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

Two days married and they were at war already.

Tom was in his uniform beside her. Irene was used to the scratchy feel of it as they sat pressed close to each other on the train. He had his cap in his hands. Their bags were stowed on the racks above them and they sat together quietly as the train rattled on.

The newly-weds were heading north and they weren’t talking to each other.

Irene watched the others who shared their compartment. She liked the way they looked at her handsome husband. They nodded respectfully, taking note of his rank. They looked at her, too. Who was she? They were obviously a couple. The smart airman and his new bride. They hadn’t said a word to each other for an hour.

When, for a few minutes, they had the carriage to themselves, Tom spoke up. ‘I still think it’s stupid, that’s all.’

‘Stupid!’ she gasped.

‘It’s dangerous. It stands to reason that it’s more dangerous to be living on Tyneside than in the wilds of Norfolk. You’d be much better off staying with your own family.’

Irene pursed her lips. ‘I’m not going back and living there with my lot. I’m a married woman now. I’ve had enough of living at home. I’m sick of them all.’

‘You’ll not say that after you’ve lived with my family for a few days,’ he promised.

‘I can’t go back and live in our village,’ she insisted. ‘I belong with you.’

‘I won’t even be there!’ he said, getting exasperated now. ‘In another three days I’ll be back in Lincoln. I’ll be back at the airbase. I won’t even be at my mam’s house for very long.’

Irene was dead-set. There was no way she was going back to Hunworth, her tiny village in Norfolk. She’d had eighteen years there already. All her life so far. Nothing ever happened there. They barely had electricity. It was like being back in the times of Queen Victoria.

‘You’ve told me so much about your family and your town. I want to see South Shields for myself!’

He’d filled her head with pictures of the seaside and the ice cream parlour and beautiful Marine Park with the bandstand where there were dances on summer nights. He made his home town sound marvellous. Life down by the docks where his family lived seemed hectic and bustling. Irene felt like it was time that she lived somewhere busy, and saw a bit of life for herself.

‘You won’t like it,’ he said sternly. ‘I wish you’d listen to me. My family … well. They’re a funny lot. And they’re all crammed into this tiny little house on Frederick Street.’

‘I’m used to living with a big family.’ Irene had six sisters and they’d shared a room together all their lives. It was the claustrophobia of her own sisters and her overbearing ma that she was running away from. Anywhere would seem like a palace compared with her family’s cottage on the village green. Even a cramped terraced house by the docks.

But her new husband thought she was being foolish. He sat there looking cross as their carriage filled up with new passengers, and they were forced to be quiet again. They weren’t about to have a row in front of strangers. Irene felt herself going redder and redder with pent-up emotion. She was dying to yell at him, and make her feelings plain.

Three months since they had first met, at a dance for airmen and Land Girls, and they hadn’t had a cross word yet. Not until now. Not until the slow train journey north. Now all the tensions were coming out. She cast a sideways glance at Tom and he was staring straight ahead. He looked just as handsome as he always did, but wasn’t there a stubborn look about him? A truculent expression in his round face that she hadn’t noticed before?

Irene sighed. Well, he could complain all he wanted. They were travelling north now. She was going to meet all his family and she was going to live with them. She was one of them now, and they were just going to have to lump it.

She pulled her cardigan over her short-sleeved dress. Her going-away clothes were brand new. They were special and unfamiliar. She hadn’t had anything new for almost a year. This was an occasion and she felt proud of wearing the dress. It was all warm, autumnal colours. Amber and red. It was from the fancy shop in Holt. She winced at the expense and all the coupons it took.

Then the noise of the engine was changing and the wheels underneath were shrieking. The other passengers were stirring, reaching for bags. Tom nodded at her, without smiling. ‘York station,’ he said. ‘We change here.’

She took down her own bags, and refused to let him help her. They clambered down onto the steamy, noisy platform and the crowd felt overwhelming. She drew closer to Tom as he elbowed his way through the mass of people. Irene really wished they hadn’t rowed. He was the last person she wanted to be arguing with. He only had a short few days of honeymoon leave and it felt like they were wasting precious hours.

In amongst the kerfuffle and steam and shouting and all the people shoving about on the platform with their cases and bags suddenly Tom was standing stock still. He was frozen for a moment on the busy platform like he was having a seizure.

Irene followed his stare and she saw the newspaperman with heaps of the evening edition. Headlines emblazoned on his boards. She could hardly make sense of the words. Tom was darting forward to grab him and ask what was going on. He was practically shaking the little man until his teeth rattled in his head.

