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For my mother, Joy, and my grandmother, Gladys.
With all my love.
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Chapter One

Ma Ada came in from the privy, washed her hands at the scullery sink and declared that she’d had a good idea.

‘Listen, Beryl,’ she said to her daughter-in-law. ‘When our Sam gets in from work, I’ve got a little job for the two of you. You’re to go up to the Merriweathers’ at Number Nineteen and fetch back the cherrywood cradle. It’s a family heirloom and they’ve no use for it now. I’ve told Mrs Merriweather to be ready with it and hand it back to you. We lent it to them decades ago and they’ve had good use out of it, and now it’s time it was brought back here.’

So I’m going to have to start moving furniture now, am I? Beryl wondered. With one sister-in-law pregnant and the other one away down south, many of the heftier, more strenuous domestic tasks at Number Thirteen Frederick Street had fallen to her lately. Now she was expected to lug heavy old bits of furniture about. Ah, well. She didn’t mind pitching in really. And it was all for a good reason. ‘A cradle!’ she smiled.

‘Oh, it’s a beautiful thing. A grand, hand-carved piece. My granda made it for me when I was expecting your Tony – all those years ago! It was about the only thing that anyone in my family ever did for me, actually, so it’s quite a precious item, that cradle. It’s one of the few nice things I have that wasn’t broken or pawned by that selfish drunken bastard who ruined my life when I came to live here in the Sixteen Streets.’ The tiny old woman in the heavy shawls sighed and sat down in her usual chair by the dresser. Lucky the cat hopped nimbly onto her lap and arched his hairless back for a rub.

‘A crib!’ Megan smiled, rubbing her prominent belly. The blonde girl was the second of Ada’s three daughters-in-law, recently returned from Hartlepool and her own family after a spell of conflict with the Farleys. Now she was reinstated at Number Thirteen Frederick Street and she was sitting at the dining table, looking rested and fresh, nibbling on a custard cream. ‘How lovely!’

Ma Ada ignored her. ‘It’s to go in the top attic room, for Irene and her bairn. You’ll have a right job getting it up there, you and Sam, Beryl. I remember the hassle we had getting it down to go up to the Merriweathers’ in 1924. But it’ll be worth it. It’ll be a lovely welcome for Irene, coming home with her new bairn and seeing that cradle waiting for her. All polished and beautiful!’

The idea of getting an awkward and bulky piece of furniture down the street and up two flights of stairs made Beryl feel ill. But then she realised what the old woman had said. ‘She’s coming home, then? Irene has said when she’s coming back, with the babby?’

Ma Ada couldn’t repress her grin any more. ‘Aye, lass! I got a letter this morning while you were at work. Here, you can read it. And yes – with Marlene, of course. We’re gonna have a new bairn to look after!’

In the midst of their jubilation, Beryl clocked the tight, closed-up, nasty look on Megan’s face as she pretended to smile and join in. Clearly the eldest daughter-in-law suddenly felt that she was about to lose her place in the limelight, and in the family pecking order.

So it was down to Beryl and her younger brother-in-law Sam to move the crib down Frederick Street, back to its rightful place. Everyone knew that the Merriweathers were a rough lot and Beryl didn’t relish having to bang on their front door. It flew open to reveal the hostile face of Mrs Merriweather, as plain as a scoured front step. ‘Yes?’

‘I’ve come for the crib,’ Beryl told her.

‘It’s not been used for years. Our Alan is my youngest and look at the size of him now,’ said the woman. There was a hard-faced, skinny lad in a dirty vest standing behind her in the dark doorway. ‘He’s the only one I’ve got at home now. All my other boys are away at the war.’

‘It’s the same at ours,’ nodded Beryl. ‘It’s the same everywhere.’

Mrs Merriweather glanced at Sam, who was clearly old enough to be called up, and strong-looking, too, but she didn’t say anything. Sam looked uncomfortable, waiting on the pavement behind Beryl.

‘We’re to take it back to ours so that we’ll be ready for Irene coming home with her new baby,’ Beryl said.

‘Oh, she’s coming back, is she?’ Mrs Merriweather frowned. ‘I thought she’d run off for good, that one.’

Beryl shook her head. ‘No, no, she just went back down south to Norfolk to visit her family. She was looking after her mum, because she was ill, and then she got stuck down there while her Tom was missing in action, and the next thing was, she was having her baby!’

‘Eeeh, she’s been busy, then.’ Mrs Merriweather pursed her lips. ‘Ma Ada must be pleased that her Tom and his wife have had the bairn. She’s a grandma now. Their Tom’s still missing, is he?’

‘No, he turned up again. Out of the blue! And he went to see her and the baby and everyone was fine.’ Why am I telling this woman the whole story? Beryl wondered. She’s just being nosey.

‘What are they calling the bairn?’ asked Mrs Merriweather. ‘Little girl, wasn’t it?’

‘Aye,’ Beryl nodded. ‘She’s called her Marlene, which she says we all have to pronounce the English way.’

‘Eeeh, yes!’ Mrs Merriweather gasped. ‘You don’t want to be saying it the German way, do you? Not while the Jerries are bombing Tyne dock every other night. Ha’way, then. You both better come inside and get this thing down. Mind, you’ll have your work cut out for you. It’s an awkward bloody thing!’

Moving the crib was a saga in itself.

Sam was used to manhandling all kinds of crates and boxes down at the docks. The slightness of his frame belied his actual strength. But the problem with getting the crib from one house three doors up the street and into its new home was that all the staircases and hallways of these houses were incredibly narrow. Ma Ada’s granda had made a piece of furniture that really belonged in a much larger house.

Ma Ada was out on the street in the gloaming as Beryl and Sam wrestled and panted and cried out in annoyance. ‘The bloody thing’s wedged at the bottom of the stairs at Number Nineteen!’ Sam declared, stomping down the pavement in his shirt sleeves and sweating profusely.

