain-shrouded window. She seemed to be considering.


Sheila’s own annoyance melted at the sight of the softening skin of her grandmother’s face, the little puckers of wrinkles on each side of her mouth. Her hair was now entirely white, still thick, pinned up as usual in a loose bun. Time takes its toll slowly, Sheila thought. A tiny bit, day by day, until suddenly we all notice a change. And Nanna looked so tired. Already she felt guilty for asking, but she wasn’t going to take it back. They had to get out of that house.


Her grandmother’s attention snapped back to her. ‘Your grandfather and I have talked about it,’ she said. ‘He’s worried about that lad – the state of him. And Joy. And the rest of you, of course,’ she added quickly.


‘I know it’s a lot to ask,’ Sheila said. ‘And I never would, if things weren’t so difficult. But if we kept to the attic, the way we do in—’


She had been about to say ‘Mom and Dad’s house’, but of course it wasn’t any more. No ‘Mom and Dad’ as one unit any more. A pang went through her. All that had happened still seemed like a bad dream they were all going to wake up from.


‘In the other house,’ she finished. Her mother, Ann, was for the time being staying in Southampton with Tom Somers, the man she had first met during the Great War, and whom she loved. And Len, Sheila’s father, had moved into the house owned by his fiancée, Jeanette, not far away in Maryvale Road. Neither couple was married yet because they were waiting for divorce papers, but with the pressure on housing as bad as it was, there was nowhere else for them to go. The whole situation was very embarrassing. It had set some of the neighbours’ tongues wagging and made Sheila burn with shame.


Margaret got to her feet, as if she had suddenly decided.


‘I can’t say yes without asking your grandad.’


‘It’s a lot with the kids, I know. But with Christmas coming, I can help with everything – do the shopping and . . .’ Sheila trailed off.


‘Well,’ Nanna Margaret said, unable to disguise the weariness in her voice, ‘I suppose they’ll help keep us young.’


Sheila looked into her grandmother’s eyes, her own face crumpling again. ‘I wish Mom was here.’









Three


‘Thank you again, Doctor. I’m ever so grateful.’


Joy went to close the door behind Dr Saloman, a thin, stooped man in his sixties, with the wispy remains of grey hair and a soft German accent, whom she had come to love out of sheer gratitude for his kindness. Dr Saloman had fled Germany for England with his wife and two children in the early 1930s and was much loved in the area. There was great upset among his patients when Dr Saloman and his family were interned on the Isle of Man in 1940 and he was only released later in the war. Everyone who knew him recognized a transparently good man.


He had been to the house many times now to see Alan. ‘Any time, my dear,’ he had said to her when they first called him out. That time Alan was writhing on the bed with his latest attack of dysentery.


On his way out, downstairs in the hall, Dr Saloman had gently touched Joy’s elbow. ‘Might we speak for a moment?’


They went into the front room. Joy was so relieved to have someone talking to her properly about Alan that she was in tears before Dr Saloman had even begun.


‘I know, my dear, it is very hard. And you will have to be brave – as I can see you are being. Your husband has been through ordeals that none of us can ever fully know or understand.’


Joy’s eyes welled with more tears. The first weeks of her marriage had been so full of bewilderment and fear of what would happen next, with this stranger of a man she had married. Although she was beginning to get used to certain things, it had only got slightly better.


‘Sit down, my dear.’


Dr Saloman sat down opposite her. She liked the way he wasn’t afraid to say things and was straightforward. He didn’t brush it off saying, ‘Oh, I expect he’ll be right as rain soon’ as most people did, because they had no idea.


‘It is not going to be easy, Mrs Bishop. Your husband has a number of physical conditions that will probably stay with him for the rest of his life. With luck, some of these will lessen over time, as he grows stronger and his body can resist.’ He looked into her distraught face. ‘It is possible to recover – at least partially – from some of these problems. However . . .’


Joy wiped her face, drinking in his every word.


‘As you have no doubt realized, a large part of your husband’s affliction is as much in his mind as in his body.’ Dr Saloman hesitated. ‘His actions, perhaps lashing out or behaving unpredictably, are not fully under his control. They are reactions that have been caused by the harm he has suffered. They are not directed at you – not in reality, though I am sure at times it feels as if they are.’


Joy looked down into her lap. Why did it feel so shameful talking about this? Alan could be sweet and tenderly loving towards her, and he was often full of apology after one of his outbursts. At other times he was like someone she did not know at all: angry, violent, terrifying, seemingly locked into some nightmare in his head that she could not understand. If only she could find the key to making him better.


‘He will probably not want to talk about any of it,’ Dr Saloman continued gently. Joy looked up at him again. ‘It might be better not to ask questions. If he is ready to talk, he will probably let you know. And if he ever does, it might not be for a very long time. I’m sorry, my dear – as I say, I know it is all very difficult.’