The truth was soon told.

Tyneside had been bombed. The Luftwaffe had come out of nowhere, seizing their chance. Last night they had roared over the North Sea and into the mouth of the Tyne. They had raged and stormed over the docks, raining destruction on the heads of all who lived there. Many, many were dead.

‘They say the docks are hardest hit,’ Tom told her. ‘And the streets closest to the shipyards. That’s what Jerry was after. Putting the shipbuilding out of action. And now they’ve done it. Last night and in the early hours of this morning. They reckon that whole streets are still in flames …’

‘Oh, God,’ Irene said. ‘What about your street, Tom? What about the street where your family live?’

He was scanning down the columns of print and all the words were blurring. ‘It doesn’t say exactly where’s been hit. They don’t have all the details …’

Irene bit her lip and grasped hold of his arm. ‘I’m sure they’re all right …’ How stupid and futile her words sounded, though.

He lashed out. ‘And that’s where you want to live! Right where they’re dropping bloody bombs.’ He folded up the paper savagely and picked up his bags again. ‘There might not even be a house for you to move into now. They might all have been blown sky-high!’

She gasped at his callousness. ‘Eeeh, don’t say that …’

‘We don’t know though, do we?’ he burst out. ‘We don’t know what’s happened to them!’

Then he was off, pushing through the crowd to their next platform and their connecting train. Feeling hopeless, there was nothing Irene could do but follow him.

Now they were on another train, rushing through the night. Pushing through the Vale of Yorkshire and the hills of County Durham. Everyone aboard had heard the news about Tyneside and a weight of dread lay on them all. The whispers were rushing through the carriages.

Dark fields went rolling by beyond the windows. The lights were low for the blackout and Irene was having awful misgivings. Here she was on her way to a place she’d never been, with a man she’d only known for three months and who she’d been married to for less than a week. She’d insisted she wanted to move north, and she’d even caused a row between them over the whole business. And now this. The whole town up in flames, probably. She felt foolish and selfish, and he was so worried about his family right now that she couldn’t even find a way to say she was sorry.

She was further away from home than she’d ever been in all her eighteen years. She was rushing towards a place she’d only heard of in his stories. And now she was hearing it was a place of fire and death and terror. What on earth was she rushing into?

Then Tom surprised her. He squeezed her hand so tightly she could feel the little bones inside clicking. He was trying to reassure her. Even though he must be eaten up inside, and worried sick about his beloved ma and his three brothers and everyone else who lived on Frederick Street, he was still thinking about Irene. He was concerned about how his new young bride must feel. For that, she loved him even more than ever.

But still she berated herself – secretly – for being the kind of girl who dashed into things.

Look how deep she had got herself.

Coming all this way. It was all her idea.

Irene had no one to blame but herself.

All of a sudden they were arriving in the north.

Irene wanted to protest and say, ‘Wait … what? Already?’

Even though the journey had been immense and it had seemed to fill up days with its arduous rhythm, now she didn’t feel at all prepared. But Tom was on his feet and fetching down their cases from the overhead racks. He moved with the smooth, strong ease of someone used to drill, to routine.

He explained to her that they would have to cross Newcastle station and catch yet another, smaller train. ‘But it’s not a long trip. Just to South Shields. Just to the coast.’

So there was another leg to the journey. They weren’t quite there yet. When they crossed the great iron bridge that spanned the Tyne, Tom touched the blind covering the window and it rolled up with a snap and she gasped at the view.

The river was dark and ominous. She caught an impression of a vast sky and a body of slow, dark water. There were tall buildings massed in huddles by the docks. She had trouble making sense of it, because night had fallen and everything was shrouded for the blackout. Of course, only last night this place was under bombardment by the Luftwaffe. It was a place that had been visited by a ghastly spectre.

Tom’s face was still tight with fear. It was even worse now that he could actually see the Tyne and know that he was so close to home and finding out what had become of his people. He was urging this rattletrap train to go faster and faster, bearing them over the tall bridge and then into the vaulted station. He was urging them on and dragging their cases impatiently into the small corridor that ran the length of the train. He wanted to be first off and he wanted all the terrible news as fast as he could get it.

Irene followed him to wait in the side passage as the train approached Newcastle. Her own limbs felt heavy with dread.

The platforms of Newcastle and the carriages of the smaller train they boarded to carry them to the coast were full of whispers and then panicky shouts as the news filtered through.

It was such a clear night. Not a scrap of cloud and the moon was high and bright. Of course, that made it a dangerous night.

