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About the Book

Hope’s just a child when she’s orphaned, and as she grows up her dream is always to have a family of her own. And so when she meets and falls in love with Daniel Fallow, son of a successful businessman, she’s quick to accept his proposal of his marriage. His family, though, are against the match, and so the young couple marry in secret. Grudging acceptance follows, and as the Depression worsens Daniel is persuaded to join the family business, unaware of his father’s dodgy dealings. Tragedy is just around the corner, and worse is to come when war is declared in 1939: as Daniel leaves to fight and her children are evacuated, Hope wonders if she will ever have all her family around her again . . .




For our first granddaughter, Georgia Faye Anderson, born 31 March 2006 – the most exquisite, beautiful and precious little girl in the world, and baby cousin for Sam and Connor. Thank you, darling Faye and Roy, for letting the doting grandparents be so involved on that special day, and praise and thanks to the Lord for making everything so perfect (even down to the dinner, Faye!). Dad and I love the three of you so very much.




PART ONE

1932 – Jiggery-Pokery




Chapter 1

‘Are you man or mouse? That’s what I want to know. By all the saints, you know how things are. How do you think we’re keeping our heads above water when businesses are going down right, left and centre, eh? Answer me that. Not by standing in line while some outfit like Stratton’s or Clark’s cuts us by ten per cent.’

‘I know that.’

‘I’m not sure you do.’ Abe Fallow glared at his son before sitting up straighter in the big leather chair. Putting his two square hands flat on the shiny surface of his desk, he said, ‘Look, Cecil, we’ve done this before an’ we’ll do it again before we’re finished, it’s nowt. We’re not doing anything wrong, just smoothing the way, oiling a few wheels, so to speak.’

‘Jim Clark doesn’t see it that way.’

‘I don’t give a monkey’s cuss what Jim Clark sees. I’m not going to lose this contract. We need it.’

The tall thin man on the other side of the desk blinked, and ran his hand through his thick dark hair. His voice low, he said, ‘Old man Clark is one thing, Jim’s another. He’s dangerous. Since he came into the business he’s got his finger in lots of pies.’

‘Aye, I know that right enough which makes it all the more important we don’t give in to his bullying. He’s nothing short of a gangster and a thief, in my opinion.’

Cecil stared at his father. When they offered bribes and jiggled the figures on tenders, his father called it oiling the wheels; when Jim Clark did the same he was a thief and a gangster. ‘He might be particularly sore about this one because it was already theirs, bar the ink on the contract. And . . . and he knows we sent a second tender a week ago.’

‘He can’t. Randall told me he’d scrap our first one and put the second in its place on the quiet, no questions asked.’

‘Apparently Jim’s got a niece in the office at Randall’s. And he knows all right.’

‘He’s bluffing.’

‘There’s something else.’ Cecil swallowed, wetted his lips, then said, ‘It seems Daniel sent the second tender into the general office without marking it for Maurice’s eyes only. The girl saw it but thought nothing of it until Clark’s got the call to say they were out of the running. She told her mother, Jim’s sister, who phoned Jim . . .’

There was a long pause during which Abe’s face turned a mottled shade of red. ‘You damn fool! You let the lad take care of things?’

‘I told him to send it for Maurice’s attention and marked confidential. He must have forgotten.’

Abe swore profusely but he kept his voice down, conscious he was in his study at home rather than the office. Emily would have a blue fit if her afternoon bridge club, who were at present meeting in their drawing room, heard him, hoitytoity dried-up sticks that they were.

Cecil took a deep breath and dared to say, ‘This wouldn’t have happened if you’d let me tell Daniel how things are, clue him in. I don’t see why you insist on keeping him in the dark now he’s left university and has come into the business. ’

‘Don’t you take that tone with me, lad, and I don’t have to explain meself to you.’

‘I’m not saying you do, only that—’

‘You do as you’re told an’ keep your mouth shut, all right? And this is your fault, not Daniel’s, let’s be straight on that. Now, as I see it, you’ll have to shovel your own muck regards Jim because in spite of what he thinks he knows I’m not backing down on that job. Like I said, we need it. You do damn well out of me, lad,’ Abe stabbed a finger at his son, ‘an’ don’t you forget it.’

Cecil’s face was white, his mouth tight, but before he could reply there was a knock at the study door and a moment later it opened revealing a tall, thin woman in a black dress and cap. A sharp pair of eyes took in Abe’s glowering face and Cecil’s pinched one, then the woman said, ‘They’ve gone and she said for you to join her in the drawing room for tea and cake. Shall I say you’ll both be in in a minute or two?’