Joy nodded. She felt bad enough about all this. But there was the other thing that she really could not bring herself to talk to Dr Saloman about. Thin and weak as he appeared, Alan craved sexual relations, almost endlessly. At least twice a day was not unusual. He seemed primed for it virtually all the time. He was never rough or forceful; he was sweet and said loving things. But it felt too much. It felt driven and strange, as if it was not about her or about love, but as if Alan was fixed on something quite separate from her, which he had to prove. And she was exhausted. But none of this could she force through her lips, even to Dr Saloman.


Cheeks aflame as certain memories came into her mind, she only just managed to meet the doctor’s pale, kindly eyes.


‘You will have to be patient – and not take it personally, that would be my advice.’ Dr Saloman got to his feet. ‘And they advised you never to give him rice to eat?’


Joy stood up as well, bewildered. They? Who were they? No one had told her anything.


‘No. I mean, we don’t really eat rice. Only rice pudding.’


‘Even that – don’t give it to him. These men were fed almost nothing but rice by the Japanese. They can react very strongly to the sight of it.’


‘Oh,’ Joy said. ‘All right. Thanks. And, Doctor, thank you for talking to me.’


As he went to the door, he patted her shoulder. ‘It is nothing. Give it time, my dear, for him to heal, at least as much as he can.’


Now, seeing Dr Saloman out of the house again, she thought, He has no idea how much help he is. This time Alan had malaria and it was a question of giving doses of something called chloroquine. (‘I thought they were supposed to drink tonic water?’ Kenneth had said. Which, Joy thought, annoyed, showed how much he knew.) Thank God for dear Dr Saloman.


While Alan was ill upstairs, Joy always left a light burning in the bedroom once darkness had fallen, and made sure Alan knew that she was coming in. She even knocked on her own bedroom door to warn him. No sudden movements or surprises – she had learned the hard way. Any shock, however innocent it seemed to anyone else, could reduce her husband to a shrieking, trembling mess. Sometimes he would hit out at her. It would take each of them time to recover.


Tonight he was shaking with fever. Once she was in the room and undressed, Joy said, ‘Alan? I’m going to get into bed now.’


He turned, his face slick with sweat. ‘OK.’


Despite the illness, he seemed calm and she got under the covers. He was ill, so surely he would leave her alone tonight? Usually, as soon as she got into bed, he was up against her, his bony body pressed against her, aroused and ready to make love almost instantly. Often it did not feel like love.


‘Here, let me help warm you up.’


‘You gonna set fire to the bed then?’ he managed to joke between chattering teeth.


‘Maybe not quite.’ She smiled down at him. Even though he was sick, this was a good moment. There were good moments, she reminded herself. Of course there were. Alan could still be sweet and funny. It was just that the rest was so bewildering, so heartbreaking, that sometimes she felt she did not have a husband – an equal – but rather a burden to carry. She felt a hundred years old. ‘Can I turn the light off?’


‘Yes.’


She clicked off the light and snuggled up close. The fever was shaking his body, but he seemed clear in his mind. And was not trying to push into her. It was calm, nice. This was a good moment. She should ask him now – about work.


Alan and Kenneth had both gone back to their jobs, Alan at Cadbury’s and Kenneth at the cycle factory where he worked in Greet. Kenneth had enjoyed going back and seeing the lads who had returned and those he knew. But after the initial settling-in period, he found his work life incredibly frustrating. He had had a bigger life in the Air Force, in Air-Sea Rescue, and had travelled to Italy, flown over the Mediterranean. He was bored and straining at the bit for something bigger. Alan, on the other hand, seemed quite content to do something familiar and the same, day in, day out.


‘Al, d’you think you did go back to work too soon? You’re ill so often.’


A faint sound came from him and Joy realized, to her surprise, that it was a kind of chuckle.


‘I’ve had to work when I was worse than this,’ he said, through chattering teeth. ‘They’d never let you go off sick unless you were at death’s door.’


The temptation rose once again to say, Tell me about it . . . But as soon as she ever asked, Alan would clam up again. And did she want to know, really and truly?


‘They’re good to me at work – when I’m not well.’ There was a pause as he shook again convulsively. ‘It’s all right being back. Earning a wage. Better than just sitting at home.’


‘OK,’ she said doubtfully. ‘As long as you think so.’


He pulled her closer. ‘Joy?’


‘Yeah?’ He sounded sleepy.


‘Sorry. I don’t feel up to . . . you know. Tonight.’


‘That’s all right,’ she said, in absolute relief.


