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About the Book



A tale of temptation and tribulation set under the storm clouds of war and class . . . 



The Brightwells live in Moss Street in a shabby area of London's Shepherd's Bush. Maggie Brightwell's father was killed in the Blitz by a bomb that also injured her brother Tom. Yet Maggie is a lively, warm-hearted girl. She works as a typist in central London and becomes good friends with Chloe Anderson, the spoilt daughter of her rich boss. When her boss begins to take a more than paternal interest in Maggie, she is horrified and quickly changes jobs, becoming an assistant in a run-down flower shop in Moss Street. She soon falls for the happy-go-lucky owner Jack Radford and they marry. But their happiness is threatened by a developing relationship between Maggie and her best friend Chloe's new charismatic husband. Maggie is determined not to hurt those closest to her and provide a better life for her family, but can she resist temptation?
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Chapter One

Maggie Brightwell’s alarm clock was not a thing of beauty or finesse but of grim efficiency. It had a round face with black numbers, a tarnished chrome rim, three dumpy legs and a bell on the top which clanged into action at ten minutes past seven every weekday morning with all the subtlety of gunfire.

Thursday 29th July 1948 was no exception. Its metallic clatter penetrated to the depths of Maggie’s slumber as effectively as toothache. Groaning, she silenced the beast, resisted the urge for another five minutes and swung out of bed.

Yawning heavily she padded to the window, squinting against the early sunlight as she drew back the curtains. Eager to taste the freshness of the morning air, she inhaled deeply at the open window only to be disappointed. Untypically high temperatures had baked the capital recently.

The intense heat had kept Maggie awake until the small hours, and although normally a devotee of the dawn, with its clarity and sense of promise, today she felt unrefreshed and heavy-eyed, her skin clammy against her cotton nightdress which fell loosely over her slender form.

Down in the narrow West London street, the milk-man was heading this way on one of the new three-wheeler electric milkfloats with its oddly reassuring clunk, hum and rattle. The heatwave meant that most of the windows in the street were open and the distant chink of crockery indicated an early start in many of the houses and flats. Already factory workers were trickling from their homes, clutching their lunch packed in tins or paper bags.

Still drowsy, but now able to trust herself to flirt a little with the bed without succumbing to its charms completely, she sat on the edge to indulge in her allotted ‘surfacing’ time which would end promptly at twenty minutes past seven. Falling short of the floor, for at seventeen Maggie was only five foot one, her feet swung loosely. Her lack of height, however, had by no means impaired her general development and her trim figure curved in perfect proportion from the tip of her glossy auburn head to her size three feet.

For all her daintiness Maggie was a very tough young woman. Doll-like in appearance perhaps, her face being heart-shaped with a snub nose, deeply bowed mouth, sapphire eyes and china-smooth skin, but remarkable in her mature attitude to life and the self-possession which conferred an added depth and sparkle to her looks. For Maggie’s childhood had virtually ended at the age of nine, cut short for the eldest Brightwell child by the need to care for the youngest, traumatised by the horrific circumstances of their father’s death, their mother’s grief, and the Blitz raining destruction all around them.

Now shafts of early sunlight lit the shabby overcrowded bedroom which Maggie shared with her mother, thus leaving the only other bedroom for her thirteen-year-old brother, Tom. This room, and indeed the whole of the first floor apartment, illustrated the Brightwells’ lifestyle exactly: bright and basic; clean and cheap.

The bed was a double one with an iron bedhead, bolstered pillows and a feather eiderdown in a faded gold material. The bulky mahogany wardrobe stood next to the matching dressing table which was littered with a feminine miscellany; hair grips, brushes and combs, a jar of Ponds vanishing cream, a box of powder, cheap scent bottles and lipstick tubes, and a glossy black jewellery box overflowing with inexpensive bangles and beads. Evidence of Maggie’s schooldays was manifest in the two pink nightdress cases she had made in sewing classes, one embroidered ‘Maggie’ the other ‘Dora’, and a sampler on the wall with the words ‘Home Sweet Home’ in cross stitch.