‘Aye, yes.’ Abe flapped his hand and the woman departed, closing the door soundlessly behind her.

‘If you hang on to this contract, Jim won’t forget it, he’s got a long memory.’

‘Oh, I’m hanging on to it all right, lad.’

‘Word is they need the work even more than we do.’

‘Tough. I’ve not got me philanthropist cap on the day.’ Abe rose to his feet, indicating the discussion was at an end.

Cecil stood up too, his face sullen. ‘You might blame me but Daniel hasn’t got a grain of interest in what he’s doing and he’s got worse of late. You’ll have to have a word with him because he takes no notice of me. Couldn’t wait to get out of the door today and wouldn’t stay an extra minute. Where is he anyway?’

Abe shrugged. ‘Out,’ he said shortly. The truth of the matter was he didn’t know where Daniel was but he, too, had noticed a change in his younger son the last few weeks. Perhaps it was time to have a word with him. His eyes narrowed. Aye, in view of this with Randall’s, it was more than time. He could be wrong but his gut feel told him Daniel had his eye on a lass and at twenty-one that was only to be expected. He’d have preferred the lad to confide in him of his own accord but now he had a good reason to probe.

His mind made up, he led the way into the drawing room where his wife was waiting; Cecil, as always, followed in his father’s footsteps.




Chapter 2

When was he going to come? She had been here ages now, or at least it felt like ages. Of course it was her fault, she’d left far too early for their rendezvous but it was such a beautiful day and the desire to be free of the stench and grime of the town had been irresistible. But whenever he came, she would say she had only just arrived; she didn’t want to appear too forward.

The slender fair-haired girl sitting in the thick grass starred with buttercups and forget-me-nots and white clover could have been any age between fifteen and twenty. Her slim arms were clasped round her knees upon which her chin was resting, thick-soled shoes peeping out from beneath the bleached cotton dress she was wearing and her hair fastened in a decorous knot at the back of her head.

The view in front of her was one of rolling fields and low hills, the odd farmstead and small cottage dotted here and there. It was no coincidence she was looking this way. The opposite direction brought home the truth that the outskirts of the fast growing ward of Bishopwearmouth wasn’t as far away as she would have liked.

Although to be fair, it was the comely part of Bishopwearmouth, she reasoned. Names like Lindon House and Ashbrooke Grange indicated residences of some note, all surrounded by tree-lined grounds manicured to perfection by an army of diligent gardeners. It would be necessary to walk some way, past Willow Bank Lodge and then Ashbrooke Grounds with its genteel pavilion and lawn tennis courts before the grids of mean terraced streets began to emerge. These streets rapidly became denser if an easterly direction was taken until, once past the orphan asylum and what remained of the old town moor, the East End of Sunderland stretched. This ward consisted of a grim tangle of decaying houses and factories built right to the edge of the harbour and its quays, noisy saw mills and industrial works competing for space with notorious public houses and gin shops.

Don’t think of all that now. The girl shifted, lifting her gaze to the high blue sky and watching the skylarks as they swooped and dived in the clean pure air, their sweet song touching something deep inside her soul. Make the most of each moment of this afternoon. Don’t waste a second.

She brushed a wisp of pale silky hair from her face. An onlooker would have said it was a striking face, beautiful even, the high cheekbones covered by smooth creamy skin, emphasising the unusual combination of dark brown eyes and fair, almost silvery hair. Her nose was straight and small, her mouth a full rosebud.

When in the next moment she realised she was again thinking of the squalid surroundings she’d left just an hour before, she made a sound of sharp impatience in her throat. What was the matter with her? She had looked forward to this afternoon all week and now it was here she felt too het up to enjoy it.

She rose to her feet, shading her eyes with her hand as she turned and looked back over the town from the summit of the hill she was on.

It was that row with Constance that had done it. Never one to hide her feelings, her sister had been fiercely resentful when she’d refused to allow her to accompany her today. But how could she have done? How could she have said she was meeting a lad? Constance couldn’t keep a secret at the best of times and for the moment she didn’t want her friendship with Daniel Fallow to become common knowledge. She could not have said why; she couldn’t explain it even to herself except by acknowledging that it was too new, too precious.