Alan turned on his side and was soon breathing heavily and regularly. Joy wished she could fall asleep as easily as he could.


Many nights she had lain awake once Alan slept, often after his frantic love-making, staring up into the dark.


Alan had spent his first few weeks, after release from hospital, at his family’s house in Ladywood. It had been awful. Ivy Bishop, Alan’s mother, and his sister Irene had looked after him, trying as best they could to cope in the cramped little terraced house. None of it would have been so bad if it had not been for Alan’s father. Arthur Bishop was a dishonest, manipulative man who had been in and out of prison and had already reduced Ivy to a nervous wreck.


As for having a son coming home in that state, Arthur Bishop had no patience or sympathy with it, and not the least idea of what was going on. His way was to try and bully his son back to health – taunting him one minute for being weak, and trying to force him the next. Ivy and Irene had spent all those weeks fending Arthur off.


‘We can’t go on like this,’ Irene told Joy when she visited, as she did as often as she could manage. ‘The old man got hold of Alan yesterday and yanked him to his feet as if he could just . . . I thought he was going to hit him.’


She shook her head, losing words in her upset and fury. Irene was a strong, energetic young woman – or had been – but there were so many things in her life to grind her down.


‘The only thing we can do is get married,’ Joy said. ‘Then he can come and live with us.’


Alan had been just about well enough for them to marry in July and they moved into the family’s old home in Beaumont Road with Sheila and Kenneth, while Ann, their mother, was, for the moment, living with Tom Somers in Southampton, waiting to be able to marry and become Mrs Somers.


Joy, Sheila and Martin, their younger brother, had seen their parents, Ann and Len Gilby, trying to do the right thing and hold their family together for years. Now, despite all their efforts, they had finally admitted that they needed to call their marriage a day. While they waited to be properly divorced, Ann was with her beloved Tom in the house he had inherited from his father; meanwhile Len, their father, was with Jeanette, a friend of the family who, like Len, worked at Cadbury’s.


Joy was glad for her mother – mostly. Mom kept saying she would not be down in Southampton for ever; they were making arrangements to sell the house. But Joy missed her mother terribly, especially now.


She had written a quick note to her before coming to bed, trying to make the best of things and sound as cheerful as possible. But now, lying in bed, she found herself composing the letter she had really wanted to write: ‘Oh, Mom – things are so hard, I don’t know if I can stand it. Alan is so poorly and difficult at times and everyone’s tiptoeing around us in the house. It’s not nice for Sheila and the kids. But I can’t really do anything about it. And the other thing is, he won’t leave me alone . . .’ No, she could not write that to Mom. What in the world was she thinking?


They were not taking precautions. Alan wouldn’t hear of wearing one of those rubber things. So far there was no sign of her getting pregnant, and Joy wondered if that lay at the root of a lot of this. Was Alan worried that all he had suffered in the prison camp had left him infertile?


‘I’m worried about Patty too as she gets older,’ her fantasy letter went on. ‘She needs a father, and Alan takes no notice of her at all – he’s far too wrapped up in his own problems. I love him, I do . . .’


Even in her head, she hesitated now. Would she ever say any of this to her mother?


‘Sometimes I wonder if I’ve made the biggest mistake of my life not going to America with Hank, when I had the chance. At least Patty would be with her real father, and Hank was healthy and, well . . . I feel so terrible saying this. I didn’t want to go over there and leave you all, but what sort of marriage am I going to have now? Alan’s changed so much and it feels as if he’s a huge weight on me – as if I am the one doing all the giving all the time.’


Tears started to roll down into her hair.


‘I feel so bad for Alan – for whatever these men suffered. But sometimes I feel as if I’ve let myself in for a prison sentence there’s never going to be an end to. Oh, I’m so terrible to feel like this. I feel so guilty. I love him, I do . . .’


She turned, pressing her face against Alan’s shuddering back, and he stirred and muttered. Poor Al. Poor, poor Al.


Of course she would not write any of this to her mother. She would carry on writing nice letters, not ones full of these awful, dark night-thoughts. Something more cheerful.


But please, please, Mom, she begged, there in the darkness, I do wish you’d come home soon.









Four


Ann Gilby surfaced from sleep, reaching out to rest her palm on Tom’s back, lean and warm beside her. For a moment she listened to his steady breathing. It was the greatest comfort she could imagine. The only light in the room was the faint outline at the edges of the heavy crimson curtains, pulled across the window of the spare room of Tom’s parents’ house in Southampton. Tom’s house now, since his father died. And now, for the last few months, the house the two of them shared.


