

[image: A blond woman with a blue coat stands on a quiet residential street, with dark clouds above her.]






For Olly






[image: image]






Chapter One


Cathy Sturrock was still a beautiful woman. With her flaming red hair and her cat-like green eyes, she was every bit as striking as she’d been thirteen years ago, when she first arrived in the Sixteen Streets.


Back then she had been a penniless kid, turning up almost randomly in that warren of backstreet houses by the docks. She had been running away, with hardly a thought of where she would end up. Some bloke driving a wagon-load of goods up and down the highway between Northumberland and Tyneside had given her a lift and she had ended up here in South Shields.


How had she gone from being a girl with nothing at all to her name to what she was now? Round here they called her the Queen of the Sixteen Streets. Everyone knew Cathy. Everyone could recognise her a mile off. Hers was the beating heart of this community. She was the fiercest, loudest, most compassionate soul in the place and everyone knew it. She had time to help anyone. She had a kind word for all and sundry. She could remember all too well what it felt like when she was nowt and she never forgot it.


The bar at the Robin Hood pub at the top of Frederick Street was where you would find her most nights. Some time ago, the plaque above the front door had been made over into her name and now she was landlady and sole proprietor. How proud she was of that fact! She stood at the bar, all dolled up each and every night and it was like the stage she paraded around on for the sake of her adoring audience. The Robin Hood was all hers and she still found it hard to believe.


To think she had begun here as a bottle washer when she had hardly known which end of a pint was up and which end was down. It wasn’t quite fair to say that she had worked her way up the ranks. She had taken the decidedly more unstable – and some would say unsavoury – route of marrying the previous landlord, Noel Sturrock. Now, he was a famous face in these parts, too. He was a horrid, sour-faced old hunchback under whose care this had been a dismal and dangerous establishment. He’d led Cathy a merry dance in their years together but age and illness had seen him withdraw from the heaviest work. He’d become milder and less irascible and difficult. He was content for his wife to run the pub in his stead these days.


Just as well, because the Robin Hood was her whole world. She could hardly remember a time before coming here.


Her early life had been spent in the wilds of Northumbria, somewhere further up the coast, near the old gentle town of Morwick.


A part of Cathy’s heart was still lodged in that place, and even in her happiest moments there was a tug of sadness in her chest. She could never forget what she had left behind in that home on the wild coast.


Even while she sat at the bar of the Robin Hood, looking splendid and unvanquishable in one of her signature low-cut velvet gowns, there was always a secret sadness to Cathy Sturrock.


Only her very closest friends had any inkling about that. Friends like Sofia Franchino, who had been Cathy’s chief barmaid and best pal for quite a number of years by 1932, when this story opens.


In the spring of that year, Cathy’s past was starting to open up again. Things were about to change. At first she assumed it would all be for the better, but it almost turned out to be her undoing. Holding court at the bar of the Robin Hood, Cathy looked like she was the crowned and anointed Queen of the Sixteen Streets and she was going to rule quite happily forever. However, 1932 was the year that things got so bad she almost left South Shields and never came back.


Sofia Franchino was there with her every step of the way. The Italian woman – slightly younger than Cathy’s thirty years – had her own problems and dramas that year. The best thing about it all was that the two women had each other to confide in and rely upon. Without that help, they would surely have both been lost.


It was on a Tuesday evening that everything began to change. As far as Cathy remembered, there was no particular reason for the choice of date or day. It was all down to June and what she had decided. She was coming down from Morwick on the train and, though Cathy never travelled very often or very far by train, she understood that timetables and such worked in a particular way and that travellers were at the mercy of their peculiar timings.


June was due in South Shields sometime after seven on Tuesday evening and so Cathy spent days on end in preparation for the arrival. Barmaids Sofia and Minnie were drafted in to work extra hours. The whole place needed sweeping and mopping and dusting and polishing up. All the wooden surfaces had to gleam, as did the horse brasses on the wall, the floorboards, the glasses and the beer pumps themselves. The crown glass windows had to shine, letting multi-coloured daylight beam into the saloon in a way it hadn’t for simply years.


Sofia was glad of the extra hours and the few extra bob in her pay packet, but she was confused about the cause of it all.


The two women shared a half of stout at midday, sitting at what had become known as the Women’s Table by the open fire. It was a mild spring and chilly out, but the two were warmed through by their morning’s busy work. They both had their hair tied up, best pinnies on and they were lathered in dust. ‘This place has never been so clean,’ Sofia laughed as the rich dark beer slaked her thirst. ‘Now, tell me what it’s all in aid of, Cathy. You promised me.’


Cathy studied her friend. Cathy was vivacious but Sofia was properly beautiful. She had the dark hair and olive complexion of someone who had grown up right next to the Mediterranean. She had been brought up in Naples, and even after all these years in South Shields her accent hadn’t quite been blotted out.


She was looking so earnestly inquisitive that Cathy had to laugh. And she had to tell her the truth. She rummaged about in the pocket of her pinny for a letter, which she unfolded with great ceremony. The paper was dated only one week ago, but it was worn and faded as if it had been opened and refolded and studied like a treasure map and kissed over a thousand times.


‘June is coming,’ Cathy said.


Sofia rolled her eyes. ‘So is Christmas!’ she said. ‘But who exactly is June? You haven’t explained anything to me yet …’


The landlady of the Robin Hood bit her lip. Now was the moment. This was when she told her truth. The very thing she had been bottling up so tightly for all these years. Not even her very best, most trusted confidante had an inkling about this secret.


‘Oh …’ Cathy said, and her eyes roved over that worn piece of paper yet again as she flattened it down on the table. She was careful not to dampen it with beer spills. ‘Look at her lovely handwriting! Copperplate, don’t they call that? I don’t know anyone who can write as nicely as this.’


Sofia was losing her patience. ‘But who is she? And what does she say?’