Buoyed up by memories of a visit to the cinema the previous evening with her girlfriend Beryl Bingley from the apartment downstairs, Maggie recaptured the magic of Anna Neagle and Michael Wilding as they had enchanted her through every moment of Spring in Park Lane. Such beautiful people, such pretty clothes, she thought wistfully. Then, motivated by her daily aim to have herself dressed and ready for the office, and breakfast prepared by the time Mother returned from work and Tom from his paper round, she yawned and stretched and headed for the bathroom.

Weekday mornings ran to a rigid routine in the Brightwell household. At precisely 5.30 a.m. Dora Brightwell crept softly from the flat and walked to one of the nearby industrial areas where she joined an army of other women to clean factory offices. She returned home just after eight o’clock for breakfast with her offspring before seeing them off to their separate destinations, Maggie to the offices of a financier in Holborn where she worked as a junior clerk, and Tom to school when he wasn’t, as now, on holiday. He left for the newsagent’s at 6.30 a.m. and returned just before his mother.

This daily regime, which also included an evening cleaning stint for Maggie’s mother, had been the pattern of family life since Dora had been forced into the role of breadwinner when her husband became a fatal statistic of the Blitz of 1940.

Over the years, Maggie had striven to ease her mother’s burden by helping in the house and caring for Tom. But it wasn’t until she had left school three years ago that she had felt able to make a real contribution. It was far more satisfying to her actually to help put food on the family table, but she was not content with the limited amount her current financial status allowed her to do for the family, and intended in time to improve matters.

She whizzed through her toilette and hurried to the kitchen, slipping a pinafore over her navy and white cotton office dress which she wore with white sling-back sandals. Her hair curled naturally to her shoulders and was fastened to the side with a slide. She wore just enough make-up to feel dressed, a mere dusting of powder which would be joined by a touch of lipstick after she’d eaten. Filling the kettle she set it to boil on the gas stove, then sped down the stairs to the front door to get the milk from the step.

Flat 11A was one of four in a block and its front door, which gave direct access to the stairs via a small hallway, was at the side of the building. Opening the door she almost tripped over Nelson, their handsome tortoiseshell tomcat with big yellow eyes and a black patch around one of them. Having long since wooed the family into total subservience, he now rubbed circles around her legs and looked up balefully in feigned deprivation. Upstairs he maintained his calculated pathos by serenading her with pitiful miaowing while she pressed her thumb through the waxed cardboard bottle-top to gain access to the milk.

‘It must be hot for you to stay out all night, eh, boy?’ she muttered, setting down a saucer of milk and fondling his head affectionately. Having had his natural instincts curbed as a kitten, Nelson preferred the considerable comforts on offer at the Brightwells’ to any that might be found in the local feline community, and on any but the most clement nights he slept peacefully on one of the Brightwell beds.

By eight o’clock the kettle was singing on the stove, a portion of the bacon ration was frying in the pan with some tomatoes, and toast browning under the grill. It was a modest-sized kitchen with a mottled grey gas stove, a deep square sink with a wooden draining board, a larder and a scrubbed-top table. The family ate their meals there and spent time talking and listening to the wireless which stood on top of a free-standing cupboard with cream- and brown-painted doors.

The BBC news announcer had just mentioned the London Olympic games which were to be opened by the King at Wembley Stadium this afternoon.

‘That’ll be exciting,’ said Maggie to Nelson who was now tucking into a dish of pilchards. ‘But people’ll be fainting like ninepins in this heat, I’ll bet.’

‘One of these days that cat’ll make you faint by answering you back,’ said brother Tom, entering the room and going straight to the sink to wash his hands.

‘Huh, you’re a fine one to talk,’ she laughed, turning the bacon with a fork. ‘You’re always chatting to him.’

‘He’s a good listener, that’s why,’ joked Tom, his rare show of humour directly related to the fact that he did not have to go to school today, Maggie guessed.

Watching him lather his hands with carbolic soap, she had to admit, despite all her sisterly affection, that he was not at the most attractive stage of his development. He was painfully thin, and patches of freckles and acne vied for prominence on his pale face. His hair was the same shade as Maggie’s but whereas hers was wavy and shining, his was straight and greasy and flopped on to his brow in a fringe above spectacles which were unattractively adorned with a corrective patch over one lens. At an awkward age, his limbs seemed to have outgrown the rest of him. His newish grey flannels were already too short, showing several inches of sock, and his bony arms sprouted from his short shirtsleeves as skinny as whippet’s legs.

