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. . . they are wrapped first in metal foil, then in an airtight wrapping gummed at the edge, then in a purple and gold wrapper. The machine on which I work wraps 80 of these blocks every minute . . . People often ask me ‘do you find it monotonous doing the same job all the time?’ Well no, because although you might think that every day appears to be the same, the same noise of the machines, the same miles and miles of chocolate bars and blocks from the Moulding Department, I’ve got so used to it that I can talk and joke with my friends as I work. That makes every day different and I enjoy it.


Food Factory: The Story of One of the World’s Largest Food Factories, Told by Some of its Workers, c.1938


It has been my aim and that of the other directors – and I don’t think it is a low aim – to make the business profitable. My second aim has been to try to make Bournville a happy place. The provision of amenities, of good buildings, is of course a help, but a spirit of justice, of fellowship, of give-and-take, an atmosphere of cheerfulness, are more important than material surroundings . . . My – our – third aim, has been to serve the community as a whole, but always giving the public a high standard of quality at a reasonable price, striving to be efficient and enterprising in our policy. We have also tried to make Bournville an asset to the neighbourhood.


Edward Cadbury, Bournville Works Magazine, December 1953












Bournville: the Cadbury village. What was once farmland, four miles to the south-west of Birmingham’s industrial heart, the Cadbury family transformed into a garden chocolate factory, a green suburb with gardens and playing fields, with specially designed housing for the workers in the tree-lined streets around it. A small brook, the Bourn, trickled past nearby. The railway ran sinuously at the edge of the works. And one of the intricate networks of the city’s canals threaded its way to the wharf at Cadbury’s. The barges glided in to moor up, laden with sacks of cocoa and sugar, with churns containing gallons and gallons of milk from condensing factories close to farms in the countryside, to manufacture the chocolate that was enjoyed in many countries of the world. That was a picture that could be painted in peacetime. But now, in the early 1940s, trade routes were endangered and supplies of milk, sugar and everything else were running short.


These were just some of the changes brought about by the war. Night bombing had battered and terrorized the city since August 1940, leaving old landmarks destroyed and streets with smashed, missing sections cracked open to the dirty sky; and leaving loss, leaving people sick with fear and exhaustion. Families were doing their best to stay cheerful for the kids, for each other – simply hoping to reach the next morning, and loving and clinging to what and who they had.
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One


Someone was banging on the front door. Six-thirty on Holy Thursday morning in their quiet Bournville street. The early morning after a night of one of the worst air raids of the war . . . Bang-bang, knock-knock. Oh Lord, no, please no . . .


Ann Gilby limped along the hall, wincing at the pain in her ankle, and stopped in dread on the mat, her hand raised to unlock the door. She still had a blanket round her from the shelter, trying to thaw out after last night. Whoever was on the other side, it could not be good news. If she left the door closed, just didn’t answer . . .


None of them were home yet. Martin, her son, was out with the ARP. Her daughter Joy and husband Len were both at the nearby Cadbury works – he in the Home Guard, she on the night shift. All of them out, as bomb after bomb had fallen, smashing the city. With an effort, Ann forced her hand to the latch. The door swung open to reveal a familiar face.


‘Annie? You all right, all of you?’


‘Oh my . . . For heaven’s sake, Hilda!’ Ann sagged against the door frame, feeling as if her legs might give way. ‘What time d’you call this? We’re not long out of the shelter! And Martin’s not back yet – nor the others . . .’


‘Sorry.’ Hilda had obviously not thought through the effect it might have, her turning up like that. Ann was still recovering from being injured in the bombing herself, without needing any unexpected callers. ‘What a night! Sorry for frightening you. I don’t know why, but I had to come.’


Hilda stepped closer and looked into Ann’s eyes.


‘You are all right? It’s just, lately – I don’t know. I’ve had the feeling something’s wrong.’


‘We’re all right.’ Ann tried to brush this off. Where could she even begin, talking about all that was going on in her family? ‘There’s only me and Sheila here – and little ’un. They’ve gone up to bed, at last.’


Her eldest daughter, Sheila, had come home before Christmas, after Ann was caught in a bomb blast when out on the streets with a WVS canteen. Sheila had been living in a village down south, to get herself and little Elaine away from the bombing.


‘Come in for a minute, Hilda. You got time?’


‘I could do with another cuppa before I get to work, if you can spare it.’


‘It’ll take my mind off waiting . . . Is Roy home?’ Ann asked, hurrying to the stove. Hilda’s husband, like all of them, worked at Cadbury’s, but he was also a fireman.


‘No, but Fred called round to say he’s all right,’ Hilda said, seating herself by the table. She was handsome and dark-eyed; a strong, upstanding woman. She and Ann, now both in their forties, had been the best of friends since starting work at Cadbury’s, aged fourteen.


‘That was one of the worst.’ Ann sat. It had sounded like some of the heaviest bombing over Birmingham so far, for hour after hour. It was a shock. All through the autumn there had been continual raids: so much destruction in the city, so much tragedy and fear and exhaustion – and bravery as well. Since Christmas though, it had tailed off a bit and they had been able to sleep in their own beds of a night.


‘In Holy Week too,’ Hilda sniffed, folding her arms. ‘Barbarians!’


Ann found herself suddenly about to cry. Her broken ribs and scars from being caught in the bomb blast were healing, but her ankle, which had been smashed up, still gave her pain and she could not walk far or fast. And then there was the strain at home – all the things she had not told even Hilda, her best friend.


‘You all right?’ Hilda peered at her.


‘It’s just nice to see you,’ Ann said, struggling with her wobbling voice. ‘We don’t get together enough these days.’


‘Well, you’ll have to come back to work then, won’t you?’ Hilda said.


Parts of the factory still looked as they always had – turning out chocolate bars, albeit chocolate made with powdered milk. A lot of it was parcelled up and sent to lads in the forces. But other sections of the factory were changed completely: the Metals Department was making parts for aeroplanes, as was the Chocolate Moulding Department. This was all part of a new firm, Bournville Utilities, which had been set up for the duration of the war, producing parts for companies like Lucas’s and Austin.


Ann’s and Hilda’s daughters, Joy and Norma, were two of the minority of women in a sea of men already doing this work, producing parts for aeroplanes. Cadbury’s was also producing gas masks – Hilda was working on these – and jerrycans, and filling anti-aircraft rockets. The buildings were draped with camouflage netting, and there were signs all over the place: ‘Help to save materials!’, ‘Don’t waste gas and electricity!’, ‘Avoid Waste!’


For a moment Ann ached with longing at the thought of Cadbury’s. She had always been so happy working there. Even the air-raid shelters there – reinforced basements under the factory departments – felt safer than being in a little garden air-raid shelter, with only a strip of corrugated iron and some soil over your head. And there was more company when you were at work. She missed the WVS women she had worked with, but she knew she wasn’t going back to that – not after what had happened. But everything at home was such a strain. She was so tired . . . And, faced by her friend’s sympathy, she put her hands over her face and her shoulders shook with sobs.