‘Don’t you dare swear in the street!’ his mother hissed, scandalised. ‘Everyone’s listening!’ It was true that there were faces at all the windows, and many of the denizens of Frederick Street had drifted out of their front doors to watch the palaver of the antique cherrywood crib.

‘It’s wedged solid,’ Beryl told her mother-in-law. ‘I don’t think we’re gonna get it through the front door.’

Ma Ada was resolute. ‘It went in there easy enough and it’ll come out again, too.’

Mrs Merriweather was out on the pavement by now: burly and mithered with the great ham hocks of her forearms folded. ‘You’d better get it out of my front hall. We can’t get upstairs to our bedrooms now.’

‘What?’ Ma Ada’s eyes bulged at the woman’s belligerent tone. ‘What are you saying, Alice Merriweather?’

Mrs Merriweather was wary of rubbing Ada up the wrong way, but she couldn’t stop herself sounding peeved. ‘All this upheaval over an old bloody cradle. We’ve all had the best use out of it. It’s good for nowt but firewood by now. I’ll get our Alan to fetch the axe and make short work of it.’

Ma Ada gasped like it was her own flesh and blood that was under threat. ‘You’ll do no such thing! How dare you! After the kindness I’ve shown you, letting you have this priceless heirloom in that horrible old midden of yours. Letting you lay down your dirty little brats in my lovely antique crib. And this is all the thanks I get, is it? You’re gonna chop the bugger up for firewood?’ Ma Ada was rolling up her own sleeves now. ‘Over my dead bloody body. Sam! Beryl!’ She rallied her troops. ‘We’re gonna get this crib out of her stinking cesspit of a house in one piece, even if it’s the last thing I do.’

There were cheers from some of the spectating neighbours as Ma Ada thundered up Frederick Street. ‘Don’t you step one foot inside my door!’ threatened Alice Merriweather.

‘I’m just getting back what’s rightfully mine,’ Ada growled. ‘Get out of my way!’

Alice Merriweather pushed her scrawny son out into the street, in order to defend her. One look from Ma Ada made him step swiftly aside. Beryl hurried after her mother-in-law, trying to placate her. ‘Look, maybe we should just let them keep the crib, eh? Maybe it’s more bother than it’s worth?’

‘Never!’ roared the old woman, and there was just a hint of Churchillian resolve in her voice.

They were deadlocked. The antique crib was wedged in the hallway and suddenly the Merriweathers and the Farleys were at war.

It was just at that moment that Sam saw a familiar figure rounding the corner of Frederick Street.

She was in her long coat and was laden down with a heavy suitcase and a carrycot. She looked exhausted, dead on her feet. But when she saw all the neighbours out on the street, the young woman grinned broadly.

Sam cried out jubilantly. ‘It’s Irene! She’s back with Marlene! They’ve come home!’


Chapter Two

‘Eeeh, pet! It’s like the family’s not been the same, without you here. We’ve missed you, hinny. We really have.’

This was the highest praise from Ma Ada. Beryl and Megan stared in astonishment at the old lady. They’d never heard her welcome anyone so effusively into her home, not even her own sons. And she was smiling, too. She actually had a great big broad grin on her face, the Friday evening that Irene returned to Frederick Street.

Of course, the biggest factor in all of this was the presence of the baby. Right now she was asleep, swaddled in beautiful blankets knitted by Irene’s ma, and perched in the old woman’s lap. Irene had deposited her precious bundle in Ma Ada’s arms as soon as she had arrived. She placed Marlene in her grasp like she was giving tribute to some goddess of a native people she was visiting.

Ma Ada sat there beaming and blushing and hugging the bairn to her. ‘This is the first babby round here since our Sam was born,’ gasped Ma Ada. ‘And how long ago was that?’ She glared across the parlour at Sam, as if she’d forgotten how old he was, and couldn’t quite forgive him for insisting on growing up. ‘Too long! Too long!’ she cried happily. Tears were running freely down her coarse cheeks. ‘There’s been no child’s cries or bairn’s laughter round this house for far too many years. It’s been a house of adults, with all their grown-up carrying on. I’ve longed for the blessed innocence of an infant. It’s like a benediction on this house.’

The old woman sounded like she was going a bit peculiar and religious, but Irene decided it was best to let her get on with it. As she dumped her bags in the hall and took off her coat and hat at last, she felt like she was removing burdens that she’d been carrying for weeks. She straightened up and heard her back and shoulders clicking into their proper positions.

For too many hours Irene had been hunched into tiny compartments and squashed into seats with all her belongings and her baby. The journey up from Norfolk had taken over twenty-four hours and each stage had been more cramped and arduous than the last. More people than ever were moving up and down and across the country, looking worried, harassed and scared.

This time it had been harder than ever for Irene, not just because she was alone, but because she had had the care of her new baby. She was still getting used to the feeling of being responsible for this little helpless life, as well as all the paraphernalia the bairn required. At any moment she expected to be tapped on the shoulder by someone in authority who would tell her, ‘I’m sorry, miss. You’re not sufficiently adult to have the care of this precious item. We’re taking her back off you. What do you think you’re doing, running away with her?’

But as it turned out, no one paid her a blind bit of notice. Everyone had their own concerns and were bound up in their own troubles.

Oh, but it had been hard leaving behind her family in the tiny village of Hunworth. Last time she had left, following her marriage to Tom, she had been only too glad to get away from their cloying, over-familiar world. She was keen for the adventure of travelling north and settling into a whole new exciting world. How long ago had that been? Not even a year yet, and it felt like a lifetime. Back then she had thought she’d had enough of all her sisters and her noisy mother and her old da, living under that low roof in their ancient house.

These few weeks back there had been very strange, though. They reminded her of everything she had missed about the family she had grown up with. Irene had started to count her blessings. Her ma’s brief health scare had rattled her, and she’d been glad to nurse her back to full strength. She’d been incredibly glad that her ma had been there when it had been time for Irene to give birth.