As he turned to dry his hands, Maggie noticed a nervous flush on his neck and knew that he had been the victim of bullying from the other newspaper boys. Thank goodness he was spared the agony of school until September, she thought. He certainly wouldn’t have the heart for breakfast-time bonhomie then.

She felt a surge of protective love for her brother whose strange moods could not be attributed entirely to his adolescence, for Tom had not been as other boys since he was five years old. Unlike his sister, who was a good mixer and anticipated each new day with pleasure, he awoke every morning to misery, for he contemplated contact with his peers with such fear and loathing that he was often physically sick before he went to school.

‘Breakfast’ll be ready in a few minutes,’ she said cheerfully, diplomatically ignoring the evidence of his latest humiliation. If anything upset Tom more than being regarded as a misfit by his contemporaries, it was having his family know about it. ‘Will you lay the table, please?’

‘All right, sis,’ he agreed amicably, glancing briefly at the newspaper before putting it down and going to the cutlery drawer.

Being only human, Maggie was occasionally irritated by her brother’s unnaturally withdrawn behaviour which caused her mother and herself such worry. But most of the time she was compassionate towards him for in her heart she knew that mere survival for a boy like Tom, in the cruel exuberance of a boy’s world, called for huge reserves of courage. She tried to remain optimistic for a better life for him beyond his school days, but wondered if the tough adult world would be any kinder to someone so lacking in confidence and joviality.

Turning her attention back to the stove, she recalled the days when Tom had been a vociferous five year old, as cheeky as a costermonger. ‘A proper little comic,’ according to his adoring father. Until one day when Maggie and her mother had been queuing for food, a bomb had hit Granny Brightwell’s home while Tom and his father were visiting. By some miracle Tom had been discovered physically unharmed in the ruins, having been buried alive for many hours. The poor child had been found pinned under the debris by his father’s corpse, while his dead grandmother lay beside him.

Tom’s sense of insecurity had increased when both children had been summarily packed off to Devon, their mother conscience-stricken at not having removed them from danger before. But, influenced by reports of Tom’s psychological problems, Dora had had both children returned to London immediately the raids had eased off, and they had taken their chances together for the rest of the war.

For several years the extent of Tom’s trauma had been manifest in his nightmares. His cries for help would pierce the small hours as he relived the ordeal in sleep, though remaining strangely silent about it during consciousness. And the extravert child with the infectious chuckle had been replaced by a nervous, sullen little boy, lacking the ability to communicate. He was mocked by his peers and despaired of by his teachers who simply could not reach him. He had managed to master the basic rudiments of the three Rs, but was generally accepted to be the dimmest child in his year.

But Maggie knew that he was neither stupid nor insensitive. When he was relaxed at home he showed a lively intelligent mind. The long lonely hours he spent indoors, while other boys of his age roamed the streets in groups, were filled reading adventure books from the library. He also read the newspaper from cover to cover every day, so was quite familiar with the world around him. And whilst he might seem infuriatingly self-absorbed to the outside world, he was never lacking with a helping hand or a kind word for his mother and sister.

Although Maggie always did what she could to help him, this was no longer the simple matter it had once been when no ruffian dared lay a finger on him in her presence. Now he would not tolerate her protection, preferring to be bullied rather than babied. Although this imbued her with a sense of powerlessness, she admired his spirit.

Her reverie was interrupted by the arrival of her mother. ‘Good morning, me darlin’s,’ said Dora, sailing cheerfully into the kitchen in a crossover apron over a cotton dress, her red hair worn short and close to her head in waves. There was a strong resemblance between mother and daughter though Dora carried a little more weight on her petite frame and had a feathering of fine lines around her blue eyes. But at thirty-eight she was still a very attractive woman with the same colouring and keen smile as Maggie. She brushed her brow with the back of one work-worn hand and flopped on to a chair at the table. ‘Phew, it’s gonna be a scorcher, I reckon. It was ninety degrees at Kew gardens yesterday, so they say.’