The bombers were back. They had come back for a second night over Tyneside.

Tom grasped Irene’s hand as the train trundled along. The sky flared with hot orange and purple streaks. Flashes came two, three, four times in quick succession. The noise came rolling a few seconds after, drowning out even the screeching of the engines.

‘Where are they? Where’s it happening?’ voices were crying out in the train as the lights flickered and dimmed. It made for a hellish journey through the night.

Irene knew better than to shout and scream, even when the sky lit up like daylight and dark spiky silhouettes could be seen on the horizon. She knew better than to make a fuss and to be a burden to Tom. He was already in bits, sitting helplessly as the train moved with agonizing slowness. Irene could hardly believe the trains were still running …

When they pulled into the smaller station and the many doors were flung open, there was no mistaking the screeching of the sirens. Wardens and guards were hurrying up and down the platform, taking charge and directing new arrivals to the shelters. Tom wriggled free of the crowd and demanded to know: ‘Where are they bombing? Where’s been hit?’

The helmeted figure of the ARP warden frowned at him, but took note of his uniform and answered quickly and civilly. ‘It’s the docks. It’s the Sixteen Streets by the docks. They’ve come for another go at the shipyards and the streets left standing from last night … Hey! You’re going the wrong way! You’re supposed to head for the shelters, man! Same as everyone else!’

But Tom wasn’t taking heed, and neither was Irene. Clutching all their bags and belongings they pelted out of the dark station and into the street. ‘It’s not far to home,’ he muttered frantically. ‘I’m sorry, pet. I’m putting you in awful bloody danger. We should be going where that fella told us. But I can’t hang around. Not now I’m here. This is my home and my family’s just a few streets away. I-I have to know they’re all right …’

The wailing dipped for a moment of rare quiet, as if the sirens had lost their voices. From somewhere far above there came the endless, horrible droning of engines. It was the most hideous noise Irene had ever heard. But even when the sky started flashing in great, liquid eruptions of gold and white, she didn’t take her eyes from Tom’s. ‘You were right. And I’ll follow you there.’

Their short journey through the dark streets of South Shields was truly appalling. The noise was infernal and the brief flashes of light were impossibly bright, scarring their retinas, and sending them staggering through the fallen rubble and the detritus left strewn on the roads. There were still other stragglers out in public, dashing for the shelters as the bombs dropped somewhere nearer to the coast. ‘I think … I think they’re attacking further up the town tonight,’ Tom shouted at Irene over the noise of distant blasts.

But that wasn’t to say those planes couldn’t turn round for another go. Any one of them, she knew, could pirouette on a whim and come streaking back to these dense streets in this corner of town. Now the roads were clearing Tom and Irene would be hectic, jerky silhouettes, weighed down by their worldly goods. They’d be easy pickings for the eager eye and trigger finger of a Nazi pilot.

I can’t actually stand this, Irene thought, as she struggled to keep up with him. They’d just arrived and it was like the whole place was having its guts kicked out. There was the mephitic stench of a burst gas main and gouts of filthy water flowing over her shoes. Screams of people in distress, several streets away, sawed at her nerves.

And all at once the noise faded. The lightshow drained away and a chilly darkness descended over the town.

The welcome howl of the all-clear was sounding.

She sobbed with relief and staggered in the road. She almost fell down on her knees where she was standing.

All these streets looked the same to her. It was a bit of a rabbit warren down by the docks, she was discovering. She’d never seen so many homes crammed together in such profusion: endless rows of red-bricked houses in long streets running down to the dockyards and the stone arches of the railroads.

There was noise and confusion and still-smouldering fires. Crowds were gathered around ruins and blackened heaps of rubble that had clearly only recently been people’s homes. As they hurried through the streets Tom was grim-faced and silent, observing the devastation all about them. Fires were still raging and survivors were being hauled from the wreckage. Bystanders were gazing at these hideous monuments in disbelief. To Irene the gaps in the terraces looked like teeth that had been punched in. She shook her head to clear it of images of violence, but it was hopeless. The smoke made her eyes stream. It was just like a chimney had fallen in, coating everything in soot, making her eyes and nostrils burn.

‘The bastards,’ was all that Tom would say. She had never heard him swear before and now she felt prissy for being shocked that he kept repeating this word.