In some ways she had timed everything exactly right. She had been home, in the heart of her family, and that had made everything about having her baby seem much less frightening. The birth – though it was still terrifyingly painful and fraught – felt like it was part of a larger continuity going back decades and generations. Many, many women from her family had had their children delivered there, in that room, in that little house.

Everything had worked out fine. Marlene was perfect. Irene counted her toes and fingers a million times and stared into those bright blue, shining eyes and she had been astounded by the cleverness of the look that came back. She knew it was just the baby trying to focus, really. She knew it wasn’t really an expression of blazing intelligence that seemed to look into her very soul … but still, it touched Irene deeply when she stared into her baby’s eyes and the baby looked back. It was like peering up into the stars in the sky at night and wondering how far all that space and glittering wonderfulness went on for. It gave her the same shivery feeling.

And the way the baby gripped hold of her! Those hot little fists, grabbing hold of her fingers, her wrists, pulling at her hair. She was a strong little bugger, and no mistake! Also, she’d been born with some tiny, sharp toothy-pegs already pushing through her gums, so breastfeeding was a painful business, right from the start. But even this didn’t matter too much to Irene. She was swollen, bleeding, scratched and exhausted, but she was in love.

She felt like she had come through a time of great trial. She had produced life in the midst of wartime at a point when she thought her husband was missing in action and, setting down her beautiful burden in Ma Ada’s lap, she did feel very proud indeed.

Up in the attic later that evening the fancy cherrywood crib was installed at last. Irene was amazed at how much palaver it had been, getting it back to Number Thirteen.

‘You should never have gone to so much trouble!’ she laughed, once Marlene was installed inside the soft blankets, deep within the polished cage. ‘She’s been sleeping alongside me in the bed, back in Hunworth.’

Beryl shrugged. ‘For Ma Ada it was a point of principle. That Merriweather lot up the street have had the use of this for years, and it was the best piece of furniture in their whole scruffy house, apparently. The rule round here is that everyone pitches in and helps out when there’s a bairn born. There’s a whole bag of clothes and bits and pieces waiting downstairs that various folk have brought round for you.’

‘Oh, lovely!’ Irene said, sitting down on the bed and taking a long look at her sister-in-law. Beryl had been one of the closest friends and allies she had made, since moving to South Shields last autumn. The older woman looked a bit more care-worn and tired than she had just a few months ago, Irene thought. Perhaps it was to do with her new job at the docks? Perhaps it was all taking it out of her, more than she had been expecting?

‘Anyway, if you’d seen me and Sam earlier today, wrestling with this thing for ages,’ Beryl went on. ‘And then when it got stuck in the bloody hallway! Eeeh, it was awful.’

‘Then I turn up, right in the middle of the whole carry-on …’ Irene chuckled.

‘That’s the best thing that’s happened in ages round here,’ Beryl grinned, and peered through the glossy wooden bars at the sleeping bairn. ‘Just look at that angel! She’s perfect, Irene.’

Irene felt a deep sense of satisfaction at Beryl’s words. There was something so honest and heartfelt about everything she said. From the first time she had met her last year, Irene had known that she would always be able to trust Beryl.

Now Beryl was laughing again about the crib and how, as soon as they had finished welcoming Irene and her new daughter home, Sam had been struck by a miraculous thought. He had suddenly burst out: ‘Hey, maybe it comes apart? Maybe that’s how they got it up the stairs in the first place?’

They had all stared at him. Then Beryl had laughed, and so had Irene, holding her hand over her mouth in her usual way. Then they had to send out to borrow a screwdriver from the Robin Hood pub at the end of Frederick Street. Sam’s elder brother, Bob, who was the pot man at the pub, suddenly appeared with all his tools, and he made short work of it. ‘I’ve never seen our Bob so bloody pleased with himself!’ Beryl was laughing now.

‘Ahh,’ Irene said. ‘I’m glad it was Bob who came to the rescue.’ She was very fond of the slowest of the Farley boys. Before her trip to Norfolk she had been worried that he’d got himself into serious bother with the military police, and was glad to hear that all that business was sorted out. The army understood what he was like and had been lenient on him. There wasn’t a spot of badness on Bob’s soul and Irene was relieved that his superiors had realised that. ‘How long is he home for?’

Beryl didn’t know. ‘He spends most of his time over at the Robin Hood with the landlady, Cathy Sturrock. Helping her out, even though he’s meant to be on leave.’

Irene nodded. She knew that it was with Cathy Sturrock that Bob had placed all his hopes for future happiness. There was no love lost between him and his wife Megan any more, even though she was so heavy with her own bairn. ‘Poor Bob,’ said Irene. ‘For such a simple soul, he’s got a bloody complicated life.’

Beryl chuckled. ‘I’d forgotten how much I love the way you put things, Irene. You’ve got a habit of seeing through stuff and putting the right words to them.’

‘Have I?’ Irene was shoving aside her bags and all her unpacking. It could wait till tomorrow. She was in no hurry to start folding things nicely and putting them away. She’d enjoy neatening everything properly over the weekend.

‘It’s true,’ Beryl said. ‘I’ve missed you and hearing your opinion about everything that’s been going on, these past few weeks.’

‘Well, I’m back,’ Irene laughed. ‘Surely I’ve not missed too much, have I?’

Beryl thought about it for a moment. ‘That daft Mavis who works next to you at the biscuit factory … she’s been running after our Sam. She’s mad daft on him and won’t let him alone.’

‘She’s not daft!’ Irene laughed. ‘She’s quite an innocent lass, really. She’s never had much attention or affection in her life, I don’t think.’ Irene felt quite protective of her biscuit factory friend. She was very pale and small, with lank, stringy hair and a raspy voice. ‘It was because of her that I made everything worse between me and our Megan,’ said Irene regretfully. ‘Megan kept picking on poor Mavis, and that was why, eventually, I shot round to Megan’s side of the work room and slapped her in the face. It wasn’t like me at all to hit someone, but I hate seeing anyone being a bully.’