Hope Woodrow stood a minute or two more before shaking her head at herself and sitting down again. Daft, she was. She admitted it. Daniel was a grown man of twenty-one and his family were something in the town. Didn’t they live in a great big house off Ryhope Road and keep a housekeeper? This thing between them couldn’t go anywhere. Perhaps even now Daniel was thinking of ending it. Maybe he wouldn’t turn up today. He’d probably see that as letting her down lightly before anything happened. But something had happened.

Hope closed her eyes on the thought, squeezing them tight as her heart pounded. She had fallen in love. It had happened the first time she’d met him and she didn’t care if people said love at first sight was a fallacy, she knew how she felt and it was love all right. If only they were from the same background, the same part of town though. Everything would have been simple then. As it was, they were worlds apart. And to cap it all he’d told her his family were Catholics although he’d also said he didn’t go in for all that incense-swinging and whatnot.

Her lips turned up at the thought. He’d made her laugh that day although she’d known she shouldn’t have, he’d been somewhat irreverent about the Church and its practices. But Daniel could always make her laugh, that was one of the things she loved about him. Her Aunt Jinny would get on with him like a house on fire, they had the same way of looking at a situation and finding something funny in it when no one else would.

Hope’s smile died as she thought of her aunt. She felt bad she hadn’t told her about Daniel. She’d never kept anything from her Aunt Jinny before and the deception didn’t sit well on her conscience.

Her surroundings faded away and Hope lost herself in her thoughts. She could still vividly picture the day thirteen years before when she and Constance, who hadn’t been a year old at the time, had made the journey to their aunt’s house in the East End. The memory was tied up with her mother collapsing on the hall floor, the telegram informing her of her husband’s death at sea clutched in one hand. That same day the baby her mother had been expecting had come much too early. There had been a lot of coming and going followed by a profound silence, or at least that was the way Hope recalled it. And then her aunt had arrived at the neighbour’s house where she and Constance had been taken.

Hope plucked a blade of grass, chewing on it as her thoughts meandered on. Her aunt had sat the bewildered four-year-old child she had been then on one ample knee, hugging her tight as she had gently explained that her mam and the babby had gone to be with her da in heaven. She and Constance were going to come and live with her, Aunt Jinny had finished, and they’d have lots of cousins to play with. That would be nice, wouldn’t it?

And so the transition from Hartlepool where her mother and father, a respected sea captain, had settled had been accomplished. One day she’d been living a quiet sheltered existence with her mother and baby sister; the next she’d found herself in the menagerie that was her aunt’s two-up, two-down terraced house in the worst part of Sunderland.

But it was a nice menagerie, she told herself, disloyalty piercing her. And it didn’t matter that it wasn’t clean or that there wasn’t room to swing a cat. She’d thought when her eldest four cousins had left to get married things would improve and they had in a way, but with the remaining three being full-grown men it didn’t always feel like it. What would Daniel think to her home?

The uncomfortable feeling of disloyalty pricked again. As though in answer to it, she reached for her straw bonnet which she had discarded on arriving at their trysting place. She pulled it firmly on her head. Her aunt and uncle were good respectable folk and that was all that mattered. Anyway, Daniel wasn’t uppity in spite of living in a grand house and having been to university and everything, he hadn’t seemed at all bothered when she had explained her circumstances to him. And he hadn’t tried it on with her, he’d been a perfect gentleman to date. Six times they had met and he hadn’t even kissed her yet. That showed he respected her, didn’t it?

Aye. It did. She answered her own question with a bob of her head. And she knew he liked her in that way, it was in his eyes every time he looked at her even though he hadn’t spoken it out.

Nevertheless her thoughts disturbed her. She again rose to her feet, smoothing out the creases in her dress nervously. He had to be late by now even though she had got here early. She would wait a minute more, then she’d go. She wasn’t going to let him mess her about however much she liked him, no good came of letting a lad walk all over you. She might not have courted someone before but she knew that much.

‘Hello, Hope.’

The quiet voice brought her spinning round and there he was. Tall, grey-eyed and as smart as a whistle in grey flannels and a light cloth jacket.

‘Hello.’

‘I didn’t know if you’d be here yet considering I’m ten minutes early.’

He was ten minutes early? And she had been thinking . . . She felt foolish. Wetting her lips, she said, ‘I caught an early tram. It’s such a bonny day I couldn’t wait to get away from the town.’ And then she blushed scarlet. Would he think she was insinuating she couldn’t wait to see him?

‘I know what you mean.’ Shrugging off his jacket he walked over to where she was standing. He laid the jacket on the grass and gestured for her to sit on it. ‘You feel you can breathe out here. Who was it who said God made the country and man made the town. William Cowper, I think. Anyway, it’s a sentiment I can agree with.’