It was all because of the shipbuilding, she knew. From the train she had been able to see the half-built hulls and the vast bulks of boats docked by the mouth of the Tyne. They seemed impossibly huge and impregnable, and yet they were all very vulnerable from the air. Of course they would be a natural target for the enemy. But the ships and the docks and the work that went on there were what fed the people who lived in this town. All this endless work and heavy industry filled these terraced houses with workers. It was a huge concentration of lives lived cheek by jowl. It boggled Irene’s country-girl mind to imagine how many people lived in these few square miles. Their proximity to the violence and danger of recent days and nights made her feel hollow and sick inside.

Those Nazi planes just had to thunder inland from the North Sea and drop their bombs willy-nilly, knowing that, wherever they fell, hundreds of lives would be lost in an instant. These little houses would be the first thing they would have seen as they flew inland. What satisfaction could it have given them to reduce these homes to dust and flame? And to return for a second night, blasting more of the same into cinders?

Irene wondered whether the town had spotlights to pick out the danger? Were there anti-aircraft guns on the cliff tops? Had the town been able to defend itself at all? Or had they been caught out too suddenly? How could anyone live here, knowing that this could happen night after night, forever perhaps, until there was nothing of their home town left? How could the survivors even go on, waiting for the inevitable devastation?

Tom apologised, looking harrowed and frightened himself. ‘Do you see now? You shouldn’t be here, pet. You didn’t have to come and be in the middle of all this …’

But she shook her head. ‘No, come on. It doesn’t matter. I’m here because I wanted to be. I was the one insisting, wasn’t I? Let’s find your family. Let’s get indoors …’

‘We’re almost there,’ he promised, and led the way, hurrying ahead.

It shocked Irene at first because she didn’t understand what he was doing; why he had suddenly dropped the bags he was carrying, and even his good overcoat, into the roadside. Then he was off, dashing at full pelt. ‘T-Tom …?’

They had just rounded the corner and Irene was in something of a daze.

This was Frederick Street. She could see the sign at the corner now. This was where they had been heading. It was Tom’s home, where his family had been living for decades. Three whole households down this street held relatives of his. He was home and that’s why he’d thrown down his belongings on the dirty, rainy, sooty ground and started to run like a mad person, away from his wife.

Oh, thank God, Irene thought. She offered up a brief prayer to the deity whose existence she had never really questioned until quite recently. Thank God this street looked like it was all in one piece. There was no greasy pall of smoke hanging over these rooftops. There were no crowds of shabby, silent people clustered around a shelled-out building. There were no pitiful doll’s-house interiors suddenly exposed to public view. Frederick Street had escaped untouched.

Irene craned her neck anxiously as she made her way down the road. She was struggling, trying to carry Tom’s luggage as well as her own. She realised that she had lost track of him, he’d hared off so quickly. Which door were they heading towards? A bleak feeling of suddenly finding herself lost in this strange place rose up in her. What if he’d vanished forever and forgotten all about his new wife? What if this whole thing had been some hideous kind of cruel trick?

She fought down the ridiculous panic. This wasn’t about her. Yes, she felt displaced and frightened and had little idea what the immediate future held for her, but at least she was fit and well and safe. Unlike the poor souls of this place, the dead and the injured and terrified of South Shields. The survivors who lived here must be out of their minds with fear. The German bombers seemed to have gone for the night. But the same had been true last night, presumably, when the all-clear had come. But still the bombers had returned. Would every night be like this? They’d all be going to bed wondering if they’d still be here in the morning.

The shipyards seemed relatively untouched, compared with the surrounding streets. The cranes and hulks were all still standing, berthed in the harbour. So didn’t that mean the Jerries would come back again and again, every night until the whole lot was blasted to smithereens?

What have I let myself in for? Irene wondered as she shambled along. Oh, Tom. Why was I so insistent? Why did I cause that row between us? What kind of hellish place have I demanded that you bring me to?

Just at that moment she heard his voice. He was calling her name. His voice was cracked and harsh. It sounded like he’d been crying, like he was overcome by emotion. When he appeared again, stumbling back up Frederick Street to help her with the luggage, his face was wet and bright with tears. She had never seen him cry before and the strangeness and novelty of it were the first things that struck her.

‘They’re a-alive, Irene,’ he gabbled at her, looking jubilant. His joy seemed so oddly misplaced here, in the middle of this ruined town. ‘Everything’s all right. No injuries, even. No one missing. We’re all OK. We escaped.’

He hugged her hard and the air was crushed out of her lungs so she couldn’t even say anything or join in with his happy, relieved laughter.

But for how long? she was thinking. How long can any of us be safe in a place like this?