‘Megan’s never forgiven you for that!’ Beryl chuckled. ‘She hates anyone getting the better of her. She’ll never let you forget what you did to her. And now here you both are again! Living under the same roof!’

Irene pursed her lips. ‘Aye, well, me slapping her in the face isn’t the only reason she hates and resents me so much.’ She lowered her voice and peered again over the polished wooden rails to see that Marlene was settled. Ah, bless her. She was deeply, contentedly asleep. ‘Hey, I think this family heirloom is working its magic.’

Beryl stared at the babe and beamed. ‘Ah, sweet dreams, hinny. She’ll be sharing the dreams of generations of the Farley family, lying there in that crib.’

‘Aye, maybe …’ whispered Irene.

‘I bet your Tom was crackers for her, when he saw her?’

‘It was love at first sight, of course,’ Irene grinned. She was quiet for a moment, thinking of her Tom, and the few short days they’d shared down in Norfolk. It had been a blissful but all-too-short reunion. She thought about his reaction to first seeing the baby. It was a priceless moment. A moment that had stirred her heart and made her breath catch now, even as she thought about it. He should be here right now with the two of them, where he belonged, she thought. But he wasn’t, and he couldn’t be, and Irene had to fend off her sorrow and fight down her tears and simply smile at Beryl. ‘Aye, he went on daft with her. He adores her. The silly fool is helpless. He’s gonna have a life of misery, giving in to his daughter’s every whim!’

‘That’s how it is, with fathers and daughters,’ Beryl smiled, and felt a pang of sadness for her own dad, and how much she’d always loved him. He’d always been too preoccupied to return the love she had for him. ‘Ha’way, we can leave her to sleep in peace. You can get a break downstairs and a cuppa with the grown-ups.’

Irene wasn’t used to sitting with grown-ups, lately. She tiptoed away from the cradle in the attic almost reluctantly …

‘Megan’s got a headache,’ Ma Ada sighed. ‘She’s gone to bed early, and she says, can we keep our shrieking and laughing to a minimum while she tries to get her rest.’

There was an ironic twist to the old woman’s mouth as she passed this message on. Beryl rolled her eyes. Megan’s whingeing self-centredness of recent months had been getting on everyone’s nerves.

Irene was relieved Megan was out of the way. It allowed her to sit in the warmth of the parlour with Ada and Beryl, to sip strong tea and ask questions. She wanted to know all about Tony’s recent leave, and Bob’s tribulations. She even loved getting an update on the health of Lucky, the bald cat.

Ma Ada’s voice took on a doleful, ghoulish tone as she enumerated which streets and families had been hit by bombs in recent weeks, and which had narrowly escaped. After an hour of this Irene felt updated with almost everything she had missed.

‘And how’s Bella getting on at Franchino’s?’ she asked. ‘Have you been down there to see her?’ Irene had received only brightly chatty letters from her friend in the ice cream parlour, as well as the most beautiful handmade congratulations card when Marlene had arrived. Still Irene was dreadfully worried about Bella. It was only a few months since her entire family and her home had been wiped out overnight. Her reaction to the devastation had been profound and frightening. She had been like a zombie, camping out in the derelict home of Mavis and her brother, Arthur.

The combined efforts of Irene and all her friends had seen to it that Franchino’s was given a lick of paint and a fresh new look, to entice Bella back to work, and back into life … and it had seemed, miraculously, to work. But since then Irene had started to wonder whether the orphaned Bella was being a bit too bright and determined. She was working too hard, perhaps, to convince everyone that she could carry on as before.

Ma Ada had been into Franchino’s most recently. ‘I had a funny thing to eat. Something she’d been experimenting with. Horrible, really. Semolina with something strange on top. Anyway, I told her it was nice, but it wasn’t really.’

‘How did she seem in herself?’ Irene asked.

‘Seemed all right to me. She wears a lot of eye make-up, but that’s Italians for you.’

Ma Ada wasn’t very observant when it came to other people’s emotions. ‘I’ll go and pay a visit with Marlene tomorrow,’ Irene decided. ‘She’ll love that, seeing the bairn.’

‘Good idea,’ Beryl nodded. ‘And what about going back to work there, Irene? Or the biscuit factory? What do you think you’ll do about work?’

‘Well, I’m not staying home with the baby all day,’ Irene said, biting her lip. ‘With both your help, I’d like to try to work as much as I can, in my two old jobs. But I’ll have to depend on the two of you to help me …’

Ma Ada looked delighted. ‘Nothing would make me happier, hinny!’

Beryl smiled, but she suddenly felt chilled all through her body. It was the thought of being left in charge of someone else’s bairn, and having all that responsibility. She felt dead sick.


Chapter Three

Irene had never seen summer in South Shields yet. When she walked into town on Saturday the sudden brightness and warm breeze came as a surprise to her. She had weathered a damp autumn and a long, frozen winter, and she had missed the spring. Summer made the town surprisingly green. She found herself longing to go and visit the park. When she reached the top of the hill she marvelled at the blueness of the wide sky above her.

Then it was down the steep lanes of red bricked houses, into the bustling streets and Ocean Road. She was wearing a too-thick woollen coat, and she was gamely getting the hang of the pram.

Ah, the pram! Bless her brother-in-law, Sam! From somewhere – he wouldn’t quite admit where – he had magicked up a push-along pram for her daughter. It had freshly painted wickerwork and an oval shape with a rounded hood to protect the baby from the elements. The wheels were large and the metal had been scrubbed with iron wool until it almost shone. ‘That lad’s been out in the backyard, every spare minute for two weeks,’ Ma Ada told Irene. ‘He wanted to get that pram perfect for when you returned with the bairn.’

Irene had been shocked and delighted when Sam rather humbly, and shyly, presented the gift to her. It was, it had to be admitted, a rather old-fashioned kind of thing. It was like a contraption from twenty years ago, Irene thought to herself, as she examined the pram. In fact, she remembered seeing ones like this in the town of Holt, going up and down the pavements when she was a kid. But the point was that Sam had really put himself out to refurbish this pram. He had thought ahead about what Irene would need and he had worked a miracle on what would otherwise have been a piece of old junk.