‘No wonder I couldn’t get to sleep last night,’ said Maggie, placing a cup of tea in front of her mother.

‘Oooh ta, love,’ said Dora, guzzling the tea with all the enthusiasm of one who has just emerged from the Sahara desert. ‘I was gaspin’ for that.’ She eyed her children over the rim of her cup. ‘Both all right this morning?’ It was more an affectionate habit than a question.

‘We’re fine, Mum,’ they chorused as they did every single day. A tedious ritual, perhaps, but this was the sort of caring stability with which they had been raised and on which Maggie hung her life.

‘There’s crowds o’ people about,’ Dora informed them brightly. ‘All pourin’ on to the buses and trains to Wembley for this afternoon’s shindig.’

‘How exciting,’ said Maggie ‘They were saying on the wireless that there’ll be thousands of people there.’

‘I bet there’ll be a crowd outside the Stadium too,’ opined Dora. ‘Hoping for a glimpse of the royal party when they arrive.’ She finished her tea and sighed with pleasure, handing her cup to Maggie for a refill. Although the Brightwells were not ardent followers of athletics, they recognised the importance of the Olympic tradition in promoting international goodwill. And having such a momentous event staged on their own doorstep had, naturally, generated a certain patriotic enthusiasm. ‘I wouldn’t mind being in the stands at Wembley meself. A function like that is sure to stir the blood. They say it’ll be a real spectacle, despite the lack of British resources.’

Maggie nodded in agreement, having inherited her mother’s sense of occasion. ‘I’d love to be there too,’ she said, pouring her mother’s tea and passing it to her.

‘The first-aid people’ll certainly be kept busy though if this heat continues,’ said Dora, mopping her brow with her handkerchief. ‘One bit of a heatwave and we’re all on our knees. We’re just not used to it in England.’

‘I’d rather be there than stuck in a stuffy old office,’ said Maggie wistfully, removing the toast from the grill, ‘even if it’s a hundred degrees.’

‘Oh, well, some of us have to work for a livin’,’ sighed Dora, taking a packet of cigarettes from her apron pocket and displaying them proudly. ‘And you can’t have everythin’. I’ve had a good start to the day because I managed to get these from one of the women at work. She knows someone who knows someone, you know . . . black-market prices, but still. Damned shortages! It’s about time things started to improve.’

‘But they are,’ reminded Maggie, referring to yesterday’s announcement. ‘Footwear and furnishing fabrics are coming off ration in the autumn, and that can’t be bad.’

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ agreed Dora, who usually managed to take the irritations of prolonged austerity in her stride. ‘One of these fine days we’ll be able to burn our ration books.’

Working on the corner of the table, Maggie spread the toast thinly with margarine and piled it on to a plate, then filled three more with streaky bacon, fried tomatoes and scrambled dried eggs before sitting down at the table herself, imbued with a warm family feeling.

Over the years life must have been lonely for Mum, coping with two children alone, Maggie thought. It was no wonder that she sought a little light relief with people of her own generation occasionally. And why shouldn’t she go to the pub with Mrs Bingley now and then, or to the cinema, or to the Shepherd’s Bush Empire? And although Maggie didn’t entirely approve of her mother’s fondness for a flutter on the horses, she respected her right to it, since Dora’s bets, which were placed surreptitiously with a green-grocer in Ashbrook Green High Street, never exceeded moderation or harmed the family budget. Maggie thought that her mother probably just about broke even. Her winnings, which were reasonable since she was a keen studier of form, were always spent on treats for the family, but she never risked enough to sustain any major losses.

Mother had her critics outside the family circle though. There were those people, usually women sheltering complacently in the protective arms of marriage, who thought she was positively sinful to enjoy such common and masculine leisure pursuits. But they never aired their views twice in Maggie’s hearing. Mother might indulge in a little escape from domestic responsibility every so often, but no children could be more blessed with parental love than herself and Tom. Anyway, it was fun to have a mother with such a vital spark about her.

As they cleared their plates, Maggie rose and stacked them on the draining board.

‘You sit down and finish yer breakfast, luv,’ said Dora, ‘or you’ll be late for work. I’ll do the clearin’ up when you’ve gone.’