Hope said nothing to this. She had no idea who William Cowper was. She sat down carefully, folding her legs neatly under her so her shoes were hidden. They were ugly shoes, stout and serviceable, but the only ones she possessed along with her winter boots. She hoped the grass wouldn’t stain his lovely jacket or her shoes mark it.

Daniel sat on the grass beside her and she was aware of the overall length of him and the nice clean smell emanating from his clothes and skin. She didn’t look at him but directed her gaze at his shoes. They were beautiful, brown leather and clearly of the best quality with an intricate pattern all around the laces. They were further proof of the different worlds they inhabited. None of the lads in the streets where she lived could have dreamt of wearing such shoes, it was all the dock workers, miners, shipyard workers and the like could do to keep their hobnailed boots soled and heeled these days. With the Depression beginning to bite more and more, the dole queues were getting longer. Only the pawn shops did a roaring trade.

‘I’ve missed you.’

Surprise brought her head swinging round, her eyes meeting his. It hadn’t been so much what he had said as the way he had said it. She stared at him, her cheeks burning. ‘It’s only been a few days,’ she managed at last.

‘A few lifetimes.’ He took her hand, his eyes roaming round her face. ‘But I have to know, Hope. Do you feel the same as me? I don’t want to rush you, I know you haven’t had a lad before but I need to know—’ He stopped abruptly. ‘I need to know,’ he finished softly.

She didn’t know how to answer him. The look she had seen before in his eyes was now all over his face, lighting it from within somehow, but she still wasn’t sure of exactly what he was saying.

Was he asking her to be his lass, all above board and proper? Or something else? She knew from the talk at the laundry where she worked that you had to be careful. Lads could say one thing and mean another.

And then he disabused her of that idea when he said, ‘I want you to meet my parents, Hope, and I want to get to know your Aunt Jinny. She sounds a canny body.’

He exaggerated the last two words, his accent ridiculously broad, and Hope gave a weak smile, her earlier fears coming to the surface. ‘Daniel, my Aunt Jinny’s isn’t anything like your home. I mean—’

‘I know what you mean.’ His finger on her lips stopped her from saying more. ‘And it doesn’t matter. How could it? It’s you that matters, you and me. You do see that, don’t you?’

‘Oh aye, aye, I do, but—’

‘No buts.’ His voice was firm. ‘But you still haven’t said if you feel the same as me. You do, don’t you? Do you, Hope? Say you do.’

She nodded. ‘Of course I do.’ She didn’t question what he felt; if it was half of what she felt for him, it would be enough.

‘Oh, Hope.’ His voice was even softer, trembly, and when he whispered, ‘May I kiss you?’ she leant towards him which was an answer in itself.

It was only his mouth that touched her, he made no attempt to take her in his arms, but his lips were warm and firm and she breathed in the smell of him, her eyes shut and her heart racing. He didn’t prolong the moment and in her innocence she wasn’t aware of the control he was exercising when he drew back after a moment or two, his voice shaking slightly as he said, ‘I know we only met a few weeks ago, Hope, but I can’t imagine you not being in my life now. Do you know what I mean?’

She nodded, her lids lowered. The kiss, gentle and restrained as it had been, had rocked her to her foundations. She had never been kissed on the mouth before. No one at home indulged in any physical shows of affection, it just wasn’t their way, and on the rare occasions when her aunt kissed her, it was a quick peck on the cheek.

‘I shall always remember my first sight of you at this very spot. I thought an angel had fallen from heaven.’

He was smiling as she raised her eyes shyly to his.

‘An angel in a straw bonnet of course,’ he added, ‘reading a book. You were very stiff with me that day.’

‘I didn’t know you,’ she said reprovingly although her eyes were laughing at him.

‘And now you do.’

Aye, now she did and she couldn’t believe her good fortune.

They’d met every Saturday afternoon for the last six weeks, the knowledge she was going to see him again carrying Hope through each week in a rosy haze. Even her work at the northern laundry seemed less taxing, although when it was her turn to check in the dirty washing, it still had the power to turn her stomach. But the walk home from St Mark’s Road on the west side of town to her aunt’s house in Moorgate Street seemed shorter and the frowsty smell of the laundry which clung to her clothes did not bother her as much as usual.