‘Annie?’ Hilda leaned across the table. ‘What ails you?’


It all came welling up – all the strain and sadness of the past months, the war going on inside her, and the tumult of emotions they had been through over the past few months. Ann longed to lay it all out in front of her old pal, to have one person she could truly confide in.


‘Oh, Hilda,’ she sobbed. ‘Everything’s such a mess and it’s all my fault . . .’


Normally Hilda would have said, ‘What in heaven’s name are you talking about?’ or some such, but for once she was silent in the face of so much emotion. It wasn’t like Ann.


‘Come on, Annie,’ she tried. ‘It can’t be that bad. Let’s hear it.’


Ann sat up, wiping her cheeks, but more tears welled up. She couldn’t start talking, however much she longed to – not now, when the others might walk in at any minute. Even though all of it kept storming around in her head, she could not say it. It was all so laden with shame . . .


Martin is not Len’s son. His father is someone I fell in love with before we were married, during the last war, but I couldn’t marry him when I was engaged to Len and he was away fighting for his country. And then, years later, my lovely Tom came back, and I don’t know what came over me but . . . We just had one afternoon together – that’s all, in that whole time. And then I found I was expecting Martin . . . And Len has been having an affair with a woman called Marianne, and now they have a little boy called George. But she was bombed out of her house and I don’t know where she’s gone, but I know he must be going to see her somewhere . . .


How could she come out with all that tangled reality? Not to solid, straight Hilda, who thought she and Len were exactly as they had ever been, all these years. Because both of them were trying their very hardest to keep up appearances, to act normal for the rest of the family and to rub along as they always had.


It’s terrible and shameful, and it’s all my fault, Ann wanted to wail to her friend. I know Len must have felt all these years that part of me was never his . . . And the only people who know everything are Margaret and Cyril, and they’re the last people in the world I ever wanted to hurt, because Len’s mom has been a better mother to me than my own . . .


Hilda was staring at her, and all Ann could do was burst into sobs once more.


‘Annie?’ Hilda said cautiously, as if her friend might be a bomb that was about to explode.


‘Don’t take any notice of me.’ Ann made herself look up. ‘It’s since what happened, after that night, and being injured – it’s made me so nervy . . .’ Hilda’s face was all concern and Ann tried to smile. ‘Honestly, I’m all right.’


‘Well, if you say so,’ Hilda replied, but she did not look convinced.


There was a sound out at the back and Ann jerked herself upright, frantically wiping her face and craning her neck to look out of the window.


‘Oh, thank heaven: it’s Martin – he’s putting his bike away.’









Two


‘All right, Mrs Baines?’ Martin greeted Hilda as he came in, unwinding his scarf from round his neck. He was a friendly lad with nutmeg-brown hair and grey eyes. Everyone liked him, though these days he was quieter than before, seeming more turned in on himself. Ann put it down to the war and all that had happened, and these tiring nights. Not to mention his age, the ‘in-between stage’ of fifteen – neither quite man nor child.


‘Hello, Martin,’ Hilda said fondly. ‘You’re taller every time I see you.’


‘Eats like a horse,’ Ann remarked. ‘Given half a chance, anyway.’


‘Is everything all right?’ Martin looked from one to the other.


‘Yes, course, love,’ she laughed. ‘It’s just been a bit of a night, that’s all. What about you?’


‘It was bad,’ he said. ‘But much worse in town. Someone said they’ve hit St Martin’s.’


‘What – in the Bull Ring?’ Hilda gasped. The church, with its tall spire rising above the market stalls, was known and loved by everyone.


‘Apparently, and New Street. And a great big bugger came down in Steelhouse Lane . . .’


‘Martin!’ Ann got up, finally remembering to make tea. ‘Language!’


Hilda and Martin exchanged grins. ‘Getting out into real life’s rubbing off on him, I can see,’ she said.


‘Oh, Hilda – I’m sorry, the tea’ll take a while.’ She set the kettle on the stove.


Hilda waved this away. ‘I’d best be off. I hope the others get back all right. Ta-ra, Martin. Don’t worry about seeing me out . . .’


Ann heard the front door open.


‘That was good timing,’ Hilda exclaimed. ‘All right, Joy?’


Ann’s heart thudded with relief. Her children were safe! Now there was only Len to come home. Blood rushed to her face as she thought of how close she had come to spilling out all her secrets to Hilda. Thank heaven Martin had come home when he did.


Sheila and Joy both knew about Tom. While searching for some of her things to take to the hospital after she was injured, they had found Tom’s letter; just that one, so full of love that Ann had kept it, out of all the others, and could not bear to part with. But they did not know about their father’s carry-on with that woman – not so far. And Martin, she would have to find the right time to tell him about his father. Every time she thought about it she shrank inside with dread.


But as for anyone outside the family, she and Len had managed to keep their shameful problems to themselves without causing any tittle-tattle, and that was how it had to stay, however great a strain it was.


Later that morning Ann was baking some little cakes, from a recipe she’d found in the factory’s works magazine. She was spooning Bournvita powder into the bowl when she heard the rattle of the letterbox and the quiet slap of letters falling on to the mat. Immediately she hurried into the hall, her heart rate picking up speed. Before she had even picked them up, she knew one of the letters was from Tom. She smiled at the writing on the other one – Alan, Joy’s lad. She was glad they had made things up before he went away into the Army. Joy seemed really chirpy these days. She’d be happy to see it, when she woke up.


She went into the kitchen, poured a stewed cup of tea and sat at the table. Len had come in from his night with the Cadbury’s Home Guard, washed and shaved, eaten his bacon ration with an egg and some wedges of bread and gone off to work again.


Ann had sat with him as he ate, feeling sorry for him. He was getting even less sleep than the rest of them. She often looked at him, this sturdy, blue-eyed husband of hers with his strong, wavy hair, and wondered where the man she married had slowly disappeared to. The light-hearted Len who loved football and cracked jokes. That Len surfaced now and again, when he was not so tired, but he was so quiet now, so ground down by everything. Guilt gnawed at her.


‘Go easy,’ she said as he got up to leave. She didn’t really know what this meant, but it was an attempt at sympathy. Len gave a wan smile and left, hardly having said a word.


Sheila and little Elaine were still asleep, but it couldn’t be long before Elaine would wake. Ann hurriedly slit the envelope with a knife. She read the brief note – Tom’s dear voice speaking to her from the page:




Southampton, 9 April ’41


My dear Ann,


As ever, I can’t say I have a lot of news. We all just keep carrying on, as I dare say you do as well. There have been a few bad nights – not as heavy as in the autumn, but still bad enough. No point in dwelling on it, as I know things are exactly the same where you are. My father has not been well this week, so I have been taking up the slack in the business, but he seems to be on the mend . . .