‘Thank you so much, Sam.’ She made him blush when she hugged him.

‘It’s not much,’ he said, with a shrug. ‘But I wanted to give you something practical. I knew you’d want to walk her miles around the town. I know you love walking … and so I knew you’d need this.’

Sam touched her heart, and reminded her of why, when she first moved here, he had become one of her earliest allies and friends among the Farley clan. As her first year in this house had gone on, things had turned rather complicated between them, and Irene had worried that their friendship could never be the same again. She knew too much about a certain scandal that Sam had foolishly let himself become involved in, and the knowledge sat awkwardly, embarrassingly, between them. Still, this wonderful pram, with its non-squeaking wheels and its fresh coat of sea-green paint, went some distance to endearing him to his sister-in-law, all over again.

She went down Fowler Street feeling proud as Punch of her new baby in her new pram. Heads turned and people she only half knew stopped her and demanded a look at her new bairn. They peered into the pram and exclaimed over the bundle of blankets and the tiny bit of cross-looking face belonging to the baby they had woken up. There were many compliments and congratulations and Irene felt herself glowing red with embarrassment. She was delighted, really, though she would always say she hated to draw attention to herself.

I should have asked Sam to join me, she thought. That’s what he was waiting for. He’s just kicking his heels at home today. He presented me with the pram, and I bet he expected to be asked to join me on its maiden voyage, and I neglected to ask him … Irene bit her lip and shook her head. I should have thought of that. Beryl, too. I could have asked her to come along. I don’t think she has any plans she mentioned for Saturday afternoon.

Irene hadn’t thought to ask either of them, though. She knew that deep down she wanted this afternoon for herself and her child. She wanted to push her baby around the town, exploring her adopted home alone, and introducing Marlene to its sights and sounds. Of course, the baby was far too young to take anything in, and the hood on the pram obscured any view she might have had. But Irene hoped that the sea air and the atmosphere would seep through the wickerwork of the wheeled contraption and fill her daughter’s senses with the feeling of belonging to this place. She wanted her child to have roots here: to properly belong.

Belonging somewhere was the most important feeling in the world, Irene thought.

The radio was playing in Franchino’s, blaring some kind of big band sound, as Irene wheeled her pram through the glass doors. In the past, when old Tonio was in charge, he’d never liked music playing in his ice cream parlour. He loved the sound of spoons tinkling in coffee cups and cut-glass dessert dishes. He loved the whooshing, gurgling noises of the cappuccino machine and the chatter of his customers. That was the only kind of music he loved to hear.

But he had gone, and times had changed and now his daughter Bella was in charge. She had mourned her family and missed them dreadfully, but now it was her turn to make her own rules and traditions for Franchino’s. She was building on everything she had loved about the past, but she was ringing the changes, too – and lively, loud modern dance music was a part of that. Bella thought it was a lovely innovation. Her heart lifted up with excitement at the sound of Al Bowlly and his orchestra.

Then there came a scream from the dark-haired girl behind the glass and chrome counter. ‘Irene!’ Bella dropped what she was doing instantly and came hurtling round to grasp her friend and employee. ‘You’re here! They said you were due back with the baby and … and is this her?’ Her voice went quiet, almost reverential, as she crouched over the pram.

Irene laughed. ‘Of course it is! Who else is it going to be?’

There was another figure hurrying round from the counter, one just as familiar as Bella. ‘I can’t wait to see her!’ came the raspy little voice belonging to Mavis. She had been Irene’s work colleague at both the biscuit factory and Franchino’s, though they hadn’t overlapped very much at the ice cream parlour yet. The strange, pale girl was proud of telling everyone that she was Irene’s best friend in all of South Shields. Irene was embarrassed because she wouldn’t quite put it that way: she had felt sorry for the girl at first sight, and had somehow become her protector. Looking at her now though, she did feel fond of Mavis. She was glad to be back within the coffee-coloured walls of Franchino’s with both her friends.

The few customers waiting to put in their orders stood patiently and indulgently as the girls made their exclamations over the beauty and the health of Irene’s new baby. She was picked up and yanked out of the pram and whirled through the air first by Bella and then by Mavis. The baby wore an expression of mute outrage at being handled by strangers. She didn’t cry out or start bubbling, though. ‘Isn’t she a wonder?’ Mavis squawked. ‘I could eat her all up, I could!’

With relief, Irene took delivery of her baby and popped her back into the pram. Bella was laughing, ‘I don’t think baby-eating is something that we should encourage on these premises, Mavis.’

Mavis sometimes missed out on other people’s ironic jokes. ‘Ooh, you know what I mean, Bella! She’s good enough to gobble up, isn’t she?’

Bella ushered Irene and the pram over to their favourite corner of the parlour, and the banquette where they would always choose to sit for their coffee breaks and pow-wows after work was over. Irene sank gratefully into the leatherette seat, realising that she’d quite worn herself out with her bracing walk this morning. She was out of practice for walking miles across town during the course of her days. She was looking forward to getting back to full fitness.

‘You look really well,’ Bella told her, as she brought them both a frothy coffee, leaving a reluctant Mavis in charge of serving customers. ‘You’ve got a lovely colour about you, and you seem to have your figure back, too!’

Irene pulled a face and pressed her hand to her mouth. ‘I’m not sure about that! I’ve put on pounds, living in the country. They don’t have the same shortages as we do here. So I’ve been eating like it’s going out of fashion.’