And then Saturday lunchtime came and she was free of the laundry for a whole thirty-six hours. She would fill up the old tin bath in the scullery, strip off the clothes she’d worn all week and scrub herself from head to foot. Then she would have a bite to eat and escape the East End.

The luxury of a tram ride to the outskirts of Bishopwearmouth was part of the Saturday treat, along with the bliss of only having her library book for company. After the incessant noise and chatter at work and home all week, Hope ached for solitude. In the winter she’d tramped for hours, often frozen to the marrow but relishing the cold clean air, but in the summer it had been heaven to find a quiet spot and sit and read, the scent of warm grass and flowers in her nostrils and the skylarks serenading her overhead.

‘No book today?’ Daniel was smiling; they both knew her routine had changed since she’d met him although she had continued to bring a book for outward appearances.

‘I forgot it.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Constance was being awkward. She wanted to come with me.’

‘I didn’t think Constance liked walks in the country.’

‘She doesn’t but her best friend’s got chickenpox and she decided she was bored.’

‘Oh dear, poor Constance.’ In spite of his words his tone stated he wasn’t interested in discussing her sister. His gaze tight on her face, he said softly, ‘Will you come out with me tonight, Hope? I thought we could go to the Regal. There’s a new Laurel and Hardy film showing and the stage show is very good. I could come and call for you, it would be a good opportunity to meet your aunt and uncle.’

She stared at him, the magic of her first kiss evaporating like the morning mist before the sun. There was nothing in the world she’d like more, but how could she accompany Daniel to somewhere as grand as the Regal in Holmeside? Everyone knew the Regal was the biggest and most luxurious cinema in Sunderland, but even if he’d suggested one of the less stylish picture palaces she still had nothing to wear that wouldn’t let him down.

Money was tight at home with her uncle and Bart being out of work, and although Dennis and Norman were still earning, their wages at the shipyard had been cut to near half. She stumped up fourteen of the sixteen shillings she earned each week to her aunt. She had never had an item of new clothing in her life that she could remember, all her things came from the second-hand stalls at the Old Market and even then she couldn’t afford any of the really nice stuff.

‘What’s the matter? Wouldn’t your aunt and uncle approve?’

Hope swallowed. ‘It’s not that.’

‘What then?’ There was a pause and then he said quietly, ‘Aren’t you comfortable about the idea of walking out with me, Hope?’

What could she say? Over the last six Saturdays they had talked and talked about all sorts of things and she had learnt so much about him and his family. He spoke so casually about his mother’s dinner parties and bridge club and the tennis matches he and his friends enjoyed and – oh, a whole host of things she had no experience of whatsoever. How could she tell him she only had two sets of working clothes to her name, along with her Sunday outfit which had seen better days? Some of the girls at the laundry were able to put several shillings a week aside for a clothes club and she’d seen them out in new togs, dressed up to the nines some of them. But she knew what an uphill struggle it was for her aunt to make ends meet and they were always weeks and weeks behind with the rent. And Daniel didn’t even work, or at least not properly, she amended. He had told her he was working in the office at his father’s engineering works for the moment since leaving university, just a few hours each day, but that he was toying with the idea of training to be an architect or something along those lines.

‘Hope?’ His eyes were gentle and steady as they looked into hers. ‘Be honest. You won’t hurt my feelings if you want to carry on the way we are for a while.’

It would be easy to grasp the line he’d thrown and the words were hovering on her lips but she found she couldn’t voice them. He wasn’t uppity, Daniel, he had no side and that had amazed her at first. In spite of his background he was ordinary. No, not ordinary. He was anything but ordinary but . . . Hope gave up trying to put a name to it and took her courage in both hands. ‘I’d like to come out with you but I haven’t got anything to wear,’ she said quickly before she lost her nerve. ‘Not for somewhere like the Regal.’

‘Oh, Hope.’ He was completely taken aback, surprise evident in his raised eyebrows and slightly open mouth. And then, in a voice that brought burning colour into her cheeks, he said, ‘You would look stunning in sackcloth and ashes. Don’t you know that? Whatever you wear looks lovely on you, you’re one of those women who have a natural grace and elegance any amount of money can’t buy. You’re beautiful. Utterly beautiful.’

She had to restrain herself from wriggling with embarrassment. No one had ever referred to her as a woman before, and certainly she’d never been told she was beautiful. But Daniel thought she was, and he wanted her to go out with him this evening. The glow from within was reflected in Hope’s voice when she said, ‘If you’re sure then.’

‘I’m sure. In fact I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life.’