Ann read the short note. Tom’s letters were, on the face of it, disappointing. He often wrote about his work – which, after all, was much of his life. Before the Great War, Tom had been a marine engineer, but the loss of an arm and an eye had reduced him to more of a stock-keeper and salesman in his father’s chandlery business. He bore the frustration of this without complaint – what was there to say?


Tom was such a decent man, who would rein in his feelings and would not say much to her, a married woman. She was grateful to him for it and yet . . . The very existence of this letter, of him, glowed in her life, an inner flame of love and hope that – wrong and shocking as it seemed – kept her going through everything. It was the last line she always looked for, the feeling behind his few restrained words: ‘My love to you, as ever.’


She slid the paper back into the envelope and sipped her tepid tea. From the way Tom wrote, anyone might think she was a sister, a friend, nothing more. This man whom she loved, had shared passion with, had a child with. The older Martin grew, the more he looked like Tom. For a second, panic almost choked her. Was she mad, thinking they could go on like this? All trying to get by, pretending? She and Len struggling to live on their past love, on the familiar routine of each day, when often she felt like a car rolling downhill with no brakes and precious little fuel.


‘Just get on with it,’ she grumbled to herself, getting up and pushing the letter into her apron pocket. What else could she do, but keep on trying to do the right thing?


‘Is Nanna talking to herself again?’ Sheila said, carrying Elaine into the kitchen.


‘Hello!’ Ann beamed, going to Elaine and stroking her cheek, pink from sleep.


Elaine, now nearly fourteen months, bounced with excitement – ‘Nanna!’ – and almost threw herself into Ann’s arms.


Sheila, Ann and Len’s eldest, was the more staid one of their daughters. She was a bonny girl with long, sandy brown hair and was big-boned, like her father and grandmother. But before the war she had been a timid, rather plaintive young woman. Ann was surprised every time she realized how much stronger and sure of herself Sheila had become. She was married to Kenneth, who was on the east coast in Air-Sea Rescue. Sheila had spent a difficult time there with him in Grimsby when she first had Elaine, before deciding to come back home to Birmingham. But her time evacuated to Goring-on-Thames, a village in the south, also really seemed to have toughened her up. The woman who had hosted her, Audrey Vellacott, sounded a good sort – but the husband had been a different matter. Sheila had really had to learn to stand on her own two feet.


‘You all right?’ Ann asked, as Sheila bent over the table.


Sheila shook her head, then looked round. Their eyes met, meaningfully.


‘You sure?’


‘I’ve missed this month.’ Sheila stood up and a smile broke across her face. She had not seen Kenneth since Christmas, when he had been home on leave. ‘We said if it was going to happen, it would happen.’


Ann swallowed her immediate worry. Here was her daughter, expecting a second child in the middle of a war – what if Kenneth was one of those who never came home? But it was no good thinking like that. She returned the delighted smile.


‘A brother or sister for you, little Lainy,’ she said, kissing her granddaughter. ‘You sit there, Sheila – I’ll get you both some breakfast.’









Three


‘You’ll all come to church with me tomorrow, won’t you, Annie?’ Margaret said, on Easter Saturday.


‘Yes, course we will,’ Ann said eagerly. Anything she could do to please her mother-in-law, she would do.


‘All right, bab – we’ll call for you on the way.’


Ann’s heart buckled. Margaret had not called her ‘bab’ these last months. Not once had she used that casual, fond way of speaking to her. Not since the day Margaret had walked on to the hospital ward and seen her with Tom. Now, she realized, Margaret had momentarily forgotten and was talking to the old Ann – the trustworthy daughter-in-law she had loved as her own – but she would be unlikely to do so again. She knew that something had been lost for ever.


Ann was not a regular churchgoer, but they always went at Easter. The family gathered down in the back room that Sunday morning. Ann had hard-boiled a few of their hens’ eggs to paint with food-colouring for Elaine. She had come into the kitchen to find Len doodling Hitler cartoon-moustaches on them with a pencil.


‘Oi!’ she exclaimed. ‘Those were supposed to look pretty for Elaine!’


Len grinned. ‘Sorry – couldn’t resist. They’ll rub off.’


But she was heartened to see his mischief. He had been acting strangely for the past couple of days, hardly seeming to be with them, even when he was there. She wondered what had made him so cheerful all of a sudden.


Ann had on her best navy dress as they gathered to set off for church. Sheila, in a maroon skirt and cream blouse, had put Elaine in a pretty little frock in pale yellow. Joy, darker-haired liked Ann, pretty and vivacious, was in her Sunday best, a wool dress in a soft moss green. Martin wore his school trousers and jacket, which were getting short in the leg and sleeves, as he was growing so fast. Ann straightened his tie, patted his shoulders and grinned up at him.


‘There – perfect!’


‘Yes, Mother.’ He smiled back tolerantly.


‘You all look very nice. Oh, there’s the door. Go and let Nanna and Grandad in, will you, Joy?’


Margaret and Cyril were also togged up their best. Margaret’s steel-coloured hair, caught up loosely in a bun as she invariably wore it, was tucked under a brown velveteen hat, which matched her coat. Cyril looked very dapper, wearing a tie with his Sunday best.


‘All right, all of you?’ he said cheerfully.


Sheila, Joy and Martin all greeted them fondly and they both made a fuss of Elaine. Ann ached inside as she watched, seeing the toll that the last few months had taken on both of them. Margaret was a big-boned woman, kindly faced and, though now nearly seventy-three, she had always been active and strong. Suddenly she seemed stooped, her face more lined. Even Cyril, scarcely taller than his wife and with a chirpy, cheerful personality, was more bent, his face thinner and fragile-looking. But everyone was doing their best to hold it together, and Ann managed to keep up a smile.


‘Where’s Len?’ Margaret said.


‘Len?’ Ann went to the hall to call up the stairs. ‘Everyone’s here!’


No reply came and she hurried upstairs. As she walked into their bedroom Len was rummaging in the chest of drawers. What on earth had come over him now?


‘What’re you looking for?’


‘Nothing.’ He closed the drawer. He really wasn’t looking for anything – it had just been a way of not meeting her eyes.


‘You ready?’


‘I’m going to give it a miss this morning. Bit tired.’


‘What – the communion service? Your mother’ll be ever so upset.’


The nights since the terrible Holy Week raids had been quiet, and Len had managed to catch up on some sleep, so why now? Ann felt suspicion burn in her.


Len looked away, uncomfortable. ‘Well, I’m not, you know – religion, and all that. I think I’ll just rest up, like.’