Cathy’s worried thoughts were already straying. ‘Will we have enough food, do you think? I’ve invited simply everyone. All the regulars. Everyone from Frederick Street. You know what folk are like if there’s a free feed on the cards. The place will be swamped. But I don’t mind, of course. I want to give June a proper welcome to the Sixteen Streets …’


Now Sofia was gritting her teeth and trying to read the precious letter upside down. ‘Just tell me who she is! Stop being so secretive.’ She had never seen her friend being as nervy and fretful as this. It really wasn’t like Cathy at all.


Cathy scanned the letter once more. ‘Listen how she writes! “This reunion is one that I anticipate with great joy.” How fancy is that? And her only sixteen! She must be so clever. Why, she’ll put me to shame!’ Then Cathy started glancing around the bar again, looking for any corner that might still need tidying or cleaning or polishing up. She wanted June to see it all and be impressed. She didn’t want her to see this place as just a dingy, dirty, backstreet boozer. She wanted her to see it as the palace that it truly was.


‘Cathy,’ Sofia glared at her. ‘You must tell me.’


The landlady nodded. This was the moment for the long-held truth to come out. At last. ‘She’s my daughter,’ Cathy said. ‘Junie is the daughter who I had to leave behind.’






Chapter Two


‘I’ve known you for ages and ages, Cathy Carmichael,’ Sofia said accusingly. She even used her friend’s maiden name, to underline just how many years had gone by. ‘How come you’ve never mentioned this business of having a daughter of your own?’


All at once Cathy looked shamed and uncomfortable. ‘I know, I’m sorry. I could never say anything. My heart was broken. I had to pretend that June didn’t even exist, just to get by.’


‘All these years, though …’ Sofia said. ‘How could you stand it? How could you bear being parted from your own child?’ She could hardly imagine what it was like. Sofia was devoted to her own daughter. She complained about her, loudly and insistently. She told her every day that she was the bane of her life. Bella was turning into a properly opinionated madam now that she was almost full-grown. But Sofia couldn’t conceive of a version of her life without her.


‘There was no choice,’ Cathy said, and tipped the dregs of her drink into her mouth, lingering over the sudsy beer foam, as if buying herself more time. She didn’t quite know just how much to tell her friend.


‘I want to hear the whole story,’ Sofia told her. ‘Leave nothing out.’


‘There’s no time today,’ Cathy said. ‘We’ve got the sandwiches to make and the spread to lay out.’


Sofia reached over the table to touch her friend’s hands. To her astonishment she realised that they were trembling. Cathy, trembling, as she sat in her own pub! Why, nothing ever made her nervous and afraid. After all the things she had overcome! The crooks and the ne’er-do-wells she had seen off the premises. The bar room brawls she had broken up. The very real problems that her drunken hobgoblin husband had provided for her. Over the years Sofia had seen Cathy take many of these things in her stride.


Now though she was trembling. And all because of this mysterious daughter. ‘How old is she again?’


‘S-sixteen now,’ Cathy said softly, looking surprised as she said the word out loud. ‘She’s grown up. She’s a woman now.’


‘Like my own Bella,’ Sofia smiled. And she thought: imagine if I’d not had Bella with me through all these difficult years! The girl was a handful. Sometimes Sofia felt she was mouthy and she answered back to everything her mother ever said. But Sofia couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be deprived of her.


‘My Junie’s old enough to make her own decisions now, you see,’ said Cathy. ‘And to travel by herself. It seems that she has decided to find her true mother at last. She wrote out of the blue that she was coming to see me.’


‘Out of the blue,’ Sofia said. ‘That must have been a shock.’


‘It was.’ Cathy smiled broadly. Her whole face lit up and it was as if she was banishing all her doubts and fears. For Sofia it was just like watching the sun coming out and burning through wisps of rainclouds. ‘So that’s why we’re doing a little party to welcome her. That’s all there really is to it.’


‘I see …’ Sofia smiled. She watched as her friend got to her feet and gathered up their empty glasses.


‘Shall we get back to work? All that bread won’t butter itself.’


Sofia toiled happily through the afternoon on the buffet, making up ham and pease pudding sandwiches and slicing up the sausage rolls. She couldn’t help but wonder if Cathy wasn’t going overboard though. Was this really the best way to welcome her daughter? By inviting the whole local community into the pub to observe every tender moment? Wasn’t this the kind of private event that was best carried out away from the public eye?


When Sofia thought about it all, she realised that maybe Cathy felt safer somehow holding this reunion in full view. This saloon bar was Cathy’s little kingdom and here she was queen. The regulars from the Sixteen Streets were her subjects and they were loyal. Perhaps she would feel protected and strong, receiving this young princess from afar, if she were surrounded by her familiar court?


Sofia, chuckling, shook her head at herself as she laid out the best china that Cathy had carried from the Sturrock house over the road. I’ve read too many silly romantic novels, Sofia told herself. I’m turning this coming party into something much more dramatic than it actually is. Cathy knows what she’s doing. I should just let her get on with it. Maybe things won’t be as melodramatic as all that.


Famous last words, Sofia would think later, as she remembered these last few hours before Junie arrived in town.


Sofia should have reminded herself of how things always turned out. They never went smoothly and there were always hitches. There was always extra drama and tears and shouting and a dreadful carry on. It was just the way that things tended to be here in the Sixteen Streets.


By the time the Robin Hood’s doors opened in the early evening, Cathy had made sure that everything was perfect. Crisp white cloths lay over the buffet tables in the far corner of the Select bar, so that no straying hands could greedily help themselves before the party officially started. Cathy had nipped home for an hour to change into her best new dress – which was a deep forest green and rather modest and slightly matronly, if Sofia had to be honest. Cathy had pinned up her wayward auburn curls and toned down her usual Hollywood starlet make-up. ‘How do I look? Like a respectable mother?’