Here, for this blissful time, even with all the tasks Tom needed to get done, they had been luxuriously free to get to know each other in a day-to-day way that had never been possible in all the thirty years since they first met. There was time to make love, to lie in each other’s arms for hours at a time, if they so wished. Simply to be Ann and Tom. Ann and Tom – she often said these words to herself, in wonder. At first they sounded so strange, those names together. One day soon, she thought, when we can get married, someone will address our first envelope to us as Mr and Mrs Somers.


Sleepily she let her mind run on its usual course. A kind of radar, she thought sometimes, circling around her family. Where is everyone? Are they all right?


Sheila and Joy were in the house in Beaumont Road. A churning anxiety began within her. Things were hard, she knew. Alan – the poor lad, the state of him when he came home. He had gained some weight, it was true, and had managed to stagger through the wedding. But anyone could see he was a wreck, and poor Joy was having to brave it out.


During the last years of the war Joy had heard nothing from Alan, who she had known at Cadbury’s for years, who had been her pal, her shiningly brilliant dance partner and then her fiancé. The Japanese officers in his camp had not permitted letters – or at least if anyone found the wherewithal to write one in the first place, they had cruelly never been sent.


Joy had slowly given up hope. Alan must surely be dead. Finally, when Hank Eklund, a big, handsome, doting lad (Ann had always thought of him as being like a large dog) from Philadelphia had asked her to marry him, Joy had agreed to, when they got the chance. Not only that, but she had borne his child, little Patty – and they had been all set to cross the Atlantic to a new life in America, when news came that Alan was alive. He was back in England and in hospital.


Leaving the camp where all the GI brides – and fiancées like Joy – were being processed to leave, Joy came home with Patty and joined her fate and her future to Alan. Sick, traumatized Alan. Even though she had been overjoyed and relieved that Joy and Patty would be staying close by, Ann worried constantly about her younger daughter.


Ann knew Sheila was struggling as well – but, she had to admit, Sheila was reverting rather to the heavy-weather person she had been before the war. What did Sheila really have to worry about now? She and hundreds of other couples in Birmingham did not have a house of their own, but she was better off than most. The girl needed to be patient, although, being down here away from it all, Ann never knew if she was hearing the full story anyway. Were they keeping their struggles from her so that she didn’t know the half of it?


She saved her thoughts about Martin for last. Age order, of course – he was the youngest. But she knew, as her hand caressed Tom’s back, that there had always been a special poignancy in her love for Martin. A passion and a guilt – because he was Tom’s son and not Len’s, the girls’ father.


Where was Martin this morning, her lad? Her Bevin Boy, sent to mine coal by the government. He was still down that pit, living in a hostel in a Nottinghamshire mining village. It had felt as if his name had been picked out of a hat; it made so little sense, when he thought he was going into the RAF.


Ann had been worried to death about Martin, though she tried not to show it. He was a slender, clever boy, good at passing exams. How on earth was he going to manage in a coal mine? To her surprise, once the shock was over, he had seemed content to set off for training and give it a go. And he had never once complained about it. He told funny stories, of course, and it all sounded very tough. But he coped with it all amazingly well. Of course he was very pally with that Jack Thorne lad, who had been with him since the beginning.


The few times Martin had come home to visit, he was almost like another person. For a start, he was huge, his shoulders looking twice as broad as they had before. His whole body had expanded, iron-hard with muscle. Her boy and Tom’s was suddenly a big, brawny man, not a boy any more. He was handsome, and confident in himself. And yet she felt he was fast slipping away from her and she was losing him.


And since she had been with Tom in Southampton, Martin had not once come to visit, to try and get to know his father, even though she had written and asked him to come several times.


She inched closer to Tom now. The air felt cold outside the bed and she brought her face up close to his warm back. Once Martin was released from his government duties – when the Bevin Boys could get away – then surely he would have to come home. And then he and Tom could really start getting to know each other . . .


This thought cheered her and she smiled as she slipped back into sleep again.


‘Ann? Tea for you.’


Ann surfaced from sleep to find Tom placing a mug of tea on the table on her side of the bed. She heard the faint click of the mug, then he leaned down and kissed her on the temple. Ann rolled over, opening her eyes, and smiled up at him.


‘You’re a wonder.’


And he was a wonder, managing to do so many things with only one arm, carrying the mugs up carefully, handles clenched in one hand. A tray was much trickier.


‘My pleasure. It’s lovely to see you sleep.’


‘Even though you have woken me up,’ she teased, sitting up and taking the mug. ‘Ooh, just what I need.’


Tom climbed into bed and they snuggled close, drinking tea in companionable silence. Every morning felt like a miracle to Ann, waking here with Tom. Her Tom.


‘Seems so strange, doesn’t it,’ she mused, sipping her tea. ‘That we’ve known each other for thirty years this year. And I feel I know you so well – when we’ve hardly even seen each other.’