Bella asked about Irene’s mother’s recovery from her illness, and about her father and all her sisters. She had quite vivid pictures in her head, of how Irene’s family must be. She had only seen a few smudgy photographs, but the stories Irene had shared about her life in the Norfolk countryside were all very vivid. These days Bella was drawn to hearing about other people’s families. After her own terrible losses at the start of the year, she wanted to tell them: make the best of your folk. Treasure them all every day, every single one of them. Even the annoying and horrible ones …

‘How’s Arthur?’ Irene asked, referring to Mavis’s eccentric brother and Bella’s best friend. It was to Mavis and Arthur’s scruffy, almost derelict, house that Bella had decamped, when her own family home had been destroyed in the air raid.

‘Arthur is just the same as ever,’ Bella chuckled. ‘I’m sure he’d have come down here this afternoon if you’d given us warning of your arrival!’

Irene hadn’t wanted to make too-firm plans for her first few days back in South Shields. She wanted to make up her days as she went along, seeing how she felt, and putting no pressure on herself to acclimatise immediately. Soon enough she’d have to fit into a new, strict work routine, blended with her responsibilities in looking after Marlene. But for now she was happy, just drifting for a day or two and enjoying the seaside town. She wanted to explain this feeling to Bella, but couldn’t quite find the words. ‘Ah, you know,’ she said, instead. ‘I’ll see him when I see him.’

Then, with a hint of mystery, Bella dashed off and quickly returned, presenting her visitor with a special dish. She set it before Irene with a dramatic flourish. ‘This is on the house – don’t worry!’ She smiled, knowing how Irene would want to pay her way. ‘And besides, it’s my first batch, and a bit of an experiment. I wanted to try it out on you – and baby Marlene, too.’

Marlene was out of her pram and lying on the bench beside her mother, swaddled up and supported by her bundled-up blankets. Her expression was mildly cross as she glared at Bella and her mother, as if demanding to know why she had been brought out of her comfy pram.

Irene stared at the silver dish with its two elegant spoons. Inside the dish were two delicate scoops of the most perfect, almost translucent, ice cream. The very sight of it made Irene’s mouth water.

Bella pushed it closer to her friend, explaining: ‘This was made using the sacred Franchino family recipe. It’s the special recipe, Irene! I actually managed to make it, just like Papa used to!’

Irene gasped. ‘So the recipe was in the safe upstairs, after all?’

‘Oh, yes. Thank goodness! If he’d taken it home, it would have gone for ever. But I found it, Irene. Scrawled and smudged on a piece of brown paper that looked like an old treasure map. It must be fifty years old, that piece of paper, and God knows how old the actual recipe is.’ She beamed at Irene. ‘Go on, try it, hinny. And give the bairn a little taste.’

It was like a magic ritual. Irene squinched up her eyes as she took her first taste of genuine Franchino recipe ice cream.

‘Oh, that’s … wonderful!’

‘Isn’t it?’ Bella said. ‘It’s a hundred times nicer than the usual stuff we used to sell here. Not that we’ve even had the ordinary stuff since rationing started.’

Irene took another small taste and felt a shiver of pure delight go through her. With no exaggeration at all she could tell Bella that it was the nicest thing she had ever tasted in her whole life. She took another tiny scoop and presented it to her daughter, who seemed to have noticed that something was being shared around and was eager for her own try. Marlene’s eyes went wide and bluer than blue at that heavenly taste on her tongue.

‘I can’t believe it,’ Irene said. ‘But … why didn’t your papa always serve this here? Why didn’t he always make it like this?’

Bella shrugged. ‘This is proper gelato. What the Italians call fior di latte – flower of milk. There’s no eggs in this at all. Just cream, milk and sugar. Maybe he thought the Brits wouldn’t like it? They wanted ice cream like they were used to? I know he was always keen on fitting in, my papa, and giving people just what they thought they wanted.’

‘But that … that ice cream is just like heaven,’ Irene said again. ‘And no eggs! You’ve been thinking all along that you can’t make ice cream because of the shortage of eggs, Bella. And you don’t even need the bally things!’

‘Just sugar,’ Bella said. ‘That’s the major sticking point. We just need lots of sugar. But if we can sort that out, and I can keep churning up this beautiful stuff, I think we can do really well, don’t you?’

Irene nodded, and helped herself to another taste of that perfect gelato. ‘Oh, yes. I agree!’ She couldn’t wait to be back in her black and white pinny, serving up this glorious stuff to her customers. ‘But what can you do about the sugar?’

Bella sighed, ‘Aye, that’s going to be a problem.’

However, when Bella was away at the counter serving a customer, Mavis suddenly lowered her husky voice. ‘The sugar! That’s where your clever brother-in-law Sam comes in,’ she said shiftily. ‘It turns out he’s made a few helpful connections, working down at the docks.’

‘Connections?’ Irene said. She wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that at all.


Chapter Four

Ma Ada didn’t much enjoy leaving her place by the hearth. Her legs and feet were painful, and marching up and down the steep hills of South Shields was a chore. She bitterly resented the regular trips she and her family had to make to the air raid shelters. That seeping damp cold as they sat in those gouged-out tunnels wasn’t doing anything to ease the aches and pains in her joints.

However it was warm outside and, with the advent of her first grand-bairn and that smart new pram her Sam had provided, suddenly Ma Ada felt much keener to be out and about, walking everywhere. All of a sudden she was like the Queen of Sheba, parading around in the afternoon, pushing the pram in front of her, proudly displaying the most wonderful new member of her clan.

She grimaced as she walked, with her stout shoes gripping her bunions, but she had her best hat and costume on, and even a dab of make-up, courtesy of Megan, the most glamorous of her daughters-in-law. Walking about on those summer afternoons, Ma Ada felt like she had recovered her youthfulness, and there was even a spring in her agonised step.

Everyone stopped and turned as she came by, to exclaim over the infant, examine her and fill the air with fulsome praise. Ma Ada just took it as her rightful due, nodding calmly and watching as people paid tribute by pushing coins into the baby’s hand. When Irene had first come across this custom she had demurred, thinking of how dirty coins could be, but Ada had told her: you can’t refuse them. That’s bad luck. And so now, after day after day of wanderings around the town, the bairn had enough coins to fill up a tin tea caddy.