Sofia’s heart went out to her. She wanted to tell her friend: I don’t think you should change yourself one bit. You can’t really change, you know. No one can change their true nature. Oh, but wasn’t that the truth! Sofia felt that she had lived her entire life around people who would never, ever be able to alter the least little thing about themselves – for good or bad. People just were. They were impossible and you just had to live with it: that’s how Sofia felt at the grand old age she was.


‘You look like the loveliest mother in the world,’ she told Cathy, brushing aside her own misgivings. She thought it would surely be best to go into such a meeting with no pretence. This young girl arriving tonight should simply take Cathy as she was. She would have to get used to this place, these people, this whole world of South Shields, because there was absolutely no way of prettying it up and making it different. Perhaps Sofia should have warned her friend: let the child take you as she finds you. I’m sure she will love you, nevertheless. If her heart is as kind and as steadfast as her mother’s, I’m sure that it will all be fine.


It would have been lovely to say something like that to Cathy, but there just wasn’t time, and the words wouldn’t organise themselves so neatly on her tongue. All Sofia could do was give her best friend a comforting hug and a peck on the cheek. Then all at once the whole pub was filling up with their regulars, all dressed up to the nines and set upon having themselves a good and rowdy do.


The regulars at the Robin Hood liked nothing better than having a party and any excuse would do. Tonight word had gone round that someone very special in the landlady’s life was about to arrive for a visit, and Cathy had very generously put on a spread and was offering a free drink to everyone to kick the evening off. She was known for being generous and for living her life in full public view. Whatever went on in the dramatic home life of Cathy Sturrock, her regulars expected to have ringside seats.


Their resident pianist, Martha Blaylock, who everyone called Aunty, took up her position at the battered upright. She sipped at a pint of milk stout, cracked her swollen knuckle joints and launched into a jaunty music hall number. Best to get everyone singing along right from the start was her philosophy. Soon the place was rattling and rolling and the floorboards were shaking as the dancing began. It didn’t take long for parties to warm up, not around here.


‘It’s past seven,’ Cathy said nervously, glancing at the old ship’s clock above the back of the bar. She was eating peanuts ravenously – she was on her third little packet – and locks of unruly hair were falling out of her ‘do’.


Sofia gave her an encouraging smile, but she was in the middle of pouring drinks for the Farleys and their next-door neighbours, the Mintons, who had arrived en masse. She was so busy she couldn’t find the breath for one more encouraging word.


Sofia got on with her job of measuring drinks and filling up trays and welcoming the droves of arrivals at the bar. The next time she looked up it was to see Cathy sweeping across the room to where a young woman had just stepped through the pub doors.


June was blonde and curly-haired. She had delicate features and was wearing an expensive-looking long woollen coat. She had two suitcases in her hands and she appeared to be terribly shy and worried.


Hands working automatically at the beer pump, seeing to her customers, Sofia watched Cathy hurry over to her daughter and she found herself offering up a silent prayer.


Oh dear god, let this thing go right for poor Cathy. She could do with some love and some good luck in her life, she really could.






Chapter Three


‘Everyone! Everyone listen to me, now!’ Cathy was used to shouting above the noise of the pub crowd. She rang the ship’s bell above the bar and beamed at them all as they paused their supping and turned to give her their attention. A whole roomful of familiar faces was smiling back at her, and this pleased the landlady no end. What better welcome could there be for young June?


The girl was standing right beside her. She was pretty as a picture in her canary yellow frock and matching shoes. Her tightly curled hair was almost the same shade as her dress and her make-up was perfect even after the rigours of travel in a dirty train carriage. June looked fresh as a daisy and Cathy’s heart was swollen with pride.


‘I’ve got someone very special to introduce to you all.’


There were murmurs of interest and already the Robin Hood’s regulars had taken careful note of the neat and attractive visitor. She seemed rather high class for around here. Just look at how demure she looked, as well as immaculate and expensive. Her comportment (was that the right word, Cathy wondered vaguely) was very good, too. She stood there, quite unabashed, soaking up all of the attention that was being lavished upon her.


‘Who’s the bonny lass, then?’ someone shouted out and there was a ragged cheer of approval.


‘Now, you must be polite and treat her like a lady,’ Cathy warned. ‘She isn’t used to rough sorts like the likes of you!’


Laughter at this, but some of the women bridled at Cathy’s words. Who was this young madam who looked like she was putting on airs?


‘This …’ said Cathy, touching June’s arm softly and smiling at her. For a second she looked proud and almost as if she was about to cry. Then a new look came into her eyes. Cathy hesitated. She bit her lip. She looked for a second as if she didn’t know how to describe the girl. She opened her mouth and said something she hadn’t been expecting to say. ‘This is a member of my family I haven’t seen since she was just a wee bit of a thing. Since she was about three years old, in fact. Now she’s a beautiful young lady, look! This is my cousin. This is my Aunt Liz’s daughter. This is Junie.’


The girl blushed as the whole room erupted into cheers and hearty greetings. They were even stamping on the wooden floorboards as they welcomed her into the community. ‘It’s just “June” really,’ the young girl said softly, almost under her breath. Only Cathy could really hear her. ‘“Junie” was what they used to call me when I was a very little bairn. I don’t really like it now …’


But her words were drowned out by the welcomes and the offers to buy her drinks from the men – young and old – who came up to have a closer look at her. ‘She won’t be drinking anything alcoholic!’ Cathy warned them. ‘It’ll just be pop! She’s still a bairn, really.’


Aunty Martha struck up a few discordant notes on the piano, racking her brains for a suitable song of welcome. After some dithering on the keys she settled on one of her favourites to get everyone singing along, ‘The Blaydon Races’. Soon the room was busy and boisterous again and the attention drifted away from the visitor.


‘I hope I didn’t embarrass you,’ Cathy grinned at her. ‘I just wanted them all to see how bonny you are.’


June simply smiled at her.