‘D’you think it’s a record?’ he said. ‘Waiting thirty years to get married?’


‘Well, we’re still not that. We’re living in sin.’


‘Ah,’ Tom said, grimacing at her. ‘Sin. Yes.’


‘Not for much longer, I hope.’


It felt very uncomfortable, and not how she had ever expected things to go in her life. All that really mattered now was to be with Tom. And she wore a wedding ring to fend off gossip. But of course people talked. They could be very nasty. It would be so much better once they were legally divorced and free to get married. And until then she thought it might be better to keep well out of the way down in Southampton and not bring embarrassment on the rest of the family.


Ann thought back, uncomfortably, to the office of the solicitor that she and Len had visited to request a divorce. The sombre, lean-faced official had looked like an undertaker. When each of them confessed that they had committed adultery and had a child by another person, Ann thought the man was going to swallow his fountain pen. Outside, Len had seemed shell-shocked at first.


‘God,’ he said, looking pale and shaken, ‘that was horrible.’


‘What a pair we are,’ Ann said, as the knots in her stomach gradually loosened, on getting out of there. Divorce. The very word so terrible and shameful.


They had looked at each other and managed, after a moment, to laugh.


‘Stick around, though, won’t you?’ Len said.


Ann’s face sobered. They would miss each other in some ways, she knew.


‘I’ll be back,’ she said. ‘Anyway, Jeanette’s one of my best pals.’


‘If this is what sin feels like . . .’ Tom’s voice brought her back to the present. She could hear the smile in his voice without looking at him. Cuddling closer, she marvelled once again that they could be together now, like this: sitting in bed drinking tea, warm and loving. Able to be a couple, ordinary and happy.


Tom, with his missing left eye and left arm (he had been left-handed), the price he paid for his survival at Gallipoli. Tom, older, his hair thinner and wearing specs now. But Tom – still the man she had fallen in love with in 1916 at Fircroft in Selly Oak, one of the houses the Cadbury family had given over as a convalescent home for the duration of the war. She had never known him any other way than with the injuries he had sustained, and had always loved him just as he was.


‘Oh, I forgot – there’s post.’ He fished an envelope out of his dressing-gown pocket. ‘Sorry, it’s a bit crumpled.’


Ann looked at the handwriting. ‘Joy.’ With her heart beating a little faster, she tore the envelope open.


Before she had even read it, she felt the guilt rise in her again. Here she was in Southampton, in the huge house that had been owned by Tom’s family and was now left to him. Unlike much of the ravaged city, and the dock area in particular, it had survived the bombing. It was far too big for the two of them. Tom and his sisters had grown up there, but lately, before Tom’s father died, it had been only the two men rattling around there together. And then Tom had been left alone.


And here she was, living what felt to her like an endless honeymoon with Tom, when Joy and Sheila were going through who knew what?


She read hungrily – and nervously – through the letter.


‘Everything OK?’ Tom asked.


‘What d’you reckon?’ Sounding troubled, she handed the brief letter over, watched him read:




Dear Mom,


Just a few lines, now I’ve got Patty to sleep. She’s full of beans and Elaine’s very good with her. Alan’s in bed as well, as he’s gone down with malaria again. He had to come home from work early. Dr Saloman came and gave him his medicine. He said sometimes people get over malaria in the end, but not always.


Sheila is talking about her and Kenneth and the kids moving in with Nanna and Grandpa. First I heard of it was this evening, and she says they’ll be going tomorrow. I am not sure about this – it seems too much for them to me: Nanna and Grandpa, I mean. If only S and K could get a council house.


Otherwise we are all going along – not much news. Have you heard from Martin? We haven’t heard a word from him here.


Hope to see you soon. Regards to Tom, and bye for now.


Love from Joy





Tom read, then folded the scant letter and handed it back to her.


‘Reading between the lines, I’d say . . .’ But Ann was already in tears. ‘Oh, love.’ Tom leaned round, pulling her close with his good arm. She sobbed into his chest.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, once she could speak. She pulled back and sat up. ‘It’s not that I don’t want to be here with you. I do. It’s been just the happiest time. It’s heaven. But . . .’


‘Your children need you. The girls anyway.’ He stroked the top of her head.


‘I don’t like being so far away when they’ve got so many problems facing them – and there’re the grandchildren as well.’


‘Ann, we can go back to Birmingham whenever you like. I never, ever want to be the one who separates you from your family – you know that. And there’s nothing for me down here now. The business is almost wound up, so one way or another, I’m going to have to look for work.’


Ann could hear the doubt in his voice even as he said it. Since his disabling war injuries Tom had been forced to give up his beloved career as a marine engineer. Instead he had been managing his father’s chandlery business.