‘Come on, love,’ he urged her, picking up all their bags effortlessly and dragging her along. ‘Come and meet everyone.’

The thought of meeting them was terrifying. But she knew she had to put a brave foot forward. This was what she had asked for. This was what she had said she wanted.

Irene fixed a smile firmly on her face and stepped towards her new home and her new family in the north.


Chapter Two

Now here she was in South Shields, with her eardrums ringing from the bombs and a whole lot of new people to meet.

As soon as she set foot in the back parlour, where all the family were gathered that night, Irene felt bewildered and besieged by names and rowdy greetings. It was too much to take in, and all those faces crowding in made her feel panicky. She felt Tom’s hand on her back and that was reassuring, but he was just as loud and excited as the rest of his family. It was a reunion and they were hugging each other and crying out and bursting into tears.

Irene felt like a giant amongst them. The ceilings of this terraced house were low and the room was chockablock with heavy old furniture. Everything was bedecked with lace doilies and bits of china and plate. How many people were crammed into this room? At least twenty, it seemed like: brothers, aunties, uncles, cousins, sisters-in-law. Irene felt like she was twice the size of all of them. It was like being Alice in Wonderland, caught up in that crazy race with all the screeching birds.

‘But why aren’t you all in the shelters, you silly buggers?’ Tom was shouting at them.

They squawked with laughter, hugging him, kissing him and yelling back: ‘But you were coming home! We had to stay here! Your ma wouldn’t go to the shelter! We had to wait for you! There’s a party tonight for you coming home, our Tom!’

Irene felt dazzled by the bomb blasts and noise and was longing to sit down, and now she felt besieged by all this familial fuss.

It didn’t help when she caught a glimpse of Lucky, the little cat who belonged to the house. Curious and undaunted as ever, Lucky jumped up on the table and pushed his queer, pink face towards the newcomer. Irene took one look at him and screamed out loud.

Lucky was entirely hairless.

The reaction was instantaneous. The cat panicked and flew off the table with a sizzling hiss. Everyone whirled about in alarm and Irene stood there, looking foolish and abashed.

‘That thing!’ she gasped. ‘What was it?!’

Good-natured laughter filled the parlour. She frowned, feeling even more idiotic. Even Tom was chuckling at her. ‘It was only Lucky. It’s me mam’s little cat. You needn’t be scared of a creature like that! What’s he gonna do to you?’

Irene bridled. ‘I didn’t know what it was. It’s a horrid, pale, bald thing!’

More laughter erupted and suddenly Irene realised she was face to face with the most important person in the room. The crowd of relations had parted like the Red Sea to reveal a very small, seated woman.

She was in a cardigan pinned at the neck with a cameo brooch and her hair was iron grey, combed up into a bun. Her face was craggy and timeless and full of wisdom. Right now it was glaring up at Irene.

‘This is my ma, Ada,’ Tom said, pushing his wife forward and Irene felt like she was coming face to face with old Queen Victoria. She gulped. Yes, that was exactly how the old lady was behaving. Like an imperious matriarch, surveying Irene as if she was a prospective new subject, or an ambassador from a distant land. Somewhere primitive that Ma Ada’s armies were in the process of colonising and taming.

Irene was determined not to be cowed. ‘Hello, there,’ she said, in a voice that surprised her with its strength. Even to her own ears she sounded foreign and strange. The room was filled with people talking in that jolly-sounding, sing-song accent that Tom had. A silence dropped over the place as the old lady studied Irene.

‘Mam … this is me wife,’ said Tom.

Ma Ada’s eyes widened and it seemed that she stopped breathing for a very long time. Everyone in that room was hanging on her next utterance.

Irene’s heart sped up and she looked at Tom. Surely this wasn’t how he was breaking the news of his nuptials to his ma? No, he must have written to her. He’d sent her a telegraph, hadn’t he? Irene remembered now. There was no way this was a fresh revelation to old Mrs Farley. She was acting up, that’s what it was. Irene wasn’t fooled by her bit of theatre.

‘So,’ said old Ma Ada. ‘This is how you see fit to thank your poor old mam, is it, our Tommy? After I’ve dragged you and your three brothers up and made fine fellas out of you? Off you go to war in some benighted, godforsaken place out in the sticks and there you find … someone … some stranger’s daughter … and you go and marry her in a rush behind your ma’s back? Is that any way for a decent son to carry on?’

Tommy stammered. ‘Mam, I … I …’

Irene stared at him. It was like he was turning into a little lad, regressing before her very eyes and losing all resolve.

