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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.
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