‘It’s like I’ve sent the old woman out with the baby to go begging …’ said the still-uncomfortable Irene.

Beryl nudged her arm. ‘It’s like nothing of the sort! Don’t worry, pet. It’s what everyone does. It’s traditional, honest.’

Irene pulled a face, and tried to enjoy the film matinee she had come out to see. ‘I’ve never heard of such a thing. Taking money off people in the street!’

Beryl smiled. ‘Eeeh, I remember when our Fred was a baby, I was only a bairn myself. I used to love taking him round the park in his pram. The whole thing would be jingling by the time I got home! And my mam was like you, she was scandalised by the whole thing. I would tell her, though – you take him out yourself and see if you can stop people peering at him and pressing coins in his hands. It’s just what they do hereabouts, when they see a bonny bairn! It’s for good luck.’ Beryl’s voice suddenly stopped with a little hiccup and Irene glanced at her.

‘Who’s your Fred?’ Irene asked, surprised that Beryl had never mentioned the name before.

‘Oh …’ said Beryl, in a lower voice. ‘He was … my brother.’

‘You never talk about him. Where is he these days? Is he grown up?’

‘No,’ Beryl said, focusing on the screen ahead and shaking her head quickly. ‘He … erm … no, he isn’t. It’s a sad story, Irene. Let’s not go into it now, hinny.’

Irene hurriedly agreed and mentally kicked herself for asking questions. ‘Of course, love,’ she whispered, and returned her attention to the movie.

The two of them ate a small packet of chewy mints and Irene half-heartedly attempted to follow the plot of the convoluted film, but she couldn’t help wondering what had become of this child Beryl had mentioned. What had happened to her little brother?

As she chewed and watched and wondered, all the while Irene was feeling peculiar about not having her own baby with her. This was one of the few afternoons since the birth she had been separated from Marlene. It was the third one in a row that Ma Ada had taken the child out walking. Irene felt like she was missing a part of herself on these afternoons that Ma Ada went perambulating around the town, but she knew she had to get used to the feeling. Soon enough (next week, already!) she would be back at work at the biscuit factory, and she couldn’t let herself get all teary and upset at being parted from Marlene. It just wouldn’t do. She couldn’t let herself go soft and silly.

The film rattled on: it was all people in long coats and big hats, kissing each other and then shooting guns. She wasn’t really following it at all, but at least Beryl seemed to be enjoying herself a little more now. During the intermission she was keen to get a tub of ice cream to share, and Irene found herself thinking about that glorious dishful of homemade gelato she’d been given by Bella. This would bound to be horrible, synthetic stuff in comparison. However, the best thing about queueing to buy a tub and two little spoons was realising that the person selling ice creams was a good friend of hers.

‘Arthur! They’ve got you doing everything here, now! Weren’t you the usherette before?’

He shrugged and sighed theatrically, straightening his smart purple, braided uniform jacket. ‘Ice cream seller, box office, bottle washer, everything!’ He ignored the rest of his queue and hugged Irene awkwardly over his tray of intermission goodies. ‘How are you doing, lovey? I’d heard you were back, from our Mavis. I was wondering when you were going to come over and see us?’

Instantly Irene felt a small pang of guilt. Why hadn’t she gone round to their place, to show the bairn off to Arthur? Almost as quickly the answer popped into her head – and it was to do with the fact that Arthur and Mavis lived in a part of town that Ma Ada always described as ‘a bit rough’. Their house inside was messy with all the old junk they collected, and none of it was too clean. Both brother and sister were a bit slapdash in their house pride and, Irene realised, she had been reluctant to take her baby round to some mucky place. She’d be breathing in all kinds of dust and nastiness. Thinking of this now, Irene blushed with shame in the light from Arthur’s usherette torch.

‘Ah, well, never mind!’ he grinned. ‘I bet you’ve been dragged round all over the place by that family of yours, catching up with everyone. And anyway, I’m seeing you now, aren’t I? Hey, you haven’t brought the baby with you here, have you? Not to the pictures?’

Irene shook her head and explained about Ma Ada’s afternoon meanderings about the town with the pram that Sam had cleaned up.

‘I bet that’s a sight to see! That auld wife going about with a new-born!’ Arthur chuckled. The people queueing behind Irene were getting impatient by now, anxious for their ice cream. ‘Hold your flaming horses!’ Arthur snapped at them. ‘Look, lovey. When are we all getting together, then? When am I going to see this miniature Marlene of yours, eh? I feel like her uncle, really. That’s what I am, aren’t I? Or maybe I could be a godfather, eh? Who have you got down for godparents?’

Suddenly the film was coming back on and the amber lights were going down again. Irene had to hurry back to Beryl with the tub of rather inferior ice cream. Beryl was chuckling. ‘I could hear that Arthur’s piercing voice from back here! God, he’s an embarrassment, isn’t he? What’s he like!’

Irene smiled as she settled down, holding the ice cream between them and giving Beryl her little spoon. She didn’t like it when people took the mick out of Arthur. Yes, he was brash and annoying sometimes, but he was her pal, and it hurt her when people were even casually horrible about the ways in which he stood out from the crowd.

Sam had been Irene’s usual movie-going partner during her first months in South Shields. If she was honest, she preferred seeing films with him, because he talked less through the important bits than Beryl did. Beryl let her mind wander and she tended to remember important things from real life that she suddenly had to tell Irene, no matter how exciting or complicated the plot unfolding on the screen was.

This afternoon Beryl startled Irene by bursting into tears towards the end of the movie. Her distracting chatter stopped about fifteen minutes from the end of the last reel, and when Irene turned to look at her, she realised that Beryl’s face was wet with tears. She wondered if it was about Fred, the mysterious child she had mentioned earlier.

Irene squeezed her hand briefly as they left their seats and went down the steps, blinking, back into the afternoon brightness of the foyer. ‘Are you all right, pet?’ Irene asked.