‘I’ve plenty of time,’ said Maggie, though she did sit down and spread some marmalade on a slice of toast.

‘I won’t let you be late, don’t worry,’ said Dora. ‘You wanna look after a good job like yours.’

‘Don’t worry, I will,’ Maggie assured her, biting into her toast. She knew that her ‘posh job’ meant a lot to her mother. As a girl, domestic service had been the obvious choice of employment for someone of her mother’s class and education, and she had worked as a housemaid until she had met and married Maggie’s train-driver father. But Dora had been quick to spot the opportunities for women of her daughter’s generation, and she ardently encouraged Maggie to make the most of them. ‘You don’t wanna spend yer life skivvyin’ to earn a crust,’ she warned her. ‘Just because we ain’t rich doesn’t mean you shouldn’t talk proper and have good manners.’ Although a pronounced cockney herself, Dora strived to practise what she preached as far as longtime habit allowed. ‘You get yourself an office job where you can wear smart clothes and meet a nice class o’ person. Then you’ll stand a chance of finding a man who can keep you in comfort.’

In the same way as Dora wanted a better life for her daughter, so Maggie wanted to improve her mother’s lot. She longed to liberate her from her twice-daily cleaning routine. To this end Maggie applied herself diligently to her job and attended evening classes for shorthand and typing with a view to reaching secretarial status with its improved salary. But although Maggie had avoided disappointing her mother by mentioning it, the girl wasn’t at all sure that this sort of occupation would ever confer any personal satisfaction, for she found office routine eminently boring. What the alternative might be she didn’t know, only that the idea of clerical work in the long term was a gloomy prospect indeed.

Dora turned her attention to the taciturn Tom. ‘And what are you gonna do with yourself all day, son?’ she asked.

He shrugged his bony shoulders, his grey-blue eyes surveying his mother guardedly through his owlish spectacles. ‘Dunno,’ he said at last.

‘Yer ought to be out and about in this weather, not mopin’ about the house on your own all day in the school holidays!’ said Dora briskly. ‘Make the most of your freedom, son. You’ll be tied to a job soon enough.’

Smarting at her mother’s brusqueness which bought a guilty flush to her brother’s cheeks, Maggie intervened. ‘I expect you’ll go out for a bike ride, won’t you, Tom?’ she suggested brightly, as though he were any other normal boy. ‘I know you usually enjoy that.’

Mother didn’t mean to hurt Tom, of course. But her anxiety about his well-being seemed occasionally to impair her sensitivity. Tom’s only friend was a battered old utility bicycle which he rode to neighbouring high streets such as Shepherd’s Bush and Hammersmith where he spent time safely out of range of torment from local boys.

Clearly ashamed of his social failure, Tom threw Maggie a grateful look. ‘Yeah, I probably will,’ he said, his lips twitching nervously.

Dora and Maggie exchanged glances and this time it was Dora’s turn to blush, ashamed of her own impatience. Why couldn’t she just hold her tongue? she admonished herself. Obviously, the boy couldn’t help the way he was. ‘Good idea,’ she said sheepishly.

They chatted about more general topics until Maggie rose and said, ‘Well, it’s time I wasn’t here.’

‘Are you taking the bus to the station or walking?’ asked Tom.

Glancing at the clock on the wall, she said, ‘I don’t think I’ll have time to walk.’

‘Mind if I come to the bus stop with you? It’ll be somethin’ to do,’ he asked.

‘’Course not,’ she smiled, recognising his need for a respite from his mother’s critical eye.

Outside in the fresh air, Maggie sighed with pleasure. Having recovered from her earlier torpor she now felt charged with energy and purpose. The air smelled sweet and the street was buzzing with activity. White-collar workers now headed for the bus or tube; housewives, equipped with ration books and shopping bags, marched purposefully towards the High Street, eager for a place at the head of some queue. Hopscotch games and skipping were already in progress on the pavement.