He was a truly terrible liar. He was going to see her. For a moment Ann stared at him, at his blushing cheeks and shamefaced manner.


‘All right.’ She went back downstairs, rearranged her face, determined to look cheerful as she went into the back room. ‘Come on then, everyone.’


‘What about Dad?’ Joy said.


‘He’s staying here. Says he’s worn out. Come on, we’ll be late – let’s get moving.’


Her mind was not on the service at all. The church of St Francis of Assisi was close to Bournville Green, the open space in the middle of the village, with the circular Rest House in the middle. Ann stood at the aisle end of a pew, between the pale, arched colonnades inside, amid the smell of wood polish and candle wax, her lips moving mechanically through the words ‘Christ the Lord is risen today.’


Sheila was at the other end of the pew with her grandparents, Margaret helping to keep Elaine amused. Joy was to her right, then Martin in the middle. Ann could hear Martin’s tuneful voice, below Joy’s sweet soprano. Did Martin sound like Tom when he sang? she wondered. She realized with a pang that she had never heard Tom sing.


Ann was burning inside. Should she even be here, in church? She had been unfaithful. A fallen woman, some would say. And so had Len, and now there was his son George, another child to bring up. God knew, Len had brought up another man’s child. He had only discovered Martin was not his own a few years ago. How could she even begin to reproach him, given all she had done? Even so, his going off today, of all days, in the face of the whole family, his parents . . . What in heaven’s name was he thinking?


She glanced at Joy, singing beside her, so fresh and lovely-looking, her voice soaring. Ann’s lips turned up for a second. At least Joy was happy. She had her beloved Alan and she was on cloud nine.


Ann swelled with love for her daughters. Sheila and Joy had found out about Tom while Ann was in hospital. At first, when she was brought into the General, shattered by the bomb blast, everyone had thought her close to death. Maybe that was why Sheila and Joy had been so understanding when they found Tom’s letter. They had even found Martin’s birth certificate. Both of them had been so sweet, so tender with her and understanding – miraculously so, she realized. But then they had been overwhelmingly relieved that she was alive, after all that had happened; that she was going to be all right and they hadn’t lost her.


Now though, did she imagine there was an edge to the way they looked at her and spoke to her sometimes? And who could blame them? Their mother was someone they did not really know. Shameful, unfaithful. Their brother was only half their brother, after all. It was Sheila whom Ann especially felt was silently reproachful. Good, solid Sheila, married to Kenneth and completely unable to imagine that she could ever love anyone else, or that he could, either.


Martin knew nothing of this. Not yet. And none of them knew about their father’s unfaithfulness – about Marianne and little George. Margaret and Cyril knew, but they had not told the children: why load more on to them than they needed to know, the poor loves? It meant that Ann would always be the wicked one. The woman who had gone astray. But there was a part of her that wanted to be the one who was a sinner. After all, she sinned first and that, surely, had caused Len to turn to someone else?


Glancing along the pew as they sat after the hymn, Ann saw her in-laws taking a seat, with Margaret offering to take Elaine on her lap and Sheila handing her over.


Dear Margaret. Ann would never forget the look on her mother-in-law’s face the afternoon that Tom came to the hospital when Ann was still recovering from her injuries. Margaret had walked on to the ward to find Tom there. Ann and Tom, who until then had not seen each other for fifteen years. Who, for a few seconds, had not seen Margaret come in and were too slow to hide from her what they were to each other. Ann, the betrayer of everything Margaret held dear. Once she was home from hospital she insisted that Len tell his parents about Marianne – about his child with this other woman.


Margaret had taken time to digest all this. She had returned in silent shock to her own house along the street. Later she came back to tell them what was what.


‘I could knock your heads together, that I could,’ she announced furiously. ‘But your job is to carry on and look after this family. Cyril and I’ll give you all the help we can, as we always have. You’re married, and that’s that. So pull yourselves together and keep your troubles to yourselves, because they’re no one else’s but your own.’ Speech delivered, she got up to leave. ‘Just get on with it, the pair of yer.’


As the vicar talked on above her head, Ann picked at the bobbly bits at the end of her navy coat sleeves, feeling as if she was going to explode. Tom, Tom . . . None of this was fair on him, either. It was madness, all of it. And it was all very well them trying to go on like this, with the children not knowing the half of what was going on – but if Len kept disappearing? She raged inwardly. How could he?


Margaret had insisted on cooking dinner for them all for Easter, even though Ann had tried to argue that she would do it.


‘I’m easing up on the WVS work and you’ve got enough to do, Annie,’ Margaret said. ‘Specially with that gammy foot of yours. Anyway, I like to have a houseful. We can pool our rations.’


They all crowded into Margaret and Cyril’s cosy back room, further along Beaumont Road. Mouth-watering smells of roasting beef and potatoes wafted from the kitchen. Martin groaned with pleasure.


‘I could eat a horse. Two horses!’


‘Horse is off today,’ Cyril grinned. ‘Watch out, babby,’ he warned Elaine. ‘Sinbad doesn’t like his tail pulled about. Let’s find you summat else to play with.’


They all managed to separate small child and cat. Sinbad, a solid black-and-white fellow, retired to the back of a chair and sat watching Elaine resentfully, his tail twitching.


Sheila sank back into a chair, glad of a rest as Martin and Cyril played with Elaine. It was hard work, looking after one child while expecting another.


Ann and Joy helped Margaret with lunch. Ann hurried to obey every instruction, anxious, always anxious to do everything she could to show her mother-in-law that, despite all her sins and wickedness, she loved her and always would.


‘Well, where on earth has Len got to?’ Cyril called through. His voice was accompanied by a little phuuch! noise as the top came off a beer bottle.


‘Run and get him, will yer, love?’ Margaret said to Joy. ‘He’s probably asleep and forgotten the time.’


Ann felt her pulse start to hammer as the front door closed behind Joy. She just knew Joy was not going to find Len at home. What was he thinking, not coming to his mom’s for Easter dinner? As she put a jug of water on the table, her mind was racing. Was this it? Was Len ever coming back? Or was this going to be the day he left home for good? Left all of them?


The front door opened again: Joy’s steps on the hall lino, then the dark line of her brows, frowning.


‘He’s not there.’


Margaret came in from the kitchen. Her eyes met Ann’s for a split second. Ann knew she was thinking the very same thing as her.


‘That’s odd,’ Ann said, her voice light. ‘He was going to have a nap. Perhaps he’s gone out for a breath of fresh air. He’ll be along in a minute.’


‘Well,’ Margaret said calmly. ‘It’ll spoil if I don’t serve up now.’


‘The lad’ll be along,’ Cyril said, lifting Elaine off the floor. ‘Come along, young lady – let’s get you into your high-chair.’