She fiddled with a sleeve of his jacket, a heat in her body which had nothing to do with the hot summer’s day. Daniel Fallow wanted her to be his lass. Even knowing where she came from and that she worked in a laundry and hadn’t had a proper education, at least not like he had, he still wanted her to be his lass. She felt as light as thistledown.

‘That’s settled then.’ The lilt in his voice brought her eyes to his and suddenly they were both laughing. They sat quietly for some time after this before he said, ‘I’ll call for you at six o’clock. That will give us time to talk to your aunt and uncle, and tomorrow afternoon you must come and meet my parents.’

She was startled now, her voice high as she shook her head and said, ‘Not tomorrow, Daniel.’

‘Aye, tomorrow.’ Grinning, he pulled her to her feet. He did not let go of her hands once she was standing but tucked one through his arm and slung his jacket over his other shoulder. ‘You’re my girl and I want the world to know about it but there’ll be hell to pay if I don’t tell them at home first. So tomorrow it is. Right? I shall tell them tonight I’m taking you out and that you’re coming for afternoon tea tomorrow. Oh, Hope.’ He pulled her closer and for a moment she thought he was going to kiss her again, but instead he said softly, ‘You don’t know how happy you’ve made me. Come on, I’m going to walk you home and all the way this time. All right? No argument.’

She made to protest; for the last six weeks she had only allowed him to accompany her part of the way home, just to the edge of Mowbray Park. Then she thought better of it. If he was going to call at the house this evening then he might as well get some idea of what he was letting himself in for. She just hoped Mrs Finnigan wasn’t sitting on her doorstep as she was prone to do on warm summer evenings. With her man’s cap, layers of raggedy petticoats and a predilection for stout which she’d send one of her numerous offspring to fetch in the old grey hen, Mrs Finnigan’s name was a byword even in the East End. When she got going she could make old Nick himself blush, or that’s what her Aunt Jinny said.

As they left Tunstall Hills and made their way northwards past the farm and old quarries, she felt very self-conscious about her arm being in his, but as he seemed unconcerned she gradually began to relax.

‘Do you want to take the tram?’ As they neared the tram stop he looked down at her. ‘You must be tired after working so hard all week.’

Hope smiled at him. ‘I’m not tired and I like walking.’ How could she prefer sitting in a creaking old tram with lots of other folk when she could walk in the warm sunshine with her arm in his? Anyone seeing them would know they were a couple and the knowledge was heady.

‘So do I.’ He smiled back at her and not for the first time since she had met him she asked herself what it was that made him so attractive. He wasn’t exactly handsome, his face was too thin and his nose too big for that, but his eyes were lovely. A deep grey fringed by black lashes beneath a head of wavy black hair, but it was their expression that caught her every time. There was a kindness in them, a gentle warmth that made her heart race. She had read in one of her books that the eyes were the window to the soul, and she believed that in Daniel. He was a good man, honourable, but he wasn’t stuffy. Not like Clarence Irvin, the vicar’s son. She knew Clarence had had his eye on her the last six months but she’d rather die than step out with him.

The thought of Clarence brought home another major problem. ‘What will your parents say when they find out I’m not a Catholic?’ she asked abruptly. ‘Will they mind?’

His hesitation was all the answer she needed, and further proof was provided when he didn’t answer her directly but said, ‘They’ll probably be the same as your aunt and uncle, I suppose.’

There was no reply to this. From a bairn she had been taught to view all Catholics with deep suspicion; the chapelgoers, the Salvationists, the Quakers, even the Jews were one thing, more misguided than bad, whereas the Catholics . . . On high days and holidays, in particular St Patrick’s Day, she had seen lads who were pals the rest of the year fight like cat and dog on the side of Protestant versus Catholic, often until blood ran. Her own male cousins, Bart, Dennis, Norman and William, the latter having recently wed and moved in with his in-laws, had regarded it as a badge of honour to bloody as many Catholic noses as they could. And Enid, Rachel and Mary, their sisters who were all married now, had been as bad, egging the lads on and acting as though they were heroes when they came home tattered and torn.

Whether Daniel had picked up on her train of thought she didn’t know, but now he said, ‘It might help in the case of your aunt and uncle if I say how I feel. What do you think?’