His ma thundered on, never budging from her throne-like armchair. ‘And all the while, as you’re courting and clarting about and getting yourself involved in the lives of complete strangers, we’re here at home, getting ourselves blown to smithereens. Do you even know what’s been going on up here, lad? Do you know how lucky you are that this house is even standing and that there’s anyone even here to greet you and this … new person tonight?’

Everyone in that room had their eyes fixed on Ma Ada. For a moment it felt like she was enjoying herself. She was torturing her beloved son just to get a rise out of him. But now, as she spoke about the bombing and the horrible events of the past couple of days, her voice cracked. Suddenly her expression was haggard and bleak. This was real emotion she was letting out. All the pent-up fear was flooding out and she couldn’t stop it. She sobbed loudly and covered her face with both gnarled hands.

The hairless cat, Lucky, seemed to sense her distress. He leapt from his hiding place on top of the dresser into her lap. She stroked his pink skin and this seemed to pacify her.

Tom said, ‘Oh, Mam. I do know a bit about what’s been going on here. I raced up as fast as I could. I had to see you … I had to see the lot of you … to make sure you were all right …’ He looked round at all the faces, so familiar to him, all of them anguished, happy, tired, relieved. To Irene they were still a confusing blur.

Tom’s mam brought her feelings back under control. ‘You’re here now and that’s good. I’m glad of that. I’ve got all my chicks under one roof. My whole brood. But how long for, eh? How long before you have to go back?’

He looked bleak at the very thought of turning round and repeating that journey south. All the way back down to Lincoln and Grantham and the airfield. Back to the skies over the Channel and into combat. Three days and by then it would seem like all of this was just a dream interlude.

Tom shook his head: everything he cared most about, everything good in the whole world, was here in this crowded little room. This parlour was the heart of his whole family, his entire childhood and upbringing. And now Irene was here, too. She was in the very bosom of his family.

For good or bad, she was staying here. It wasn’t necessarily the way he would have chosen it, but she was in the care of his boisterous, rowdy family now. All his precious souls were together, for safety, while he went back to war.

‘Irene will still be here with you,’ Tom told his ma and the rest of his family. ‘She belongs with you now. She’s the woman I love. And she wants to be here with you all.’

The old ma and all the rest of them stared at the interloper. Irene smiled as warmly as she could. She felt brave. She felt curiously undaunted. She felt like someone they would want as a part of their family. Ma Ada was regarding her with suspicion. Some of the other faces were beaming back at her, seemingly friendly. She was determined to win them all over. That’s all there was to it.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ she told her new ma-in-law, and brothers and sisters-in-law, as they all stared at her. ‘But I want to do my bit. While this war’s going on, and Tom and all the other lads are fighting, I wanted to come here, where I can do more to play my part than I could down in Norfolk. So, I hope that’s all right with you all.’

They carried on staring at her, as if they weren’t expecting her to say her own piece.

‘Aye, well, then,’ said Ma Ada. ‘You’re welcome, lass. But mind, you will have to help out, and you will have to work. Everyone here in this house has to pull their own weight.’

‘She’s a good worker,’ Tom said. ‘You won’t have to worry about that.’

His ma nodded very regally and pursed her lips.

Irene thought: I will manage it. I’ll make this lot accept me. I’m going to make myself belong to this whole bewildering family. She stood up and jutted out her chin.

‘You’re going to love her,’ said Tom. ‘I promise you.’

Who were these people that Irene had to get used to?

After the initial welcome, and then the all-clear sounding in the streets, most of the company melted away, back to their own houses on Frederick Street. Soon there were only the actual inhabitants of Number Thirteen left behind, though there were still enough of them.

‘Don’t worry about remembering everyone’s names straight away,’ Tom smiled at her. ‘All that lot were my aunties and uncles and a bunch of nosey-parker neighbours.’

The ones she had to concentrate on memorising were Tom’s brothers and their wives. His two older brothers were married, and his youngest was still a kid. There was Tony, who was in Navy uniform, and on a short leave home. He was broader and taller and quieter than Tom, and he was married to Beryl, who was dark and chatty. It was Beryl who took charge, once the welcoming committee had dispersed, and went to put the kettle on. Now that the air raid was over, out came the family’s best china.