‘Love,’ Ann leaned round and took his hand, ‘work is something we don’t really need to worry about. You’ll find a job – of course you will. And for the time being, I’m perfectly happy to go back to Cadbury’s. There’ll be plenty to do there.’


Tom looked doubtfully at her. ‘I don’t want you having to work, Ann.’


‘I don’t mind.’ She smiled, realizing that she missed the works and all the chit-chat on the line. ‘Actually, I like it. It’s company, being with the other girls. So let’s not worry, eh?’


‘Well, if that’s what you want. At first anyway. I don’t want people saying I’m a kept man. But of course we must go. My home is where you are, my love.’


‘Oh, Tom, you are so kind.’ She flung her arms around him. ‘And I do want to go back – as soon as we can. Could we get there by Christmas? I know it’s not long, but we can put this house up for sale. And . . .’ Her thoughts from earlier that morning came back to her. ‘I hope soon you’ll be able to see something of Martin as well. I’m sure he’ll be back, when he can.’


‘Yes.’ Tom stroked her back. ‘I know. Give him time, my love.’









Five


Martin threw himself onto the hostel bed, its springs screeching as he did so. The hut slept twelve of them, with six black iron bedsteads along each wall.


He lay with the letter pressed against his chest, all churned up inside from reading it. Eyes closed, he tuned into the thrumming physical exhaustion of his body, which came over him after every shift down the pit. His every muscle was clamouring for rest. And yet it was a good feeling. As if he was really living in his body, working it. Being a man – strong and in command of himself.


He drew in a deep breath, laced with the smells of smoke and men’s sweat and damp socks that pervaded the room. And coal dust – always that; so familiar now that it seemed to coat the inside of his nostrils and every other surface, so that he no longer noticed it. In any case, his mind was on other things.


Home. Mom. The letter was asking – not begging, but asking mildly, in Mom’s careful and unselfish way – that he come and visit. A short visit, at least? She knew Southampton was a long way, but they’d happily pay his fare if that was the problem.


They: Mom and Tom, this man whose presence in his life hung over him, heavy and full of dread. Why was that? Martin did not understand himself. But Tom, his actual blood father, was someone he would always rather avoid thinking about. Even though – as the pounding of his heart and his racing blood told him – somewhere deep within him, it mattered. And he could not avoid it for ever.


‘Mart?’ Jack’s voice sounded along the space between the beds.


There was a stove in the middle to stave off the worst of the cold, its chimney poking out through the roof. All right in October, just about, but when real winter set in again . . .


‘Um?’


Martin opened his eyes and Jack was standing over him, imposing as ever, tall, lanky, with a dark lick of hair falling over his eyes. Handsome. So handsome. For the umpteenth time, Martin felt his innards somersault at the sight of Jack Thorne. Jack – confident, clever, happy with himself. Very different from how Martin felt inside.


‘You coming? I thought we were going to the pub?’


‘Yeah. Course.’ Martin made himself sit up, belly muscles jerking.


‘What’s up?’ Jack pointed at the letter, pulling the corners of his mouth down. ‘Mama again?’


Martin lowered his feet to the floor, nodding. Jack’s mocking tone grated on him, but this was the tension he lived with: Jack versus home.


‘She’s only asking when I can get over to see them.’


Jack stopped joking then. He could be sensitive in reality. And he was the only person on earth in whom Martin had confided about his father. Or fathers, rather. In the early days of intimacy with Jack, Martin had felt stripped naked as a babe – physically and mentally. He told him everything, and he believed that Jack had done the same. It was the miracle of his life so far, that this man could feel something for him. That they were lovers, best friends, no matter what the world might say if it knew. Except that it was absolutely vital it did not.


‘You’re going to have to go sometime, aren’t you?’


‘I suppose so.’ Martin leaned on his aching thighs, gloom-struck. ‘They’re just not like your family.’


‘Well, no – hardly.’


‘But they’re all right,’ Martin said, defensive again as he saw his mother’s loving face in his mind’s eye. ‘I mean, Mom is. She just worries.’


‘A mother’s job,’ Jack said. He reached out a hand. ‘Come on – a pint or two’ll cheer you up, old thing.’ He fumbled in the inner pocket of his jacket and brought out a tight roll of paper. ‘Thought I might get the odd sketch done.’


Martin got creakily to his feet and their eyes met. For the moment there was no one else in the hut, even though outside they could hear the voices of other Bevin lads approaching. They leaned in, snatched a kiss on the lips, then drew back, making scared faces.


‘Naughty,’ Jack said, with a grin. And Martin instantly felt better.


They settled in one of Eastwood’s street-corner pubs, warm and fuggy, with a beer-laced male intimacy. It was Jack’s turn, and he brought watery pints to the table, the two of them squeezed into a corner by a tiny round and very stained table.