Moss Street was made up of local authority terraced houses and flats built in the early 1930s. The flat-fronted, angular dwellings offered standard accommodation and were of red brick with tiny front gardens edged with privet, and small yards at the rear. The tenants mostly comprised factory workers, office staff of the lower echelons, shop assistants, lorry drivers, unemployed people and a sprinkling of spivs. The street led directly into Ashbrook Green High Street which was a busy shopping area offering all the basic essentials. For such items as special occasion clothes or jewellery, the locals went further afield to the West End which was easily accessible by bus or tube.

Turning into the High Street past the shabby florist’s on the corner, Maggie and Tom were swept up in the sudden change of pace. People hurried in all directions, queueing for and pouring on to buses, dodging across the road through the delivery vans, buses, bicycles and occasional private car. Shopkeepers were busy preparing to open their doors and serve the jovial queues of women that had already formed outside.

‘You mustn’t take too much notice of Mum,’ Maggie said to Tom as she joined the bus queue. ‘She can be tactless at times, but she only wants what’s best for you.’

‘She wants me to be a real boy,’ he said, head bowed and hands plunged into his trouser pockets. ‘Rough, like the others.’

‘You know that isn’t true,’ defended Maggie. ‘She’s always discouraged roughness in either of us.’

‘In speech and manners, yeah,’ he agreed. ‘But she still expects me to be a man like me dad. And we all know that I never will be.’

‘You are only thirteen,’ she reminded him. ‘And you proved your bravery when you were only five years old. Mum knows what you went through then. But she wants you to be happy now. I only wish you’d done better at your lessons, that would have given you confidence. I know you’re not really a dunce.’

‘I feel so sick with nerves when I’m at school, that me mind just goes blank.’

Such was the power of blind terror, she thought, but said, ‘Well, only another couple of years and you’ll be finished there.’ But what was to become of him then? she asked herself. Who would want to employ a nervous wreck with an abysmal school record?

A bus snorted to a standstill and Maggie moved with the crowd towards it. ‘See you tonight, Tom,’ she said. ‘We’ll go for a bike ride, if you like.’

His eyes brightened. ‘Yeah, I would,’ he said.

‘Ta-ta,’ she called, clambering on to the platform.

‘Ta-ta, sis.’

It was only a few stops to Shepherd’s Bush tube station and she was still empathising with Tom as she fought her way on to the train and stood in the airless rush-hour crush. Poor boy. If only she could do more to help.

Only when she ascended from the warm, gaseous breezes of the underground into the bright sunlight at Holborn, did her thoughts turn to herself. And as she strode purposefully towards her office, she realised that her sole ambition for the working day was to reach the end of it. Surely there must be more to earning a livelihood than this!

 


After Maggie and Tom had left, Dora Brightwell sat thoughtfully over a cup of tea and a cigarette. The continual worry over Tom sapped her energy far more effectively than her work with the mop and bucket. With a boy of thirteen in residence this home should be littered with lads and ringing with the sound of boisterous banter. Women with sons of the same age who complained about the constant stream of youths cluttering up the place didn’t know how much she yearned for such a normal, healthy exasperation. If Tom was happy in his isolation, she wouldn’t worry so much. But he wasn’t, so the anxiety persisted.

Dora accepted the fact that some people actually functioned better whilst under stress; she knew that she was not one of them. Being naturally lighthearted she simply couldn’t bear gloom. In fact, her instinct was to distance herself from it altogether.

When her dear husband had been killed, instead of feeling compelled to mourn quietly alone, she had longed to surround herself with people in the cheerful ambience of a crowded pub. And when her son had become more of a problem than a pleasure, she had frequently yearned to drown herself in the escapist warmth of the cinema. Did this make her evil or just weak? she wondered. Was there any redemption in the fact that she had not actually succumbed to these urges at the time, when the children had needed her so much? But latterly, as Tom’s difficulties had continued and she had felt the lack of a soul mate, her little diversions had helped to retain her sanity. And, of course, Maggie, who had been endowed with enough guts for the three of them, was a great help. What would they do without her?

Dora cleared the breakfast table and washed the dishes, and was just wondering what shopping she needed when Tom arrived back.

‘Do you want me to do any errands, Mum?’ he offered dutifully.

