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Chapter One

‘You thieving devil, Evie Grayson! You’re no better than a common crook. I knew if I waited long enough I’d catch you at it!’

Florence Grayson stopped abruptly to catch her breath, her steel grey eyes staring piercingly across the room towards the girl she was addressing. She watched intently as the figure of her younger sister froze in horror, and she smiled – a sly smile of satisfaction which played on her thin lips. Her outburst had achieved just the result she had intended; her patience had finally paid off. She folded her bony arms under her flat bosom and took several steps into her bedroom.

‘Thought you could fool me, didn’t you? Thought I’d gone out. Well, I knew all along what your little game was.’

Evie stared open-mouthed at her reflection in the mirror. The appearance of Florrie was the last thing she expected. She quickly gathered her wits, took a deep breath and turned to face her sister.

‘Florrie, let me explain …’

‘Explain? There’s nothing to explain!’ spat Florrie.

Before Evie could say another word, Florrie lunged forward, swung back her arm and hit her forcefully across the face. The blow sent Evie reeling backwards and she fell against the wall, knocking the breath out of her body. Florrie leapt after her, grabbed her by the hair and swung her around.

‘What else have you stolen besides my blouse?’ she demanded.

‘Nothing, Florrie. Nothing, honest. I was only trying on your old blouse to see if the colour matched my new skirt. Now let me go, you’re hurting me.’

‘Hurting! Is that all? Try this!’

Florrie gave Evie’s hair an almighty tug.

Evie screamed in pain and her anger boiled over. In retaliation she swung back her leg and kicked Florrie hard on the shins. Florrie yelped loudly and released her grip.

‘You … you little brat!’ she hissed.

She made a grab for Evie’s hair again, missed and caught hold of the blouse, ripping a large hole in the sleeve. At the sound of tearing, Florence pushed Evie forcefully away.

‘Now look what you’ve done. I bought that blouse with my first wage packet. You little bitch!’ She stepped forward and went to attack Evie again, but this time her sister was too quick for her and blocked her arm.

‘You hit me again, Florrie, and you’ll regret it.’

The tone of Evie’s voice left Florrie in no doubt that she meant business. She stared in amazement. This was the first time that Evie had ever stood up to her wrath and the shock had stunned her. She quickly regained her composure and scowled ferociously.

‘You’ll buy me a new blouse,’ she demanded.

Evie’s mouth opened wide in disbelief. ‘You must be joking!’

‘I said, you’ll buy me a new one, or …’

‘Or what?’

Florrie threw back her head and her eyes glinted wickedly. ‘I’ll tell Mam you took the day off work last Tuesday and were seen down the town.’ She gave a sly smile as she watched the look of surprise spread across Evie’s face.

‘I did no such thing, Florrie Grayson!’

‘I know that, but will Mother believe you? Especially since she found out you never went to Mavis’s the other night, but to the pictures with Peter Maydown.’

A look of confused horror crossed Evie’s face. ‘It was you! It was you who told her! You’ve been spying on me.’

‘You shouldn’t lie, Evie, then your lies won’t catch you out.’

‘I wasn’t lying! I was on my way to Mavis’s when I bumped into Peter. His date had let him down and I felt sorry for him, so I agreed to go to the pictures to cheer him up.’

‘That’s not the way Mother saw it,’ Florrie responded smugly.

‘No! And you made sure of that, didn’t you, Florrie?’ Evie narrowed her eyes. ‘Just what were you doing in town on Friday night – apart from spying on me, that is? You said you were going to help the Vicar clean out the hall. If anyone lied to Mother, it was you. If you saw me going into the pictures you couldn’t have been anywhere near the church hall.’

‘That’s no concern of yours, Evie Grayson. I’m twenty-three years old and what I do on a Friday night is my business.’

Florrie patted her fine, mousey hair and felt the customary stab of jealousy in the pit of her stomach as she looked at her younger sister.

At eighteen, Evie was blossoming into a beautiful young woman. Her copper red hair, thick and lustrous, flowed down to rest gently on her shoulders. Her creamy smooth skin had been spared the redhead’s customary freckles, and large emerald green eyes stared watchfully from under her long, dark golden lashes as she waited with bated breath for her elder sister’s next move.

Florence stared back at Evie with distaste. She felt neither love nor compassion for the young woman who stood before her. The fact was she detested the two people she lived with. They were the cause of all her pain and suffering and one day she would make them pay for it. She heard the sound of the back door shutting and knew their mother had returned.

Sharply she said, ‘You’ll give me the money for my ruined blouse. I want five shillings.’