‘I’ll get Minnie to carry your bags across the road to the house,’ Cathy said, eyeing the cases that June had brought in from the street. They were good leather cases. They might get nicked, just sitting there. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen luggage as fancy as that,’ Cathy said. The same was true of the coat that June had arrived in, too. Cathy had never owned anything of such quality in all her life. She shook the thought out of her mind. Of course she wasn’t about to become envious.


Then Sofia was there, bringing a tall glass of lemonade for the girl. ‘Eeeh, it’s good to see you, pet,’ the Italian girl said warmly. ‘I’ve heard so much about you. You’re very welcome here.’


‘Thank you,’ said June, accepting the drink. ‘It’s all a bit surprising. So many people staring at me!’


‘We don’t do things by halves round here,’ Cathy assured her. ‘Here in the Sixteen Streets everyone knows everyone else’s business. We’re quite used to living cheek by jowl. We have a party for every important event – and that includes your visit.’ When she looked at June then she seemed almost nervous. She watched the girl delicately sip her lemonade and then set the glass on the bar.


‘May I see my room? And splash some water on my face?’


‘Of course,’ Cathy said, and beckoned Minnie Minton over. ‘Show her over to number twenty-one. The door will be open. Get her settled into the spare room and if Noel tries to get in your way, pay the old devil no heed.’


Moon-faced and pale of complexion, the youngest barmaid Minnie looked like she was in a constant state of fear. Today was no exception. She hated being anywhere near Cathy’s peculiar husband and what was more, she was nervous of this fancy-looking stranger in the posh yellow dress. ‘Righty-oh, Cathy,’ she stammered because, though she was anxious about everything, Minnie also adored Cathy Sturrock and would have gone to the ends of the earth for her.


‘Hurry back though, won’t you?’ Cathy implored the younger girls. ‘Because we’ve put on a little buffet and all these gannets in here will gobble the lot in seconds if you don’t get back soon.’


June smiled softly. ‘Oh, I’m not terribly hungry, thanks.’


Then she was gone, led out of the bar by Minnie, who was cooing and gasping over her oxblood leather cases.


Now everyone in the bar was singing lustily along with ‘My Old Man Said Follow the Van’.


Ada Farley – the fierce and diminutive matriarch from over the road – was suddenly standing at the bar and demanding a fresh glass of Mild. ‘Eeeh, yon was a bonny girl, Cathy. You must be so proud of her!’


Cathy said, ‘Aye, I am that, Ada.’


The older woman was training her shrewd eye up at the landlady. Cathy was growing warm and discomforted in her matronly dress. She knew that there was no hiding anything from Ada Farley. There could be no subterfuge or secrets where she was involved. ‘How long is she down for?’


‘She’s welcome to stay for as long as she likes,’ Cathy said. Now that she thought of it, there had been no mention in Junie’s beautifully composed letter about her plans. All she had said was that she’d be arriving on this day and at this time. Cathy had been so keen to agree that she hadn’t even thought any further.


‘Eeeh, well, it’s lovely,’ Ma Ada said, accepting her fresh and foaming pint of beer. ‘Nice to have some family around you, for once. I don’t really think of you as having people, Cathy. In all of these years you’ve never really talked about them.’


Cathy shrugged carelessly and her expression darkened slightly. ‘There’s nothing much to say, really. I was brought up in the country by my Aunt Liz, mostly. I don’t have a massive tribe like you do, Ada.’


Ada Farley scowled. ‘A tribe, yes! That’s what I’ve got. And they’ve got me on the war path. Have you heard what my oldest lads have been up to?’


Cathy listened good naturedly to her old friend’s complaints and mock outrage about the sons she doted on. It was her drunken husband who was the real problem at number thirteen, Cathy knew. The sons were paragons and saints to Ada Farley, but she’d be free of her husband in the blink of an eye if she ever got the chance. There he was, over by the piano, slurring his words to another rendition of ‘Cushie Butterfield’.


‘My god, I wish Aunt Martha would learn herself some new bloomin’ songs.’ Ada rolled her eyes. ‘It’s the same three or four ditties going round and round!’


‘She likes to get everyone singing along,’ said Sofia, who reappeared suddenly in their midst, bundling up the cloths that had been covering the buffet. ‘Look, I’ve had to let them get at the spread. Everyone’s starving, Cathy. There’d have been a riot if I’d said they had to wait any longer.’


Smiling, Cathy nodded absently. ‘Let them have it,’ she said.


Ma Ada took herself off to the buffet table quick as a flash, wrestling through the mass of bodies lining up with their plates.


‘June said she wasn’t really all that hungry, after her journey,’ Cathy said, feeling oddly deflated as she watched the feeding frenzy in the Select.


Then she realised that Sofia was staring at her with narrowed eyes. She blinked. ‘What? What is it?’


Sofia said, ‘You know what, pet. “Cousin”? “Aunty”? What is all this? That’s not what you told me! You told me earlier today that the lass was your own daughter!’






Chapter Four


Minnie Minton was secretly quite proud of being trusted to show June into her aunt’s house. It was an honour, in a way. The girl was dressed so smartly and had such airs about her, it was like a proper lady had come to visit them on Frederick Street.


‘This is her house then, is it?’ June asked, standing in front of the bow window of number twenty-one.


‘Only a hop, skip and a jump from the pub!’ Minnie grinned. ‘So she doesn’t have far to go to work.’


It was hard to read June’s expression as she stared up at the reddish orange bricks of the front of the house. Was she disappointed? Perhaps she had been expecting something grander?


‘Our house is exactly the same, over the road,’ said Minnie. ‘They’re lovely houses inside. Very cosy.’


June gave her a weak smile and clutched the smaller of her cases more tightly. Minnie – who was carrying the heavier one – suddenly realised: oh, she’s nervous, the poor thing. She’s just a kid. She’s younger than I am, even. And here she is, shoved in amongst all these new people. We must be kind to her. ‘Come inside. You’ll see. You’re very welcome here, June.’