They were most of the way through the meal of beef and potatoes, parsnips and cabbage, all soaked in Margaret’s delicious gravy, all chatting cheerfully, laughing at Elaine, saying ‘Happy Easter’ and trying to pretend there was nothing odd about their husband or son or father vanishing on such a day.


‘Here’s to peace and the end of that so-and-so Hitler,’ Cyril said, raising his glass of ale.


‘And to Ken coming home,’ Sheila, feeling queasy, was not managing to eat much.


‘And Alan,’ Joy added. ‘And dancing – and no raids!’


‘And no rationing.’ Martin was drinking ale as well, his voice a fraction louder than usual. All of them had pink cheeks.


They kept toasting, adding their own versions, to quiet nights and no more blackouts or shelters or U-boats . . . Ann heard the door amid the hubbub. Then Margaret heard it and looked at her questioningly.


‘Dad!’ Joy said as Len appeared at the door.


‘Come on then, Son – better late than never . . .’ Cyril was saying, when they all took in that Len was not alone. Blonde hair was visible at his shoulder. A slender woman, carrying a little lad. Ann saw that her husband’s face was aflame: utterly ashamed, but aggressively defiant.


‘This is Marianne,’ he said, touching her shoulder and bringing her into the room. ‘And little George. They’ve got nowhere to go, and I said they could come and stop with us for a bit.’ There was a pause before he added, like a bomb dropping into the room, ‘George is . . . my son.’









Four


Everyone froze. Ann’s eyes searched the faces of her children, all stunned, unable to take any of this in. Joy opened her mouth as if she wanted to say something, but could not bring out any words. Ann’s gaze found Marianne, standing beside Len but slightly behind him, as if she wanted to disappear. She clung to George, looking down, absolutely mortified.


Margaret got to her feet, Martin managing to find the presence of mind to grab the chair before it tipped over behind her. A lock of her grizzled hair fell over her right eye and she pushed it away impatiently. Her eyes were fixed, burning, on her son.


‘Get out of my house!’ She did not even raise her voice. ‘Go on – get out.’


Len stared back at her, as if he could not believe what he was hearing, his face and ears aflame. Ann found herself feeling sorry for him. In all the years they had been together, she had never once heard Margaret speak to her son in that tone before.


‘Margaret . . .’ Cyril laid a hand on her arm, but she shook it off, quivering with emotion.


‘No, love. I’m not having it. Not when we’ve all sat down to eat a meal on Easter Day. I’m not having . . . this’ – she flicked an arm in their direction – ‘spoiling a decent celebration. You can go down the road and sort yourselves out, but you’re not coming in here – not now.’


‘Come on,’ Len, speaking very quietly, turned and took Marianne’s arm. No one else said anything as they left the room, and they all heard them go along the hall. The door closed behind them.


Margaret sat down as if her legs had given way. Everyone looked at one another, and no one knew where to start or what to say. In the end Sheila, after seeing the stunned faces of her brother and sister, said, ‘Did you know anything about this, Mom?’


Ann nodded. For some reason her own face was burning, as if that shame also belonged to her.


‘Yes. I did know.’ She looked round at them all, eyes swimming with tears. She felt a sudden sharp pain in her injured ankle, as if all her agonies were confusing themselves with each other. ‘Nanna and Grandad knew as well. But we thought . . . There’s been so much happening and—We just didn’t want you three to have to . . . We thought we could manage.’


It all sounded so ridiculous now. She looked round at them, tears running down her cheeks.


‘It’s all a mess. A terrible mess – your dad and me. We’ve hurt everyone . . .’ She broke down, pushing her chair back, hands over her face as sobs broke out of her. ‘And we’re sorry – we’re both so very sorry.’


She heard a movement and raised her head to see Margaret walking out of the room as if she could not stand any more. Cyril got up. As he walked past Ann, he pressed his hand on her shoulder for a second. ‘Eh now, bab,’ he said, so very awkwardly, wanting to give comfort, but then hurried out after his wife.


‘Dear Lord, I think I’m going to be sick,’ Sheila said and dashed from the room.


‘Oh, Mom.’ It was Joy who got up and came to her, put an arm round her shoulders. She couldn’t think of anything else to say, but it meant the world to Ann, that touch of sympathy. She looked up to see Martin wiping his face and a wave of anguish went through her. Her beloved Martin – and he didn’t even know the half of it.


‘I’m sorry,’ Ann kept saying. ‘I’m just so sorry . . .’ It was the only thing she could think of to say, because the two of them were so upset and awkward.


In the end, after a long silence, Martin said, ‘So does this mean pudding’s off?’


‘Mart!’ Joy whacked him on the shoulder, but it broke the tension and all of them managed a laugh through their tears.


Sheila came back, looking utterly wrung out. She sat down in a chair and said nothing. She was followed by Margaret and Cyril, with Margaret walking very upright, as if she had resolved something in her mind. Finding the three of them laughing, she looked very put out until Joy explained.


‘Martin’s worried about pudding.’


Margaret’s face softened. ‘Don’t you worry, my lad – jam roly-poly is on the way – no one’s going to get in the way of that.’


‘Dead man’s leg,’ Martin cheered. ‘My favourite! Oh, Nanna, you’re the best ever.’


‘And custard, even though it’s powdered milk.’ Margaret sank down at the table. ‘Joy, go and bring it in, will you? And, Martin, you can help, since you’re so keen. And after we’ve had it, we’re going to get Len and that woman back up here and have things out.’


She eyed the dish as Joy set it on the table, with the long, amputated-looking pudding on it. ‘I’ve never known a carry-on like this before, that I haven’t.’


Elaine and George sat on the floor, looking at each other across a heap of wooden bricks, as bewildered as anyone else. It was blindingly obvious how alike they were: George’s father was Elaine’s grandfather. George looked most like Sheila had done as a baby. Elaine was fairer, favouring her father Kenneth’s colouring. What was even more startling was that the two children were clearly almost exactly the same age.


In this strange, fraught situation, the little ones made things easier.


‘When’s his birthday?’ Sheila asked, as if Marianne was merely an acquaintance she had met at a baby clinic. Because what else was there to say?


‘February the second.’ Marianne spoke hardly above a whisper.


‘Elaine was born on February the twelfth,’ Sheila said.


Everyone let this sink in. Len was leaning forward, arms resting on his thighs and his shoulders hunched. At this, they seemed to hunch even more.


Ten days between the two children. So when his first grandchild was being born, Len’s mistress’s illegitimate child was already in the world, Ann thought savagely. She could see, from Margaret’s face, that she was thinking the same. But at this moment even her anger felt unreal – just as everything else did. It was all like a dream.