‘Five shillings!’ Evie laughed. ‘That old thing isn’t worth tuppence.’

‘You’ll give me what it’s worth, and I want it now!’

‘Oh, you do, do you? Right!’

Evie pushed past Florrie and marched to her bedroom. She grabbed hold of her purse and turned to face her sister who had followed her.

‘Here!’ shouted Evie. ‘Here’s what it’s worth.’

She slapped two pennies into Florrie’s outstretched hand, gave her an almighty shove out on to the landing, slammed the door shut and threw across the bolt.

‘Damn you, Florrie!’ she hissed under her breath.

Pulling off the offending blouse, she hurled it disgustedly into the corner of her bedroom. Then, sighing deeply, she walked over to her bed and threw herself down on it. She gazed around the room, her expression lightening as she remembered the fun she and her mother had had as they had traipsed all over town looking for materials to redecorate it.

They had chosen a rose-patterned wallpaper and pink candlewick bedspread to match. Newly fitted shelves spanned the wide recess by the side of the chimney-breast and were crammed to overflowing with well-thumbed popular romance books, toiletries, and odds and ends that Evie had collected over her eighteen years. The large pine wardrobe was bursting with clothes and accessories and by the Lloyd Loom chair sat Evie’s pride and joy: a record player surrounded by an assortment of seventy-eight r.p.m. records.

Jumping up, she ran over to the record player, selected a popular jive and turned up the volume. She swayed to the rhythm of the music as her thoughts dwelt longingly on the dress she had seen in Lena’s Modes. It was a dream of a dress. The colour matched her emerald green eyes exactly; its full skirt and five net underskirts would enhance her figure to perfection. The dress had surely been created with her in mind and she was going to have it at all costs.

She wrapped her arms around her body and hugged herself as she thought of what she would look like wearing the dress. She would look wonderful; handsome young men would be falling at her feet, fighting for her attention. She threw herself on her bed and folded her hands behind her head. Another few weeks and she would have enough money to buy it, just in time for the annual church ball. A broad grin crossed her face. Janice Moran would be beside herself with jealousy. ‘That will teach her to try and out-dress me,’ Evie thought mischievously.

The Graysons, Edith and her daughters Florence and Evelyn, lived in a comfortable, three-bedroomed semi on the north side of Leicester. Henley Road was a pleasant, grass-verged, tree-lined street, served by a good bus service and in easy walking distance of a parade of shops. The residents were all respectable, hard-working people who tended their well-kept gardens and kept their children and animals under control.

Evie, like most young girls of her time, took the city she lived in for granted. Her mind was too fully occupied with the latest fashions, boys, film stars, and other teenage trivia to notice the fine Victorian buildings that lined the streets and housed the assortment of stores she visited regularly in the centre of town. What she did notice was the range of clothes and accessories they stocked. It never crossed her mind that many of her purchases were manufactured in the various factories dotted in and around the city. She thought only of the increased variety of styles and colours since the war finished over five years ago.

As she hurried to and from work it never occurred to her that not only was Leicester in the forefront of the hosiery trade but also in engineering and shoe manufacturing. What interested her was the variety of jobs that were on offer to women as she scanned the Leicester Mercury, just in case she decided to change her occupation.

The years of hostilities had left their mark on the old Roman town. Men returned full of energy and hope to find only a dreary, miserable environment in which to live. Their town, which had fared better than some in the great depression of the 1930s, was badly in need of a face lift. Gradually, improvements had taken place. Old building sites were cleared to make way for new factories, and housing estates sprang up to cope with the ever increasing number of people moving to the city in the hope of finding work.

Leicester, in 1951, was classed a woman’s town. Liberated by the war, they were no longer content to stay at home, and contributed greatly to the workforce. Young women of Evie’s age had no problem in finding work in the hosiery trade, even if the pay was low and the conditions antiquated. Work for men was more scarce and the dole queues stretched endlessly. The war had changed things: it was now their wives who were the breadwinners.

The rationing of luxury items was still in force and women, fed up with the drabness of the war years, were taking a great interest in fashion again. To be the best in the business was paramount, and designers, factory owners and traders wanted their clothes to be the ones most sought after, and would go to any lengths to achieve this.

Factories of all sizes produced everything from knickers to suits, ballgowns to bathing costumes. Goods from Leicester were sold everywhere in the world.