June looked at Minnie’s round, pale face and looked pleased to have found herself an ally and a friend.


‘Come on,’ Minnie urged, and swung open the black front door. The sneck had been left on, just as Cathy had promised.


Inside, the hallway was cool and dim. Just as in the days of Cathy’s long-deceased mother-in-law, the place was cluttered with tables and gee-gaws and nick-nacks. The walls were absolutely covered in faded paintings and framed photographs. A colossal Aspidistra ran rampant out of its brass pot and the girls had to veer around its gleaming leaves with the cases.


‘Can you believe that Cathy polishes all the leaves with milk? It’s supposed to be good for it. I think it makes it pong.’


‘Where shall I put my bags?’ June asked, peering hesitantly up the staircase.


‘I’ll show you to the spare room. It used to be the old mother’s and it’s not been used for years. I’m sure it’ll be perfectly nice …’


June followed the girl up the wooden staircase, taking note of every detail of the place as they inched along. It was gloomy and cluttered, but someone had clearly dusted recently and tried to straighten things up. June couldn’t help herself, letting a demure yawn escape.


‘Are you tired?’ Minnie asked.


‘I might just collapse into bed, actually,’ the visitor said. ‘If you think that would be all right?’


The barmaid shook her head worriedly, flushing with colour at once. ‘Oh no, you mustn’t do that. You see, Cathy has put herself to so much trouble for this welcoming. All those people in the pub? They were there for you.’


June gave a watery smile as they reached the first landing and faced each other in the fading light.


‘Also,’ Minnie babbled on. ‘All that buffet food she’s put out. She was baking sausage rolls and little pies every night this week, she told me. And she got posh ham from Allen’s on Fowler Street, and the nice soft bread with pease pudding. Oh, she’s gone to such trouble. She’d be so upset if you missed it all, pet.’


June pursed her lips until they were a thin, worried line. ‘I don’t think I could stand being in all that noise this evening. Where I come from, it’s out in the countryside. It’s like a little farm, really. It’s so quiet. Very different from here. When I got off the train I couldn’t believe the noise! The hooting and the grinding and the roaring of the traffic, and all the noise from the docks. Even the seagulls are louder than the ones that we have at home!’


Minnie laughed out loud at this little speech of June’s. It was the most she’d heard her utter yet. ‘I think our seagulls are probably a bit deaf,’ she said. ‘Because of all the hullaballoo from the docks.’


‘Hullaballoo!’ June echoed. ‘That’s exactly the word. Ever since I got off the train and walked up the hill to get here, I’ve been surrounded by hullaballoo.’


‘You’ll get used to it,’ Minnie told her. ‘Don’t you worry. Now, shall we get your belongings into this bedroom? How long is it you’re planning to stay round here?’


Minnie pushed open the stiff door and led the way into a spacious, old-fashioned but very comfortable bedroom. She lit the lamps and their honeyed glow revealed a room that looked like it had been beautifully frozen in time since the reign of Queen Victoria.


‘Oh …!’ June smiled with genuine pleasure. ‘I really don’t know. I haven’t said what my plans are because I simply don’t know.’ She sat down heavily on the worn, colourful counterpane. The goose down felt wonderfully soft. ‘I’m sort of making it all up as I go along. I left home in Morwick under something of a cloud.’


‘Oh, yes?’ Minnie was keen to get details. She loved hearing stories – especially scandalous ones.


June looked like she regretted letting her tongue run away with her. ‘Well, never mind that. Suffice to say that I just don’t know. I’m here and I’ll have to see what happens.’


‘A new life in a new town!’ Minnie said enthusiastically, taking both cases and lining them up beside the washstand. ‘How exciting! I can’t imagine what that must feel like. I’ve never been anywhere, of course. I’ve hardly ever even left South Shields! When I was a bairn and me mam was working at the Biscuit Factory we’d go on the annual day out to the Lake District, but that was ages ago and I can barely remember it. I’ve been nowhere!’


‘I’d be happy never to move anywhere ever again,’ said June wearily. She hugged the soft coverlet to her chest and let out a ladylike yawn. ‘Must I really go back to that raucous pub and eat pies and sandwiches?’


Barely had Minnie had time to think of a cajoling reply before both girls realised there was a man standing in the doorway. He was only about four feet high and he was glaring at them from under his angry eyebrows.


‘What are you two little witches doing in here? This was my mother’s room! Up to no good, eh?’


Noel Sturrock was in his shirt sleeves with the tails hanging down over what looked like a set of none-too-clean pyjama bottoms. His haggard face was twisted into a gurning expression that made the visitor gasp and catch her breath. In that instant she felt like she had been caught burglarizing the place.


‘Oh, Mr Sturrock,’ Minnie said, quickly composing herself. His snide, wheedling voice had disturbed her, too. ‘I’m just doing a favour for your missus and getting lovely June here settled into her new place.’


The old man trained his bright blue eyes on the young girl. ‘Lovely June, eh? In her new place?’


‘That’s right,’ Minnie said. ‘You must know about this already, sir. This is a relation of Cathy’s, come down to visit you all the way from Northumberland.’


Sturrock studied June beadily. ‘She’s nobbut a young lass. What’s she doing travelling about by herself? Why’s she coming to stay with strangers?’


June sat up straight and stared right back at him. ‘I’m not a stranger, Mr Sturrock. Cathy is a close cousin of mine. We’re very close family.’


‘Oh, aye?’ said Noel, his voice dripping with sarcasm. Anyone who knew him would recognise that sneering tone, but he was quite new to June and she felt discomfited by his manner.


‘Yes, indeed. And you are, I presume, Cathy’s husband?’