Beryl was smearing her make-up with a fresh handkerchief. ‘Oh, I’ll look a right state. Sorry for making a show of myself. I don’t know what came over me. I think maybe because it was a happy, romantic ending to the film, I was thinking about Tony. His last leave … it was just a fortnight ago. It wasn’t a huge success, really. It was like he wasn’t really here with me at all. I mean, he was physically here, but his heart and mind were somewhere else.’

Irene tried hard to think of the right thing to say. She knew how difficult it could be, with men coming back from leave and only being home for a short period of time. It was tricky, clicking back into the usual way of carrying on. Things could go wrong. You could feel like you were wasting precious time, or hitting the wrong note somehow. Perhaps that’s what had happened with Tony? She was about to ask Beryl more when she noticed Arthur gliding up to them in his belted raincoat. His shift had finished and he had decided to catch up with them.

‘I always get weepy like that when it’s a Joan Crawford picture,’ he commented, interposing himself between the two girls. ‘I’m walking your way, do you mind if I join you?’

‘Erm … no,’ Irene said, watching Beryl dabbing her face clean, leaving it puffy and vulnerable-looking as they emerged with the crowd onto the street. Irene blinked in the bright sunlight as she got her bearings.

‘You don’t mind me tagging along, do you, Beryl?’ Arthur asked, in his loud voice.

Neither of them had much choice, as they set off from the Savoy at the Nook, past the row of shops, and down the hill towards the docks and the area they lived in, which was known by everyone locally as the Sixteen Streets. Arthur breezed along, chatting away at twenty to the dozen, updating Irene about all his goings-on in the time she had been away.

It was all rambling nonsense, as far as Beryl was concerned, but Irene seemed to listen with great interest. Beryl wasn’t sure why Irene even bothered being friendly with such an extraordinary person. She understood that he was the brother of Mavis from work and Irene was fond and protective of her, but there was something about him that was so peculiar that it sometimes set Beryl’s teeth on edge.

Next thing they knew, they were back on their street and Arthur was with them, clearly intending to be invited indoors to have a look at the baby. ‘Ah, go on, then,’ he smiled, when Irene took the hint and invited him into Number Thirteen.

‘Though I don’t know that Ada will be back from walking her around the town yet.’

‘She’ll need to feed her before long,’ Beryl pointed out. ‘It’s almost five.’

‘Are you breastfeeding?’ asked Arthur with interest, and Beryl tutted at his nosiness. Fancy saying ‘breast’ out in the street where anyone could hear!

They found Number Thirteen quiet and empty, apart from Lucky mewling for his tea from the top of the dresser. That cat was forever hungry, especially as he got older. Beryl hurried into the scullery to sort out his dish (urgh – fish scraps!) and Irene stood looking perplexed as she diddled with the kettle. ‘She’s out a long time with the baby,’ she frowned.

‘She’s just carried away with her marching all over town,’ smiled Beryl. ‘You know how proud she is. There’s probably some old croney of hers up at Seahouses who she hasn’t showed off to yet. She’s probably lost track of the time.’

‘You’re right,’ said Irene, and started to make tea.

Arthur was looking around with great interest at the back parlour, where the Farley clan spent most of their time together. He inspected the faded pictures on the walls and the knick-knacks that lined Ma Ada’s sideboard ‘How the devil does your entire family manage to live in a place this size?’ he asked, shaking his head. Indeed, his own presence seemed to fill up the whole of the back parlour as he loomed over the table. The last of the afternoon sun was peering through the lace curtains and there was something rather faded and dull about that little room.

‘With some difficulty!’ Irene admitted. ‘Though we try to keep the dramas and fights down to a minimum.’

As if on cue the third sister-in-law, Megan, appeared then, from her tiny bedroom under the staircase. Her baby-blonde hair was awry and her face was twisted with a sleepy scowl. ‘All your noise woke me up from my nap. Is that tea on the go?’

‘Good thing you’re up and about,’ Beryl told her. ‘It’s no good dozing all day.’

Megan sneered at her and lit a cigarette. ‘Ah, shurrup, man. I’ve got a stonking headache, and this thing in my belly’s been kicking like mad.’

Arthur was staring at Megan with great interest. ‘Goodness, you look like you’re going to pop!’

Megan glared at him. ‘Who let you in?’ she snapped.

‘I’ve come round to see the baby and to give it my blessing.’

The blonde-haired girl scoffed at this. ‘It’s like the wicked bloody fairy coming round to curse the bairn. You shouldn’t have let him come indoors, Irene. Ma Ada won’t be pleased about him being round.’

Irene was mystified, setting the heavy tea pot down on its trivet in the middle of the parlour table. What was Megan on about? Why would she care about Arthur visiting?

Arthur didn’t seem to mind Megan’s bad-natured ribbing. ‘You’re one to talk about being the bad fairy! From what I hear, you’re not above putting curses and spells on folk yourself, Megan Farley!’

She glared at him. ‘You’re not natural, you.’ Her eyes twinkled spitefully. ‘Our Sam’s told me about you.’

For a tiny moment Arthur looked discomfited, and his mask of blithe assurance slipped. Irene watched him suddenly rear up haughtily against her sister-in-law. ‘What would Sam know about anything? He’s still just a lad. He doesn’t know what he’s on about.’

Megan smirked and blew out so much smoke it seemed to fill the whole parlour. ‘He knows enough. And he’s told me plenty. So just you think on, Arthur Kendricks.’

Beryl and Irene exchanged a glance, both having no idea what these two elders of theirs were even on about. A current of obscure communication seemed to flow between Arthur and Megan: there was a hint of darkness, of unspoken things that went between them. Something about it made Irene feel very uncomfortable, and she wished that Megan would bugger off elsewhere and stop having a go at everyone.

Beryl said, ‘Ah, Megan man. You’ve just got the hump because you’re feeling poorly. Let’s all have some tea and get along nicely. We saw a smashing picture at the Savoy.’

Sometimes Beryl had the knack for smoothing things over. With her
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