Jack fished for his charcoal – what else could you draw miners with? – and his untidy roll of scraps. Despite paper being in such short supply, he always seemed to have some: sent from home, he said, as there was always loads of it stashed away there. Jack’s mother, Charlotte, had a hoard of paper, going way back.


Keeping the small sheet of paper, only about six inches by six, flat to the table, Jack would sketch while casually looking around, fixed on one person who, because he could chatter away at the same time, would never realize a portrait of him was being created. They never found out if anyone would mind, because so far no one had noticed.


‘Ah, marvellous . . .’ Jack fixed on his subject, an elderly, knobbly-faced miner across the pub, sitting back in his cap, a pint raised to his lips. And off he went. He was a good artist, very good. Martin was amazed by the skill with which he could create a whole impression of a person with only a few sketched lines.


‘One day, when I have a house of my own, I’m going to put your pictures all over the walls,’ Martin told him.


Jack glanced up at him, the charcoal still moving across the paper. He smiled. ‘You’re sweet,’ he said.


Jack Thorne came from London. His mother Charlotte was an artist and his father, Dr Henry Thorne, taught history at one of the London universities. By the sound of it, they were what people called ‘bohemian’.


Martin did not feel inferior to Jack. Not mentally. Jack was exciting, artistic, free in himself, but Martin knew that he himself was clever. It was just a different sort of clever – and Jack’s family sounded quite different from what he was used to.


Jack described his people as artistic, living very much in their heads while keeping a chaotic household in a big Hampstead house in North London. His mother’s oil paints and canvases, two hairy dogs, stray guests, hangers-on arriving at odd hours, as well as Jack and his two sisters, had all been chivvied into some sort of functioning order by a long-suffering housekeeper called Madge – ‘a treasure’, Jack’s mother called her. That was before the war. But Madge, still only in her late thirties, had departed for the ATS.


It all sounded rather odd to Martin. But refreshing. And vague as they apparently were on the domestic front, Jack’s mother and father were married and seemed to show every sign of wanting to remain so. And what was more, they did not seem at all troubled by Jack being just . . . Jack. This was breathtakingly astonishing to Martin.


‘But do they really know?’


He kept asking Jack this, because he could not believe anyone could be accepting of something that everyone considered so utterly terrible and shameful – not to mention illegal.


‘They do,’ Jack said, after considering for a moment. This first conversation was when the two of them had still been in lodgings with Nancy, whose husband was away – she thought in North Africa and, later, Italy.


Martin and Jack had shared a room barely big enough for a put-you-up that had a habit of collapsing into itself in the middle of the night, plus one hard, narrow bed. The two of them often both ended up squeezed into that. They could not have moved the beds together, even if they had been the same height or safe to sleep in. That would have been a bridge too far for Nancy, who spent a lot of her time flirting with them – Jack especially. Even though she must have been thirty, Nancy seemed to have no idea they were not interested in her, and never would be.


That first time the two of them lay on the hard little bed in each other’s arms, everything about life felt like a miracle to Martin. This frankness. The way he could be truthful about himself for the first time ever, because this amazing and handsome man liked him and saw something in him. Loved him. Wanted him. Their gazing at each other, with Jack’s blue-grey eyes holding fast to his, had said more than they ever could with words.


‘But do they really know?’ Martin insisted.


There was a silence, Jack stroking his arm for a moment.


‘When I was fifteen there was a girl at home – one of Mother’s art students. At the school, I mean. She was forever round, wouldn’t leave me alone. It was pesky, I can tell you. Rosamond, she was called. All long, wavy hair and brooding eyes, very Pre-Raphaelite.’ Jack laughed. ‘I had to get rid of her somehow, so I told her fibs about this girlfriend I had – I called her Sarah. I’ve no idea if she really believed me, but she stopped hanging about. And Mother said afterwards, “Poor old Rosamond. She really couldn’t see that you’d never go out with her, could she?” And she gave me this look . . .’ Jack paused for a second. ‘And then she said, “I think your friend Sarah is going to be rather useful, don’t you?”’


Martin had lifted himself up on his elbow, suddenly hearing an edge of tears in Jack’s voice. He stroked Jack’s cheek, full of tenderness.


‘That’s so . . . good. Astonishing.’


‘Yes.’ Jack recovered himself. ‘My mother’s a brick like that. Of course there are a lot of queer chaps around, if you’re an artist. But I suppose she could see – had done for a while. We never said any more; never have. They sort of let me get on with it.’