Seeing Marianne sitting here now, with her fair hair and freckles, she seemed to Ann younger than when she had first met her. She also began to take in that Marianne was clearly not in a good way. She was wearing a limp, grey dress that looked as if she had had it on for days, a soiled black cardigan and some old-fashioned boots, black and cracked at the edges, which reached halfway up her shins. Ann remembered her as a pretty girl, but now her hair was oily and unkempt. She looked exhausted and beaten down and frightened. In a resigned sort of way, Ann found herself feeling sorry for her. She decided someone had to take charge of this situation, as Len looked like a fish that had already been lying gasping on a river bank for far too long.


‘What’s happened, Len?’ she asked. ‘Marianne?’


‘We were bombed out,’ Marianne said, her voice breaking, and she burst into tears.


‘What – again?’ Ann looked at Len, who nodded.


‘After the last lot, she went to her nan’s – in Highgate. Terrible place, on a yard, but she’s got no one else. It were smashed up in the raid, Thursday night.’


‘We went in the shelter at the back,’ Marianne managed to say. ‘We thought we were going to die. And then, in the morning . . .’ She shook and sobbed again.


‘I went over there and I thought . . .’ Len put his head in his hands. ‘It’s taken me a while to find her – she’s been in one of them rescue places for days.’


‘What about your grandmother?’ Ann asked.


Marianne seemed overcome, as if all the shock and horror of the past days were shaking themselves out of her.


‘Oh dear,’ Sheila said. She managed to sound horrified and sad and angry all at once.


‘The old lady’s been taken in by some neighbours a few streets away.’


‘They’ve no room for me,’ Marianne sobbed. ‘And no one wants a baby in the house.’


‘So you thought you’d bring her to live with your wife and family, did you?’ Margaret said, glowering at Len.


‘Margaret . . .’ Cyril said. ‘Lay off her.’


‘I haven’t even started on her,’ Margaret erupted. ‘Carrying on with a married man and then expecting his family to take her in!’


‘I didn’t,’ Marianne sobbed. ‘Don’t, I mean . . . It was Len said we should come here, and I said it was wrong, but I’ve got nowhere else to go. It was terrible there: hardly any food and toilets, and I haven’t had a proper wash for days – or George. He’s red-raw underneath . . .’


Everyone looked at George, who seemed a placid soul despite the afflictions in his nether regions. He was still gazing in fascination at Elaine.


‘I just thought,’ Len said hesitantly. ‘I mean, I couldn’t leave them both there. I thought maybe if one or two of us could stop here with you . . . ?’


‘Oh, did you now?’ Margaret said. ‘One or two? And which one or two did you have in mind? You and your mistress? Your children? Or is your wife supposed to give up her home to you both, while you carry on together as if nothing has happened?’


‘It might be best,’ Cyril ventured, ‘if Len and . . . the young lady stopped here for a while—’


‘Oh no!’ Margaret erupted. ‘I’m not having her in my house. If anyone’s coming to live here, it’s Martin and Joy – and Ann, if you want . . .’


‘I’m not moving out of my own house!’ Ann protested. Had Len gone completely mad? ‘Why the hell should I? And nor should any of the children have to, either.’


‘I could stop here for a bit, I suppose,’ Martin said uncertainly. Ann felt her heart buckle.


Marianne was shaking her head. ‘No – you don’t need to move out for me. Look, we’ll go . . .’


But Len stopped her getting up, murmuring something reassuring to her.


‘No offence, Nanna,’ Joy said. ‘But when we get the chance to sleep in our beds, I want it to be in my own room.’


Sheila sat forward, looking furious. ‘I tell you what: I’ve had quite enough of all this. I’m going back down to stay with Audrey. I don’t want to be killed in my bed, and I certainly don’t want Elaine living surrounded by all this . . .’


She waved a hand over all of them, her face full of disgust and seemingly unable to find the right word for ‘all this’.


‘I don’t know what you’ve been thinking, Mom, Dad – either of you. I’ve never been so disgusted in my life.’ Sheila got up, swept Elaine from the floor and headed for the door. ‘I’ll leave you to sort yourselves out, the lot of you.’


As she went out, finally, little George started to cry.









Five


‘How are you today? How’s the tummy? Firm and steady or a little wobbly?’


The Radio Doctor’s teddy-bear tones came growling from the wireless. Ann clicked it off.


‘Your tummy’d be feeling wobbly, if you were in my shoes,’ she muttered, going back into the kitchen to start on the washing-up. At least she had missed the eight o’clock news – another dirge, no doubt.


It was Friday of Easter week, the end of what had definitely been the most difficult few days of her marriage. On top of that, the Germans seemed to be taking over everywhere: Greece, the Balkans, as well as North Africa. It was frightening to listen to. Sometimes it felt better just to stick your head in the sand and leave it there.


Martin came running down the stairs in football shorts.


‘See you later . . .’


‘Martin?’ She tried to stop him, wanted something from him. I’m sorry, I’m sorry . . . Reassurance: do you still love me, in spite of everything? But then he didn’t know about ‘everything’.


‘I’m late – gotta go. I’m meeting Ian and some of the others for a kick-about.’


The door closed. Ann went back and sank down at the kitchen table. Len had already left for work, and Joy was home in bed, after her night shift on munitions at Cadbury’s. She, Marianne, was upstairs in the attic with George and hardly ever came down. When she did, she crept about like an apologetic little mouse. Even so, Ann felt as if her house was no longer her own.


Sheila had gone. Her anger and contempt, and the fact that she had taken Elaine away, had left Ann with a heavy, anguished feeling that she could not shake off. They would be safer, that was one compensation, but her little granddaughter going away again felt worse almost than anything else.


‘I couldn’t be more appalled,’ Sheila had raged at her, early on Easter Monday. She had had a night to think, still in her own bed; Marianne and George slept in the front room until she left.


‘How old is Marianne, anyway – she can’t be much older than me!’


‘Twenty-five,’ Ann said. This she had got out of Len last night.


Sheila glared at her.


‘She doesn’t even look that old. God, I thought you and Dad were decent people. I don’t even know who you are any more – I’ve no idea! You’re both as bad as each other. It’s shaming. It’s disgusting.’


‘Sheila, stop it – calm down.’ Joy had come in and was drinking a cup of Bournvita before taking herself off to bed. She got up and shut the kitchen door. ‘Why’re you going on at Mom? It’s not her fault what Dad’s done, is it?’


‘Isn’t it? Isn’t she just as bad?’ Sheila leaned queasily against the kitchen cupboard, arms folded. For a moment she looked like a little girl who has not won the prize at a party: sulky and disappointed. Ann wanted to go and put her arms around her. I’m sorry . . . It was the only thing she could think of to say, all the time. But then Sheila started off again. ‘And while we’re at it, what about’ – she mouthed silently – ‘Martin? When’re you going to tell him your dirty little secret?’