Then there was Tom’s next brother, Robert, also in his early thirties. He was a tubby bloke with sandy, sparse hair; warm and friendly in contrast to Tony’s reserve. Irene learnt that he was the pot man at the little pub – the Robin Hood – at the end of their street. He gabbled away quite happily until his wife, Megan, interrupted him. ‘She doesn’t need to hear your whole life story, Bob. Not yet.’ The blonde-haired, rather glamorous girl nodded brusquely at Irene. ‘I’m Megan, your other sister-in-law.’ Her green eyes studied Irene shrewdly and Irene felt self-conscious, shaking hands with her.

And then there was Sam. He was twenty and fair-haired and grinning. He bounced around the crowded room like a puppy and hugged his brother Tom and then Irene impulsively. ‘I’m the youngest,’ he told them. ‘I’m the only one round here who’s not an old fogey.’

‘Hey!’ Tom warned him, laughing.

‘Look at these muscles, Tom!’ Sam said, rolling up his shirt sleeves and flexing madly. ‘Look at this!’ He was laughing as he showed off. ‘This is me working down the docks, this. Fetching and carrying! It’s doing me good, look!’

Old Ma Ada shook her head and tutted. ‘Have you heard this, Tom? He went and got himself a labouring job. The brightest one of all my bairns, and now he’s a navvy.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with that,’ Tom said. ‘We all have to do our bit somehow.’

Beryl returned with the tea tray and set it down on the table. ‘That we do, Tom. You’re right. And we’re all dead proud of you, doing what you do. Our pilot! You’re our hero!’

‘Ah, get away with you,’ Tom grinned, abashed, as they made a fuss of him. Irene watched on indulgently, glad to see him smiling and looking so happy with his family. She could hardly believe it was only an hour ago they’d been struggling through the horror of the South Shields streets, completely unsure what they’d see when they got here. But all was well. The family was all together and safe, for now at least.

Beryl poured the tea and opened a tin of biscuits. They smelt deliciously buttery to Irene, who suddenly realised she was starving. It was late evening and they’d had no dinner or anything today. Of course, mundane things like eating had been swept aside in all the upheaval and drama. All it took was a few broken custard creams to make her stomach rumble loudly.

‘Eeeh, you and your broken biscuits,’ Tom chuckled, reaching into the tin.

‘Wight’s best broken biscuits!’ Beryl said, pushing them under Irene’s nose. ‘It’s where I work, Irene. Megan does, too. I’m trying to get a job on the ships, though. I want to learn welding.’

‘Welding!’ gasped Irene, through a mouthful of custard cream.

‘Aye, I want to learn something they’d never have let me learn before there was a war on. I want to do something more useful than packing biscuits into tins …’

Megan spoke up: ‘Hey, lady. The biscuit factory is important, too. You know that. The biscuits we bake and pack up, they go all over the world. They go to troops the whole world over. That’s important, too.’

‘These are patriotic custard creams!’ Ma Ada smiled, munching happily.

‘I just want to learn more, and do more,’ said Beryl. ‘That’s all. Of course there’s nothing wrong with Wight’s biscuit factory. It’s a grand place, with a great long tradition.’ She beamed at Irene. ‘And we’ve got you a job, hinny. If you want it. There’s a job waiting for you at Wight’s, if you’re staying here for good, like Tom says. They’re recruiting new workers all the time.’

‘Oh!’ said Irene. ‘Well, I hadn’t really thought yet …’

Ma Ada spoke up again: ‘That’s a really good idea, that. Then you’ll be going to work with Megan and Beryl each day. Your two new sisters. They can keep a good, protective eye on you. She’ll be all right, Tom, with these two looking out for her.’

Suddenly Irene felt somewhat trapped, wedged between her two new sisters, holding a cup and saucer, unable to speak with a mouth full of biscuit.

Tom was smiling gently. ‘If she insists on staying here with you lot, then I suppose she could do much worse than working at Wight’s. It’s a decent place to work.’

‘Something gentle, like packing or lining the boxes,’ Megan said thoughtfully. ‘Not the bake house. It’s so hot in there, and so smoky. She’d probably pass out. She looks a bit delicate and pale to me, Tom.’

Delicate and pale! Irene swallowed her biscuit painfully and shook her head. ‘There’s nothing delicate about me! I was a Land Girl when I met your brother-in-law. I was up at dawn in the fields. And I’ve worked all my life, I’ll have you know …’

Tom patted her shoulder. ‘It’s all right. It’s just Megan pulling your leg, love. That’s just her way.’

‘Oh,’ said Irene, and the others laughed. She looked at the glamorous, blonde Megan and saw a flash of scorn in her eyes.