‘Aye, you presume right,’ he said gloweringly. ‘Happily married for twelve years or more. Hahaha!’ His gurgling laughter came out of him unprompted and it almost made him choke. ‘Well, enjoy your visit. Enjoy getting to know your cousin,’ he growled, and then stomped away back into the hall. The two girls listened to him treading heavily up a further flight of thinly-carpeted stairs to an attic room. He slammed the door and quiet settled back over the whole house.


Minnie glanced at June. ‘Well, that was Noel Sturrock. Don’t mind him. He’s unfriendly to everyone. He used to run the pub, but he turned it over to Cathy some years ago. She’s much better at the job than he ever was and he’s gone very bitter about it. He’s bitter about everything, come to think of it.’


June’s eyes were still wide as she recovered from the shock of the encounter. Even the scent of the man had been bitter and acrid, a mixture of beer and tobacco and unwashed flesh. ‘What an absolutely horrible old man!’ she gasped.


Her candour made Minnie fall about laughing. ‘He is, he really is! I don’t know what Cathy sees in him. No one does.’


‘Oh dear, Minnie,’ June said, sounding defenceless all of a sudden. ‘Whatever have I got myself involved in? Where have I landed up?’


Minnie’s heart went out to her. This was the first unguarded, genuine thing she had heard the new girl say. She decided in this moment to be her friend and protector. She would guide June through the complications of her new life. ‘I’ll tell you where you’ve landed up, lady!’ she beamed widely at her new pal. ‘You’re in the very heart of the Sixteen Streets and, though it may not look it, that’s a very special place to be.’


June Carmichael still looked dubious. ‘Is it?’


‘Oh yes,’ Minnie smiled. ‘Now, splash your face with water and put more lipstick on. Let’s get back over the road to that party! You’ve got people to meet and sausage rolls to eat.’


June found herself smiling back at the clumsy kindness of Minnie Minton.






Chapter Five


Cathy was exhausted by the end of the party at the Robin Hood that night. She was quite used to dealing with all her regulars and the work that involved, but the presence of her young visitor was putting her under a certain amount of extra strain. All evening she kept a watchful eye on June’s progress around the room, as she met various of the locals and made polite chitchat with them.


What a charmer the girl was! What lovely manners. And she wasn’t a tiny bit shy, either. For someone who’d grown up in the wilds of the countryside as an only child, she seemed to have no bother making casual conversation even with the more boisterous party guests that night. Cathy felt a warm glow of pride in her chest – and why not? Why shouldn’t she allow herself a little touch of pride, even if she’d had no part in the girl’s upbringing?


It seemed that Aunt Liz had done a good job after all. Junie was a credit to her.


Once or twice, as she worked at the bar and scooted busily around the place, clearing away the wreckage of the buffet, Cathy noticed the girl stifle a little yawn. She delicately hid her face with a hand as she did so and again Cathy was pleased to see her so well-mannered. If she’d stood there yawning out loud, the likes of Ma Ada and the others might think her very rude and snobbish. But the girl knew just how to present herself and this was good to see.


‘You look worn out. Why don’t you leave me to finish up here and lock the doors?’ This was Sofia, gently breaking into her flow of thoughts. Both women were standing there with dirty glass tankards in their hands, four in each hand, as they cleared up the messy tables.


‘That’s really kind of you, Sofia, but no, I can’t …’


‘Course you can,’ her friend smiled broadly. ‘I know you like to see to every little thing by yourself, but just this once, why don’t you let me take over? You can get that visitor of yours home and tucked up in bed. I’ve seen her yawning. She’s had a bloomin’ long day, the poor mite.’


It always made Cathy smile to hear Sofia’s still-accented voice using very colloquial terms. The Italian girl’s face was so earnest and soft with care as she spoke to Cathy. It was really lovely to have someone absolutely on her side and looking out for her welfare. Cathy just knew that Sofia was always going to be on her side and that thought was a very reassuring one.


‘All right,’ Cathy said. ‘I’ll do that. But don’t go washing everything up and cleaning the tables. We can do all that tomorrow. Just chuck everyone out and lock up.’


‘I will,’ promised Sofia.


The girl, June, didn’t need persuading to leave the party in her own honour. She thanked people for coming along to meet her and received some puzzled stares for her efforts. Some of the attendees would have been there anyway, she realised. They blinked at her and smiled uncertainly as they finished their last drinks of the night. These inarticulate dockers in their rough togs and their factory worker wives. Suddenly June felt rather foolish for thanking people, for behaving as if any of them were really here to welcome her. How conceited of her! How stupid!


‘Aye, aye, you’re welcome here,’ said a horrid old woman with warts on her face. ‘It’s grand to see the neighbours turn out to welcome you.’


June smiled tightly and thanked the old lady. As if anyone was really bothered that she was here! They were just pretending, weren’t they? They were just being polite and nice. Oh, why had she gone round talking in that hoity-toity voice to them all, like she was visiting royalty? She could hear the echo of her own squeaky, silly voice in her head and she felt foolish because of it.


‘Eeeh, doesn’t she talk so nice?’ said the dreadful bony woman who’d played the piano so thunkingly and tunelessly all evening.


June had a headache because of the horrible music and all the smiling that she’d had to do.


And all at once there was that girl who had been so kind to her earlier. The girl with the smudgy eyes and the puddingy face. What had she been called? Minnie. Yes, she’d felt almost like someone who might become a friend. Well, maybe. She was clearly kind-hearted and she’d been there when June had come face to face with that appalling hunchback person who was supposed to be her uncle.


This really was a nasty place she had fetched up in. I’m in some kind of Charles Dickens story, she thought, panicking slightly as the saloon bar started to clear and people went noisily home. I’m living in the slums with a cast of unwashed grotesques!


‘Did you have a lovely time?’ the moon-faced Minnie asked her. She seemed so simple and straightforward, this girl. There were no hidden thoughts or mixed feelings to her. June almost envied her simplicity.


‘Oh, it was fine,’ June said. ‘Though now I’m ready for my bed.’