‘Right, that’s enough.’ Ann rounded on her. ‘When I’m ready, and when I think it’s the right time, I’ll talk to Martin. When I think he needs to know – which is not now, so don’t you go shooting your mouth off!’


‘It’s not our secret to tell, Mom,’ Joy said. Ann was quite surprised by Joy’s calmness in the face of all this. And as for Sheila – life had been easier when she wouldn’t say boo to a goose.


‘No, it’s not,’ Ann went on heatedly. ‘Both your father and I have made mistakes, make no bones about it.’


‘Mistakes!’ Sheila folded her arms, shaking her head as if she could not believe what she was hearing. ‘You call all this a “mistake”? Both of you carrying on, for years, the way you have. It’s not like . . . I don’t know, dropping a hammer on your toe or something. That’s a mistake.’


‘No,’ Joy contradicted. ‘That’s an accident.’


‘Oh, shut up!’


‘We have both made terrible mistakes. And I’m sorry any of it has involved any of you children – I never meant it to. But then I never expected anyone to go rifling through my private things . . .’ She eyed them both. They both looked set to argue, but Ann held her hand up to silence them. ‘But what’s done is done, and it’s for your Dad and I to sort out. And however much I wish things had gone differently, I don’t need you bossing me about, Sheila, thanks very much.’


‘Well, that’s all right – I shan’t be here much longer,’ Sheila said. ‘I’m going back down to Audrey’s tomorrow.’


Ann was startled. ‘You’re really going? Does she know?’


‘I rang her. She said any time. She’s on her own with the boys, so she’ll be glad of the company. At least we won’t be in the way there.’


You’re not in the way here, Ann was about to say, but it wasn’t true now. She had had the wind taken out of her sails, and suddenly she felt like weeping again.


‘Oh, Sheila. I’m sorry. With you expecting and everything. I wish you wouldn’t go – and take Elaine.’


‘Yes, well . . .’ Sheila started to soften, tearful herself now. ‘After that to-do the other night, I was thinking about it anyway. And if Her Majesty there has really got nowhere to go, at least she can have the attic for a bit.’


The three of them looked at each other, taking in the crazed strangeness of the situation. Only two days ago they would never have dreamt of this conversation.


‘God, Mom,’ Joy said, stirring her tea, ‘I’d never’ve thought either of you had it in you.’


They all said tearful goodbyes to Sheila and Elaine the next day, and off she went. Ann walked her to Bournville station. She held back her tears until she was on the way home, the imprint of Elaine’s baby-soft cheek on her lips. Looking across at Cadbury’s as she walked back, she ached for the past. Those carefree days, herself and Hilda working side by side in the fillings department, all jokes and laughter, sitting out by the lily pool in the girls’ garden at dinner time, the kindness of the Cadbury family. What a blissful time that had been – so uncomplicated by feelings and responsibilities . . . She yearned for those days.


She had met Len at Cadbury’s and he had fallen in love with her. Many times in recent years she realized that his keenness on her had made her think she was just as keen on him. And she had been fond of Len – very. But she had also fallen for his parents, Margaret and Cyril, who were kindness itself, treating her as one of their own. If only she had known, innocent young thing that she was, that love could be so much more . . . Tears rose in her eyes again. That was what she had discovered, in wonder, when she met Tom, wounded in the campaign at Gallipoli, when she was already engaged to Len.


A feeling rose in her, a hunger. A great big bar of chocolate – that was what she felt like now; that would sweeten everything. Fat chance of that, these days!


Arriving back at the house, she pulled herself into the present, wiped her eyes and braced herself as she opened the front door. There was Joy home, asleep in bed – and Marianne.


Marianne was downstairs when Ann came back into the house, no doubt hoping to make the most of her being out. She was holding George and spooning porridge into his mouth. Hearing Ann come in, she turned, with a hunted look. All she had on was an old peach-coloured nightdress that Joy had given to her, her grey cardigan and some socks. Her blonde hair was hanging down, all tousled. She looked like a little child who had climbed out of bed after a nightmare. Ann was touched by the sight of her.


I don’t have to hate her, she thought. What’s the point?


‘Why don’t you put him in Elaine’s high-chair?’ she suggested. She brought it in from the back room. Marianne looked at her, amazed. They had seen very little of each other during the days since she had come to stay with them and, Ann suddenly realized, they had never been on their own together.


‘You don’t mind?’


Ann indicated for her to sit George in it. ‘She’s not going to be using it for a while.’


‘She’s gone because of me, hasn’t she?’ Marianne turned and looked at her. She was youthful, pretty and Ann could also see a firmness in her – a pride, of sorts. None of this was really her fault. She would have continued soldiering on in Katie Road, if things had been different.


‘Partly,’ Ann said, filling the kettle. She overwhelmingly needed a cup of tea. Sitting it on the gas, she said, ‘Well, you don’t have much luck, do you?’


Marianne’s lips twitched upwards for a second. She slid another spoonful into George’s mouth. ‘Falling for a married man and being bombed out, twice? You could say that.’


‘Did you know?’ Ann folded her arms.


‘That he was married? Not at first, no. But him being older – I asked, after a bit. Len said no, to start, then yes, in the end. But it was too late by then.’


‘Maybe you should have asked sooner.’ Ann couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice. ‘Or didn’t you want to know?’


Marianne hung her head so that her face was almost hidden between the curtains of hair. But Ann caught sight of her peering out, and there was something sly about it that made her uneasy. Had Len told Marianne about Ann herself – about Tom, about Martin? Had he poured out everything in some hour of need, making this young woman a party to all her secrets as well? Ann certainly wasn’t going to ask. She went to wash the old grouts out of the teapot and tipped water from the heating kettle to warm it.


‘We don’t want everyone knowing.’ She had to force the words out, her pride hurting her. ‘The only people who know what’s what are Len’s mom and dad. So we’ll keep it that way, all right?’


Marianne nodded. ‘I’ve got no one to tell, anyway.’


Her desolate tone made Ann look round.


‘What, no one? You must have some friends – and what about your grandmother?’


‘Oh, that old crow.’ She almost spat out the words. ‘My best friends, two of them, joined up. Both in the ATS. I was thinking about going as well, but I had a good job. And then I met . . .’ She held back from saying Len’s name.


Steam started to gush from the kettle and Ann filled the pot. She didn’t take to Marianne especially, but she couldn’t find it in her to dislike her too much, either. It just felt like having another child in the house. And what a fix Marianne was in – even though it was with her own husband, Ann couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. It was Len she was furious with.


‘Well, we’ll have to muddle on for a bit,’ Ann said. ‘Unless you can find somewhere better to live. See how it goes.’


There was a pause, then she heard, ‘Thank you’ from under Marianne’s hair, although truth be told, she did not sound all that grateful.