Dora shook her head. ‘No thanks, son.’ She liked to do her own shopping even though her arms were sometimes almost dislodged from their sockets with the weight. In fact, she usually trotted off to the High Street every day even if she only wanted one item, for company was food and drink to Dora. She knew all the shopkeepers well and many of the punters.

Tom sat down at the table and read the paper while Dora made a list. Tripe and onions for dinner, she decided. It wasn’t really the weather for it but it was cheap and nourishing so it would have to do. Tripe, onions, carrots, lard, a quarter of tea, a piece of cheese . . .

She rinsed her hands and face at the kitchen sink and combed her hair before the tarnished mirror on the wall. Then she collected the ration books from the kitchen drawer and took her brown leatherette shopping bag from the broom cupboard. ‘I’m off to the shops now, Tom. I shan’t be long. Ta-ta.’

‘Ta-ta, Mum.’

 


Listening to her receding footsteps on the stairs, Tom wandered into the living room and flopped down on the bulky mustard-coloured sofa, which was part of a shabby three-piece suite. He fidgeted absently with the well-worn embroidered arm covers. A puddle of sunlight fell on to the balding red and brown patterned carpet in the centre of the room, bordered by highly polished, beige linoleum. Also in the room was a dark wooden sideboard and a standard lamp with a bulbous yellow shade, edged with a matching fringe. Above the fireplace was a wooden mantelpiece on which stood a plethora of cheap ornaments; more covered virtually every other available surface.

Feeling restless, he got up and went over to the window, looking down into the street where his mother was gossiping to a neighbour at her gate. The two women were engrossed in conversation until suddenly Mother threw back her head and laughed in her unmistakable hearty way. Tom watched, yearning to be part of that sunlit world where people laughed with you, not at you. To be accepted as an equal by his peers was the object of his dreams but had no more likelihood to someone of his meagre confidence than the fantasy of someone else wishing to become a film star.

The diagnoses of various doctors who had been consulted over the years was that his communication problem was a result of the traumatic incident when he was five. But he couldn’t see the logic in that since his mind was always far too concerned with the present to dwell on the past. At night he lay in bed imagining how it might feel to be part of the outside world instead of living alone on the periphery. He silently rehearsed dialogues he might have with his contemporaries, but when confronted with the actual reality he simply quaked at the knees and clammed up completely. And then the disappointment at his failure would turn to self-pitying anger and he would abandon all hope and loathe the whole world except Maggie and Mother. And sometimes he even hated Mother, too, for her expectations of him.

Maggie was the only person in the world with whom he felt really at ease. She came to him for advice, as though his opinion might actually be worth something. Then he felt strong and confident, his brain clear and bright.

Although frequently beset by a feeling of resentment towards the world in general for his exclusion from it, he knew in his heart that the answer must lie within himself. If only he could find it . . .

Down in the street Mother had progressed only a little on her journey, and was now chattering to a woman in carpet slippers and an apron two houses further on. On the other side of the road a gang of boys of about Tom’s age sauntered noisily by, playfully shoving each other, kicking stones and shouting with high spirits. He stepped back quickly with the shame of a voyeur, fearful of being seen, the oddity, the outsider.

His misery and frustration often culminated in violent urges which made him want to kick the walls and break the furniture. Clenching his teeth and fists in a desperate effort at restraint, he held on until the fires inside him finally subsided, leaving him powerless against the tears that fell in humiliating streams. His shame was no less for the fact that he was alone in the apartment. He scurried to the privacy of the bathroom, since that was the only room in the house with a lock. Succumbing to the relief of tears until he felt calmer, he then washed his face, combed his hair and went downstairs to collect his bicycle from the hall.

Passing his mother in the street, he slowed down but didn’t look directly at her for fear her shrewd eye might somehow perceive signs of his shameful outburst. ‘I’m just off for a ride, Mum, I’ll probably see some o’ the boys from school.’ he said jauntily, thinking it was worth a lie just to see the relief on her face.

‘Righto, son,’ she smiled. ‘Have a good time.’

As he turned the corner, he pedalled faster, fearful of having his fiction turn to reality. The boys from school would just love to catch him with lingering evidence of tears on his face. He cycled out of Ashbrook Green, already longing to return to the safety of home.
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