‘Wasn’t the food smashing?’ Minnie asked. ‘I’ve not had a blow-out like that for ages. I love your aunt’s baking. She doesn’t do it all that often nowadays, but she’s a dab hand when she does.’


‘Yes, very nice,’ June said, though she hadn’t thought the offerings all that special. She’d nibbled on one end of a soggy sausage roll and taken a couple of bites from a sandwich that was spread with some kind of fish paste.


‘Here’s your aunt coming over to collect you now,’ Minnie said.


Collect me? June bridled at her words. Like I’m some kind of child still? It’s a bit late to start treating me as if I need caring for like a child! Just let her try … The spark of anger she felt just then surprised her. She tried to quench it as Cathy swept over, bringing her new coat.


‘Ha’way then, bonny lass. Time to get home. I hope you enjoyed our little do in your honour.’


June took her coat and slipped it on. ‘Oh yes indeed, Aunt Catherine.’ She simpered a little as she looked at Cathy.


None of the tension in the air was apparent to Minnie Minton. ‘I’ll be off home then,’ she grinned. ‘If that’s all right? Eeeh, it’s been smashing meeting you tonight, June. I feel like I’ve made meself a brand new friend!’


June kissed her doughy cheek with a pert, dry little peck. ‘You certainly have. Friends for life.’


‘Eeeh!’ beamed Minnie, then turned and hastened off home.


Minnie knew she was going to catch hell from her da for staying out so late this evening, but as she stumbled out of the bar and onto the cobbled lane, she decided that it was all worth it. Junie Carmichael really seemed to her like she was going to be her friend for life, and Minnie couldn’t have been happier.


June was rather quiet as Cathy led her across the road to number twenty-one. Ah, she must be worn out, the landlady thought to herself.


‘Soon have you settled,’ she promised the girl. ‘Will you want a cuppa before bedtime? Or some Ovaltine, perhaps?’


‘Not for me, thank you,’ June said.


The interior of the house was just the same as before. It was gloomy and cluttered. It felt even more oppressive than it had a few hours ago. This is where I live now, June thought. This dark place with brown walls in the middle of a slum …


What on earth have I done? She felt panic rising up in her chest. And what did I really expect it to be like? Did I expect Cathy to be living a grander life than this?


June didn’t really know anymore. All she knew was that she couldn’t stay at home in Morwick. Her boats were burned and she had no choice.


This dreadful place had to be her home now.


She stood in the back parlour in her red coat and felt the walls closing in around her.


Cathy was bustling about with the kettle on the range, lighting the gas. ‘Are you sure? Maybe cocoa? You must have something. Come on, take off your lovely coat. At least look as if you’re staying.’


She was becoming rather bossy as she cajoled the young girl. June felt herself growing annoyed at this flurry of words directed at her. Glumly she shrugged off her coat.


‘You’re overtired, that’s what it is,’ Cathy smiled. ‘Here, I’ll hang your coat up in the lobby.’


June seated herself at the dining table and idly traced patterns in the toast crumbs left on the cloth.


‘What can I get you?’ Cathy asked, sitting down opposite her.


‘I’m fine,’ the girl assured her.


‘You’ll be ready for your bed.’


‘In a moment,’ June said. Then she fixed the older woman with a piercing stare. She was pleased to see Cathy flinch in surprise. ‘I just want to ask you something first.’


‘Oh …?’ said Cathy. ‘What’s that then?’


The girl’s voice hardened. ‘Why didn’t you tell all those people the truth? Why did you say you were my aunt? Why didn’t you tell them all that I’m really your daughter?’






Chapter Six


It was the next day and Cathy was having frothy coffee with Sofia at Franchino’s ice cream parlour. They were sitting in a secluded booth at the back of the white and mint green Art Deco parlour which was owned by Sofia’s family. Cathy was warming her hands on her cup and blowing on the rich roasted coffee to cool it as her friend stared at her in amazement.


‘So, what did you say to her?’ The Italian girl’s eyes widened. ‘Did she really sound annoyed with you?’


‘She sounded annoyed and upset,’ Cathy said miserably. ‘And maybe she had a point?’


Sofia was flabbergasted. She didn’t know what to say to her friend at all. Yes, she too had been surprised to hear Cathy introduce her daughter to everyone as her cousin, but she hadn’t known that June herself had known the truth. Imagine how that young girl must have felt. She had been disavowed by her own mother! Why, she must have felt as if she had been disowned in public. What a horrible feeling that would be.


‘Well, I don’t know …’ Sofia said awkwardly, though the look on her face told Cathy that she had grave misgivings.


‘Oh god.’ Cathy sipped her coffee and it was still so hot that it stung her lips. ‘I thought I was doing everything right, didn’t I? Putting the flags out and welcoming her into my world. But I’ve done it all wrong, haven’t I? I’ve upset her and turned her against me already.’


‘I’m sure it’s not too late to sort things out,’ Sofia consoled her. ‘Look, she’s only just got here.’


‘But we’ve started off on the wrong foot already.’


Sofia sighed. ‘Have you seen her this morning yet?’


‘Uh, no,’ Cathy said. ‘I knocked and stood on the landing calling her name, but she was dead to the world still. Or she was ignoring me. She never came down before I left the house. I think she’s avoiding me and she hasn’t even been here a full day!’


Sofia had rarely seen her best friend so cast down. ‘I’m sure things will sort themselves out. She will see that you were doing what you thought was the right thing.’


Cathy said, ‘I didn’t know she knew, you see.’ She looked at Sofia imploringly. ‘How do I explain that to the lass? I didn’t know that my bloody Aunt Liz had told her the truth.’


Sofia shook her head. ‘But why was your aunt even lying to her in the first place?’


A cloud passed over Cathy’s face. Sofia would have sworn that the daylight in the ice cream parlour had actually dimmed for a moment. ‘That’s a long story,’ she said at last. ‘It all happened years ago. I … I didn’t choose … I never chose for it to be this way.’ Her expression curdled and to Sofia’s dismay, Cathy seemed about to cry. ‘This is all Aunt Liz’s fault. All of it.’