Six


Joy hurried up Linden Road that afternoon towards Hilda and Roy’s house. Hilda had been her mother’s almost-lifelong friend since they started working at Cadbury’s before the Great War and, when they had daughters of almost the same age, the girls grew up together and both joined the Cadbury firm in their turn. Norma was Joy’s best friend and the family had lived in Sycamore Road for as long as Joy could remember.


At least some things don’t change, she thought sadly.


It was a relief to be out of the house with all the carry-on with Mom and Dad. It had all been a terrible shock, but most of the time she put it out of her mind. She had her own life to think about. And at the time when she and Sheila had found out about their mother, coming across Tom’s letter during those dark, frightening days when Mom was in hospital, then they had simply been relieved that Mom was still alive. That was all that seemed to matter.


But one shock had followed another. She knew Sheila was appalled and so angry that she could hardly look at Mom and Dad. Joy felt differently. Disappointed, with the let-down feeling of finding out that people are not quite who you think they are. But after what happened with Lawrence Dayton, and coming so close to giving in to her feelings – her fear and inexperience being the only things that had stopped her, in truth – she had more understanding. About powerful emotions. About being drawn in, tempted.


And, though she could hardly admit it, she felt relief. Everyone should be faithful and in love ’til death do us part – that was the ideal. Of course. But did it mean that you had to stay trapped, if that was not how it was? Because she could see that Mom and Dad were just going through the motions. Could there not be a way out that did not bring such shame and disgrace? Could things not be more honest?


‘That’s not going to happen to me,’ she muttered, hurrying up the road. Alan’s face, his smile, appeared in her mind. His boyish happiness when they whirled around a dance floor together. Now she knew for sure who was the man she loved and that he loved her back. And she was going to make sure she lived without piling up regrets.


Norma opened the door and grinned, seeing Joy, her hair vivid ginger in the bright afternoon sunlight. Norma, freckly and flame-haired, very much took after her father Roy, a gentle giant, carrot-topped when young, though his hair was now faded.


‘All right, kid? Come on in – Danny’s here.’


Joy stepped inside gratefully. Everything felt normal and familiar here. Norma’s parents Hilda and Roy were both at work. Since Joy and Norma were both on night shifts at the moment, they sometimes met up in the afternoon once they had had a sleep. Joy and Danny had been walking out almost since they were children, as he lived only two doors away.


‘All right, Joy?’ he called through as they came in.


‘Hello, Danny!’


His cheerful grin met her in the back room. Danny was a slender, pale lad with brown eyes and a dry sense of humour, and Joy had always got along easily with him. Danny was apprenticed as an engineer at Cadbury’s and even though he was still young enough to be called up, so far the call had not come. He had just started a stint of nights as well.


‘How’s everyone?’ Danny sat back at the table in his shirtsleeves, as comfortable as if he was in his own home.


‘Oh, all right – going along as usual, thanks,’ Joy said. Then, realizing what an enormous fib this was, she felt her face blush red. Quickly she added, ‘You?’


‘Yeah, all right, ta,’ he said easily.


‘Danny – move, you lazy lump, and let Joy sit down,’ Norma said.


‘Sorry!’ Danny shifted, letting Joy through to the table. ‘You been dancing lately?’ he asked as she sat.


‘No. Not really. Working nights has really cramped my style. I think I’m going to ask if I can switch to days again. Anyway, it’s a bit difficult when there’s no one much to dance with!’


‘You’d always find someone, wouldn’t you?’


Joy laughed, feeling herself relax, settling into their company. ‘Yes. Someone – but there’s not many really good dancers. Not now Alan’s gone.’


A soft, tender feeling stirred in her. Alan and she had had such difficulties, misunderstandings. But now she knew more of the truth about his family and the struggles they had had, she loved him through and through.


‘Here.’ Norma, looking stately and upstanding like her mother, swept in bearing a plate of chocolate biscuits that had been through some mishap or other. As Cadbury’s staff, they could get reject products from the factory shop. ‘Tea’s coming.’


‘Want a hand?’ Joy asked.


‘No, you’re all right. You just sit on your backsides, the pair of you – you and Prince Danny. I’ll do all the work.’


Joy and Danny grimaced at each other, but it was all good-natured. Norma never acted the true martyr. Danny was one of three brothers and the other two were now away, one in the Navy, the other in the RAF. Danny’s mom was very glad that at least one of them was at home to be spoilt. ‘She’d put the food in their mouths, if they’d let her,’ Norma would sometimes say. ‘I’m training him – I’m not having that!’


‘You seen the new sheds they’re putting up by the cut?’ Danny asked. ‘Nissen huts, sort of thing.’


‘No – what for?’ Joy seldom had reason to go near the canal.


‘More war work, I think,’ Danny replied.


‘Maybe we could get moved over?’ Norma said, coming in with the teapot. ‘I wouldn’t mind a change.’


‘It’d be cold in there, wouldn’t it?’ Joy said. ‘Just think, in the middle of winter!’


‘Oh, I ’spect they’ll look after us,’ Norma said. ‘They usually do.’ She poured the tea, then looked at Joy. ‘Mom says you’ve got someone staying with you?’


Joy felt a jolt go through her. She wasn’t sure if they noticed. How in hell did Hilda already know that anyone was in the house? Surely Mom hadn’t told her? They hadn’t even seen Hilda since the morning after the raid. It was incredible how word got around about things.


‘Oh yes,’ Joy said, trying to sound as casual as possible. ‘She’s a sort of cousin of our dad’s: she got bombed out. Won’t be for long, I don’t think. She’s got Sheila’s room – Sheila’s back with Audrey. That last raid really shook her up.’


‘Cousin?’


Joy felt as if Norma’s blue eyes were piercing through her over the edge of her teacup. It was a bad feeling, having to hide things from her friend, but this was the story her mother had asked her to tell.


‘Yeah, they’ve never been close,’ Joy said. ‘But she’s got a baby – needed somewhere to go.’ Desperate to change the subject, she said quickly, ‘Danny was asking me about a dance. Fancy coming out again?’


‘Count me out,’ Danny said quickly. He always claimed he had two left feet, and Norma was quick to agree.


Joy and Norma had been assigned to what, before the war, was the Chocolate Moulding Department, now tooled up to produce cases for aeroplane flares and parts for Stirlings and Spitfires. She had finally found out that the small metal component that she was stamping out was for the gun doors of a Spitfire.


During the earlier part of the Blitz, in a shelter during a raid, Joy had met a man called Lawrence Dayton. Lawrence was a wonderful dancer like herself and for a time they had gone dancing together and had an affair of sorts, even though he was quite a bit older than she was. Lawrence had been sent from Southampton after the Supermarine Works there, producing Spitfires, was bombed, to work at the Spitfire works at Castle Bromwich. Joy had got pretty keen on him, but eventually he had confessed that he was married.
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