Hope considered this for a few moments. The last time they’d discussed their respective religions a couple of weeks ago, Daniel had confessed that since being at university he didn’t know what to believe. ‘Except it’s not in a God who decrees every non-Catholic is consigned to the everlasting flames. Not that I think your side’s got it right either,’ he’d added. ‘In fact the narrowness of denominational belief seems at odds to me with the vastness of creation and the natural world. Why should the power that can cause an oak tree to grow from a tiny acorn and keep the rhythm of the tides in perfect accord insist on having a label pinned to it? It’s not feasible. It’s man’s doing. In all the debates we had at university I didn’t hear one good reason for such segregation among people who claim to believe in God, Son and Holy Ghost.’

Remembering now how shocked she had felt when he had first spoken, Hope said, ‘It’s perhaps best if we let my aunt and uncle and the lads get used to the idea we’re walking out before you say anything. It’d be enough if I let them know you’re not sure about staying a Catholic. They could understand that. They’re always going on about how the priests try to dominate folk.’

‘Aye, all right.’ He stopped, turning her to face him. ‘I don’t mind what you believe, Hope. Maybe I should but I don’t. It doesn’t matter. In the long run it’s how we feel about each other that counts, isn’t it? How many couples do you know who have been married for years and go to church every Sunday but are as miserable as sin together?’

She stared at him, her brows coming together. She couldn’t truthfully say she agreed wholeheartedly, everyone knew you should marry someone from the same faith, and yet he had a point. Who did she know who was really happy together, or at least happy in the way she wanted to be when she got married? Even people who had been married just a short while like William and his wife argued and talked rough to each other, but then that was because things were bad with the Depression and all.

No, no it wasn’t.

As had happened more and more since she had met Daniel, her mind baulked at the easy answer, challenging her to think clearly.

The spectre of the means test and the dole and the dreaded words ‘laid off’ made life worse for the folk she knew, but the filth and grinding poverty evident in every street in the East End had been there for decades, long before unemployment and soup kitchens. It sapped the will from birth, she’d seen it, and she didn’t want to live like that. She wouldn’t live like that. They’d call her an upstart if she dared voice what she felt, but from a little bairn she’d known she wanted to get away. The decay and dirt stifled her. It made her feel as though she was drowning, and she was often conscious of taking long breaths the further she got away from the East End, as though emerging from deep water. And yet her friends, even her cousins, didn’t feel like that. Enid, Rachel and Mary had all settled close to their mam, and William’s in-laws were just a few doors down.

‘Don’t look so worried.’ Daniel smiled, stroking her face with the tip of his finger before tucking her arm through his again as they began to walk on. ‘It’ll all work out, I promise. No one is going to spoil things unless we let them and I don’t intend to let that happen. How about you?’

Hope shook her head, drumming up a smile in reply although the rational part of her brain told her that family mattered, whatever Daniel might say. She knew his people wouldn’t approve of her. Oh, her Aunt Jinny and Uncle George might object to Daniel being a Catholic, in fact she was sure they would, but it wasn’t like his parents would be. They wouldn’t want him to see her again once they knew, and she’d die if that happened. She wished they could continue with their Saturday afternoon meetings for a while longer. Everything would change now.

It was as they passed the old bandstand on the town moor, its tiered rails hidden by the layers of washing drying in the bright sunlight from the houses close by, that Constance popped up in front of them. She emerged like a jack-in-the-box from a group of squealing children intent on a game of bray the cuddy, the rusty tin they were endeavouring to beat with their sticks landing at Daniel’s feet.

Constance’s brown eyes were alight with curiosity, her gaze not moving from Daniel as she said, ‘You’re back early the day, our Hope.’

This was the beginning of it and it would get worse. Her family might or might not rally round, but the news she was courting a lad from the posh end of town – and a Catholic to boot – would spread like wildfire round the backyards. And Hope knew what some of the old wives were like once they got their teeth into someone. The very same neighbours who had clucked in sympathy at the plight of the ‘poor wee orphaned bairns’ when she and Constance had come to live with their Aunt Jinny, and who had shown them nothing but kindness since, would be the first to put the knife in.

Hope didn’t know how she’d come by the knowledge but it was probably instinct that told her that folk hereabouts would take it as a personal affront that she, of all people, had ‘aimed high’, as they’d put it. Someone they’d always been comfortable feeling sorry for, someone even less fortunate than themselves walking out with a lad from one of the big houses in Ryhope? Well, it was clear what he was after, wasn’t it! And they would use the fact that Daniel’s family were Catholics as justification for their disapproval, whatever their religion. The unwritten rule that you didn’t take up with someone from the opposite side would unite both camps, which was funny in a way if you thought about it.