Then Sam was saying, ‘Well! Are all your bags in the hall then? We should get them upstairs, shouldn’t we? I’ll help! You two must be worn out, after all your travels.’

It was true. Irene felt a huge wave of tiredness go through her. She still hadn’t even sat down yet. The only one in the parlour with a seat was old Ma Ada.

‘You’re in your old room, Tom,’ his ma told him. ‘Right up in the attic for the newly-weds.’

‘Best room in the house,’ Beryl nudged Irene, and smiled at her.

‘Aye,’ Megan said. ‘Best of everything for the favourite son, eh?’ There was something slightly sour in her tone.

Then, as Sam started hurrying about, flexing those muscles he was so proud of, Bob announced he had to be back at the Robin Hood to check on things after the raid. ‘I’ll come with you for last orders,’ Tony said. ‘We’ll leave the women to get this lot settled in, eh?’

Irene noticed the way Bob looked at his older brother in his sailor uniform. There was hero worship in his eyes. There was something about Bob that she couldn’t put her finger on. Was he a bit slower than the others, she wondered? It seemed an awful thing to think about someone. Certainly though, he was one of the friendliest of all the Farleys she had met tonight. The others had all looked at her appraisingly, weighing her up carefully, and coming to conclusions. Bob had just hugged her. He hugged her again as he left for the pub, saying: ‘I’m glad I’ve got a new sister, hinny!’

Ma Ada shook her head, once he and his brother had gone. ‘These lads of mine,’ she tutted. ‘Four of them! Four!’ Then she glared at Irene. ‘When are you thinking of starting a family then, Irene?’

‘Erm …’ Irene flushed crimson.

‘Mam, man, for God’s sake!’ Tom barked out laughing. ‘Let the lass get in the front door, will you?’

‘I just speak my mind,’ said Ma Ada, pursing her lips. ‘I like to know what people’s plans are.’ She gave Irene a long, hard look, up and down. ‘I’m very protective of my boys and my family, and I like to know absolutely everything that’s going on.’

Irene gulped and was relieved when Sam took her elbow and led her back to the hall, so they could carry the bags up to the attic and the room that was to be hers.

The room was chilly, but it was clean and tidy. The double bed was an old brass one, and it had freshly aired sheets on. There was a large wooden wardrobe, but by the time Irene and Tom made it upstairs it was too late to go unpacking their things. They both felt exhausted.

A single small window looked out over the rooftops of the narrow houses. Beyond them could be seen the chimneys and the cranes of the docks, silhouetted against the open skies. The shipyards looked terribly conspicuous in the night, even with no lights anywhere. The moon was bright enough to expose the town in its vulnerability.

Plumes of dark smoke were still rising up as ruins burned, here and there across the town. Tom joined her at the window as she stood there, shivering at it all.

‘Do you see now how dangerous it is here?’ he asked her gently. ‘Do you see why I got so cross and worried before?’

She nodded. ‘It’s terrifying, you’re right.’ But Irene looked at him steadfastly. ‘Your whole family is going through it. They’re all facing these dangers here together. And I want to be part of that family, Tom. I’m here now.’

He kissed her and clasped her in his arms. ‘All right. I see how stubborn you are, Irene Farley. I can see we’re going to have loads of these disagreements in the years to come …’

‘I hope not,’ she said.

‘What, I’ll just have to give in to you, will I?’ he laughed.

She looked down at the streets and the view down the hill to the docks. ‘I’ve never seen so many houses all crammed into one place,’ she said.

‘It’s the Sixteen Streets,’ he told her. ‘It’s always been the whole world to me, though a lot of people look down on this place. Everything goes on here. Everything that ever happens in life. And when you live here, you feel properly like you’re a part of everything going on.’

She nodded firmly. ‘That’s what I want.’

‘And, when the chimneys are blowing out fumes from the biscuit factory, you know, that’s all you can smell for miles around. The gorgeous, melting smell of sweet biscuits. It’s like magic, that.’

She smiled at him. His round face in the pale light looked like the moon itself. ‘I think I’m going to like your family. They seem like a bunch of interesting characters.’

He chuckled at that. ‘One way of putting it! That’s definitely one way of putting it.’ Then he looked at her seriously. ‘We’d better get under that eiderdown, you know. It’s a bit chilly in here. Come on, lass. I’ll warm you up, if you like.’

She stifled her giggles. ‘Shush! The others will hear you …’

‘They can’t hear anything if we’re up in the attic,’ he promised.

Irene’s first night on Frederick Street had begun, and she was asleep as soon as her head touched the pillow.
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