Martin lay down again, full of wonder. He could not imagine ever saying to his mother, or to his ‘father’ – ‘Len’, as he now called him in his mind (his ‘actual’ father, Tom, did not yet count, because why should he care what he thought?) – ‘Well, the thing is, I’m not ever going to get married or have the sort of life you think I should, because I’m—’


No. There was no word he could use. No way he could bring this out into the open. Not like that.


Jack was putting the finishing touches to his sketch. All around them in the pub was the loud blare of male conversation and bursts of laughter. Someone was playing a mouth organ.


‘D’you think they will nationalize the mines?’ Jack asked, smudging the charcoal into shadow. He was good at doing two or three things at once.


‘Probably,’ Martin said. ‘It’s going that way, isn’t it?’


‘No one seems all that interested.’ Jack looked round.


‘They will be, if it improves pay,’ Martin said.


He could understand it, even after their short time of working in the mines. They were not colliers. Only the older and more experienced men actually dug at the coal face, not the Bevin Boys.


They had started their working life in the freezing cold of pit bottom, waiting for the empty coal tubs to descend for filling. Now they had been moved to the junctions of different roadways within the mine, dealing with the lines of tubs that moved coal along the shafts – unhitching and redirecting them. It was hard and heavy work, but at least there was enough height to stand; and the junctions were airier, unlike some of the narrow passages, where you had to stoop or even get on your hands and knees. Here you could breathe better.


What a life it was, down there: dark, tough, too hot or too cold, relentless and cut off from any other existence. Even when the war had still been raging, a lot of the miners scarcely seemed to know or care how it was progressing. Many simply wanted to lift their hours of freedom above ground, by betting on horseraces and sweepstakes or going to the pictures. Martin had started to feel rather the same. The outside world and all its turmoil were far, far away, and in the hours of freedom from that dark underground world you wanted to let up and enjoy yourself.


Jack was saying something else to him, but Martin, sipping his pint, found that his mind was wandering elsewhere. Mom. Should he – could he – go and see them?


How was he ever going to cope with this father who had arrived out of the blue? And were they ever going to cope with him, as he really was: the Martin Gilby that he himself knew he was supposed to be?









Six


‘What is it – what’s the matter?’


Joy could hear the panic in her own voice as she rushed into the front room holding Patty, who was still gulping and hiccoughing after knocking her head against the kitchen table. She found Alan sitting bent over, hands over his face, weeping and rocking.


Last night he had writhed violently in bed, screaming in utter terror. She had had to put the light on to chase away whatever horrors were haunting his mind, to hold and soothe him. She was already exhausted and wrung out. But now it was as if those same horrors had followed him into his waking hours.


‘Oh, Al love – what’s wrong?’


No one else was in the house, so she could not hand Patty over to anyone. For a moment Joy felt she was going to explode. Her panic increased when she realized that her feelings were not only ones of sympathy for him. She was sorry and sympathetic, of course she was. She was overflowing with sorrow for her poor, poor Al – so broken and suffering so much – for all that they had done to him. Even now the very sight of his terribly thin body gave her a jolt. But right at this moment she felt desperate, as if this was the last straw.


Oh, what is it now? she thought. Can’t you be strong and be the one helping me for once? Is it always going to be like this?


Forcing back her own tears, furious with herself for such selfish feelings, she went over to Alan, putting Patty down cautiously on the floor.


‘It’s all right, sweetheart.’ She stroked Patty’s leg. ‘Daddy’s just feeling a bit sad.’


Patty stared open-mouthed, silenced by the sight of a man sobbing. Although Alan could be very odd and contrary in the daytime, he was not usually in a state like this.


Joy knelt down and carefully took him in her arms, keeping her voice low and calm.


‘I’m sorry,’ he spluttered. He was so broken, so defenceless, like an old man and a little child all at once. It wrung Joy’s heart. ‘It’s all because of me . . .’


Immediately she realized what was wrong. Sheila and Kenneth had moved out the day before, taking Elaine and Robbie to Nanna and Grandad’s house because, as Sheila had said a number of times, she could not stand any more.


It had not been very nice, how it all happened. Joy was still stinging from the words she had exchanged with her elder sister.


Sheila had turned on her, two nights ago when they were upstairs. They had had an angry conversation, trying not to let any of the others hear, though the sound of Kenneth in the attic playing ‘Santa Lucia’, one of the records he had brought home from Italy, on his gramophone helped to drown them out.


‘I just can’t stand any more,’ Sheila hissed at Joy, her face hard and tense. ‘I know Alan can’t help it, but it feels as if we’re all in prison – we can’t move a muscle in this house without some sort of upset. And he’s scaring the children.’


Joy, already at screaming pitch herself, wanted to shriek at her, Oh well, poor old you – you’re all right, you don’t have to deal with any of it, do you? You and your perfect little family!
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