‘Hello, Constance.’ Hope tried to keep her voice ordinary. Turning to Daniel, she said, ‘This is my sister, Constance. Constance, this is a friend of mine. Daniel Fallow.’

‘How do you do?’ Daniel’s voice was cheery and he smiled at the pert-faced girl in front of him as he held out his hand.

There was a moment of hesitation on Constance’s part and then she took his hand for just a moment, her gaze swinging from Daniel to Hope and then back to Daniel. She giggled, then turned and whirled off after the pack of children who had resumed their game.

‘Sorry about that.’ Hope had gone red. ‘She usually has better manners.’

‘She’s just a bairn.’

‘Hardly, she’ll be fourteen in a couple of months and starting work as a housemaid at the Grand.’

‘Please don’t let it concern you.’

Daniel sounded faintly perplexed. He thought she was making a fuss over nothing, Hope told herself, and maybe she was, but it wasn’t nothing to her. She had so wanted his first contact with her family to go well, and Constance had behaved worse than any of the raggedy urchins hereabouts. You’d think she was three instead of thirteen.

In Prospect Row she kept her gaze straight ahead, her cheeks burning. The blazing sunshine seemed to highlight their dismal surroundings and the rotting mess in the gutters rather than making it better, the smell of fish from the harbour competing with human excrement. The backyards always stank to high heaven in the summer but today, owing to the heat-wave, the smell from the privies was particularly foul.

‘The next one’s Moorgate Street, isn’t it?’ Daniel said.

‘How do you know?’ She was surprised into looking at him.

‘I’ve been round here before.’ He glanced about him as he spoke. ‘It’s a bit grim but there’s worse.’

She didn’t know of any but the relief he had known what to expect was enervating, robbing her of the ability to speak for a moment. He had known where she lived, he’d seen it and yet it didn’t matter. He had still asked her to be his lass.

At the top of Moorgate Street Hope stopped, withdrawing her hand from his arm. ‘It’s better if you don’t come all the way with me now so I can tell them first,’ she said, her voice lighter than it had been during the walk home. ‘Ready for tonight, you know?’

‘If that’s what you want.’

‘It is.’

‘Go on then, I’ll watch you down.’

He smiled at her and Hope smiled back before walking away. She felt self-conscious as she made her way down the street, knowing he was watching her. Outside the house she glanced back and Daniel waved immediately. She lifted her hand to him but did not prolong the moment; a couple of women were chatting on their doorsteps across the road and she knew their eyes were on her.

Inside the house Hope stood for a moment in the narrow dingy hall, her heart racing. Her uncle and the lads would be at the football but her aunt would be in the kitchen, she was rarely anywhere else. After taking off her hat and coat Hope smoothed her hair and then opened the kitchen door.

‘Hello, hinny.’ Her aunt was stirring something on the big black range and she waved her hand as she said, ‘I’ve just made a brew. Pour us a cup, would you, lass? I’m parched.’

Hope did as she was told and it was only when she was sitting at the scrubbed kitchen table that she said, ‘Can I talk to you a minute, Aunt Jinny? Before the others come home?’

‘Aye, lass.’ Jinny’s voice was relaxed but her gaze had narrowed on Hope’s face. She left the stew and came and plonked her large frame on a chair opposite. ‘Trouble, lass?’ she said softly.

‘No, not really. At least . . .’ Hope’s voice trailed away. Taking a deep breath, she said, ‘I’ve met a lad, Aunt Jinny. A nice lad. He wants us to start courting but his family’s well-off, his da has his own business and everything. And . . . and he’s a Catholic, or rather his family is. He doesn’t hold with the Catholic thinking. He wants to come and meet you and Uncle George tonight . . .’ She paused for breath, adding lamely, as she took in her aunt’s wide eyes and gaping mouth, ‘What do you think?’

Her aunt didn’t answer immediately. She blinked a couple of times, shut her mouth and swallowed hard before she said, ‘I’ve never bin a drinkin’ woman but right at this moment I could do with a drop of the hard stuff an’ no mistake. By, lass, you’ve fair took me breath away. Look, you start at the beginnin’ an’ I’ll get us a bite of sly cake while we’re talkin’, all right?’

Hope nodded, and then as her aunt stood up she reached across the table and touched her arm. ‘Thanks, Aunt Jinny,’ she said softly. She might have known she could rely on her Aunt Jinny. Her uncle and the lads were a different kettle of fish, but come what may, she wasn’t going to give up Daniel. Not while she had breath in her body.
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