‘Drink your coffee, it’s cooled down a bit,’ Sofia said. ‘Do you want something to eat? Some ice cream? Would that help?’ At the first sign of upset, Sofia’s instincts told her to feed the person up with treats. ‘Cannoli?’


Cathy shook her head. ‘No, thanks. Look, I better have this coffee and get back to Frederick Street. Otherwise she’ll be up and about and be all by herself. Or worse, she’ll have Noel talking to her. He’ll make things worse. I just had to get out for half an hour and escape.’


‘I’m glad you came to see me,’ Sofia said. ‘You can always turn to me when you need help.’


‘Thank you,’ Cathy said, and dutifully drank her coffee. Its sweetness and delicious strength surprised her. It almost made her feel stronger. ‘I’ll tell you the story, I promise. I’ll tell you about Junie and how I had to leave her with my aunt.’


‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want.’


‘No, I’d like to. I’d like to get it off my chest. I’ve bottled all of this up for years and years. No one at all has heard the story since I arrived in South Shields.’


Sofia looked amazed. ‘So long? How do you manage to bear such secrets?’


By now Cathy was on her feet, pulling her coat back on. She had her basket for fetching bread back to the house. ‘Come to the pub this evening, if you can, after supper,’ Cathy said. ‘And we’ll talk. But first, I must try to sort out this whole situation. And make some peace with my daughter.’


After Cathy left, Sofia picked up the emptied cups and couldn’t help thinking how odd and unaccustomed those words sounded out of Cathy’s mouth.


Cathy found her husband sitting at a littered dining table, dipping a burnt crust of stale toast into his tea. He sucked his teeth and crowed at her. ‘You’ve missed that young lass of yours! She’s gone! Yes, ha! She’s gone!’


Cathy set down her basket and went pale. ‘What? She’s left?’


Noel shrugged his shoulders. ‘How should I know? What do I know about all these comings and goings? This place is like a flamin’ doss house these days with young lasses coming and going …’


Cathy felt the usual anger rising up and making her throat feel like it was constricting. For all these years this man had known just how to wind her up. Why had she tolerated him for all this time? How many years had she felt trapped here with him? Why had she flung her whole life away, dedicating herself to this place, this marriage, this home and the pub? I’ve been an idiot all my life, Cathy thought miserably. And now I’ve upset my daughter and driven her away already.


‘What’s wrong with you, anyway?’ Noel snapped, noticing the desolation in her face. ‘Why, yesterday you were skipping around having a lovely time. Planning a party. Making the place look nice. Baking sausage rolls even! What’s happened to you?’


Noel wasn’t all bad, of course. This was something Cathy understood deep down. Something that hardly anyone else ever realised. There was a note of concern in that peevish voice of his that only she would ever hear. Underneath his caustic tone and his habitual sneer, she could tell that he was genuinely concerned to see his wife looking so perturbed this morning. He could see that she was on the verge of tears and that something had gone awfully wrong.


‘Aw, hey now, lass,’ he said. ‘Look, don’t look so worried. Yon girl hasn’t run away. Don’t fret about that. She never took her bags with her. She’s coming back.’


Cathy had her face in her hands, trying not to cry. She looked up sharply. ‘Really?’


‘Aye, aye, it’s true. She went out about half an hour since, all dolled up and bonny. That daft lass came and called on her. They seem to have made fast friends already. What’s she called? One of the Mintons from down the road.’


‘Minnie,’ said Cathy. ‘Minnie came calling on her?’


‘That’s right. Took her out. They barely said a word to me, but they said that Minnie was going to show her round the town. So she could get her bearings. See the sights. That daft Minnie was taking the lead and taking over everything, chattering away. I said, don’t you want to wait till your Aunty Cathy gets back and you can see her? And that young lass Junie gave me such a look. Like you were the last person she’d ever want to see. So, what’s gone on, Cathy? Have you two had words already?’


She didn’t know what to say to him. She felt like she was caving in. The fact that he was suddenly sounding caring was enough to do her in. ‘Oh, Noel. I’ve made so many mistakes. I thought I was old enough now to stop making mistakes. I thought I could put everything right for once. I thought I was doing right by saying that she could come here …’


The grumpy old devil was staring at her levelly. Those bright blue eyes of his! They could always see right into her. He could always tell what her heart was feeling, damn him. ‘That’s not your cousin or your niece, is it? That girl’s related a lot more closer to you, ain’t she?’


His wife nodded helplessly, letting the tears come up at last. ‘You know. You always knew. You were the only one who knew my secret.’


‘Aye, lass, I’ve known for years you had a secret daughter. I never knew much more than that, but I knew she was your secret shame.’


‘You once threatened to tell the whole town!’ she threw back at him.


‘Ah, that was years ago. Before we were married and settled. We all say and do crazy things when we’re young.’


In Cathy’s memory it hadn’t quite been like that. He had manipulated her, and emotionally blackmailed her. He had taunted her with knowing her terrible secret. Then she had married him, submitting herself to him for all these years. The matter of her daughter, hidden away in the far north, had never been mentioned between them again.


Until now.


Noel licked his thin, purplish lips. ‘Well, you invited her here. This is your problem to sort out. I wouldn’t dream of sticking my nose in. I suggest you make your peace with the lass. I’m not about to live in a house with a family at war with itself.’






Chapter Seven


Minnie kept casting sidelong glances as the two girls bustled along, hoping that her new friend was at last cheering up and starting to enjoy herself.


Not yet she wasn’t, Minnie realised, as they wandered through the leafy avenues of South Marine Park. June was in a proper gloomy mood and hadn’t said a single word for about ten minutes. Look at the way she was frowning! She wasn’t just gloomy, Minnie thought. She was furious!
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