The more affluent members of society had money to burn, gained mostly by a nose for business or, in some cases, on the thriving black market during the war. These people flaunted their wealth. They wanted to look good and be admired. They bought cars, television sets and telephones, and were held in awe by their less fortunate neighbours. The working-class people of Leicester, as in the rest of the country, wanted to enjoy themselves. They revelled in broadcasts of ‘The Goons’ and ‘The Archers’ on the radio, and on Friday nights packed dance halls would ring with the sounds of the big bands belting out all the latest hits, such as ‘Magic Moments’ and ‘Singing in the Rain’.

Evie spent her leisure time dancing at church socials, going to the pictures and dreaming of boys – in complete contrast to her older sister, who apart from work seemed interested only in church matters.

Twenty minutes after her confrontation with Florrie, Evie gingerly poked her head around the door of the comfortably furnished living room. Her mother was sitting by the fire knitting; the standard lamp behind her armchair cast a soft glow over her fine features. At forty-three, Edith Grayson was still a very attractive woman. Her chestnut brown hair had only the odd strand of grey and the only signs of aging were the fine crow’s feet around her tawny eyes. At five foot seven, Evie was an inch taller than her mother and still had a long way to go before she acquired Edith’s social graces, but for all the age difference, at a distance strangers would have mistaken them for sisters.

Edith raised her head as her daughter entered.

‘Is she out?’ Evie asked tentatively.

‘If you mean your sister, yes, she is.’

‘Good.’

Evie entered the room and threw herself on the settee, her long legs hanging over the arm. Edith watched as Evie plumped up a cushion behind her back and settled herself.

‘What was that commotion I heard when I came in?’

‘Oh, nothing, Mam.’

‘Evie, were you two fighting again?’

‘It wasn’t me, it was her,’ sulked Evie. ‘I borrowed her old blouse just to see if the colour matched the new skirt you made me, and she hit the roof.’

‘And did you ask her permission to go into her bedroom to try it on?’

‘’Course I did.’

‘Evie!’

‘Well, no, not exactly.’ She hung her head. ‘I thought she was out.’

‘Oh, Evie.’ Edith dropped her knitting in her lap and sighed. ‘I get sick to death of these silly, petty arguments. When are you two going to learn to live together?’

‘You should be asking her that question, not me. She starts as soon as I walk into the room. She’d try the patience of a saint.’

‘And you’re no saint, are you, Evie? You’re just as bad. How would you feel if she went into your room and tried on your clothes, eh?’

Evie looked at her mother and shrugged her shoulders.

‘See, you wouldn’t like it.’ Edith picked up her knitting and slipped a needle through a loop of wool. She gave another sigh and her face softened. ‘I know Florrie can be difficult, my dear. But it doesn’t help when you provoke her.’

‘I don’t have to provoke her. The slightest thing starts her off.’

‘Well, next time she starts, just take a deep breath and walk away. Then she’ll get fed up and stop doing it. Please, Evie.’

‘What?’ she retorted, lowering her long legs to the carpet and sitting forward. ‘Why should I?’

Edith slapped down her knitting again and stared crossly at her daughter. ‘Because I ask you to, that’s why.’

‘You mean, you want me to let her do the rotten things she does, and not say anything? Is that what you mean, Mam?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I won’t! She treats me and you like dirt and I’m not going to let her get away with it any more.’ Evie felt her hackles rise. ‘She’s not even in this room and she’s got us at it. I hate it when we fight, Mam, especially over her. She’s a nasty, spiteful piece of work. I sometimes wonder if she is my sister.’ Evie paused and frowned. ‘She isn’t like you and me. She’s always picking fault and being hurtful.’

‘Well, maybe that’s not her fault,’ Edith said softly.

‘Well, whose fault is it if it’s not hers? She’s your daughter, Mam. Who does she take after? Dad?’

‘No, she doesn’t take after him,’ Edith replied sharply. ‘I’ve told you before, your father was a kind, loving man.’ Her voice softened to a whisper. ‘It’s just a great pity he died so young.’

‘Yes, I know, Mam,’ said Evie, ashamed. ‘I didn’t mean to say that, I’m sorry.’ She paused thoughtfully for a moment ‘Who does Florrie take after, then? You never talk about the rest of the family. You told me they were all dead. Were they like Florrie – nasty and wicked?’

‘She’s not all nasty and wicked, Evie. She can be quite kind sometimes. Look how she nursed old Mrs Bayliff back to health when she broke her hip.’

‘Yes, she did. But that was only because she was hoping the old lady would mention her in her will.’

‘Evie!’

‘Sorry, Mam.’ She tightened her lips. ‘There’s one thing I do know – that our Florrie doesn’t take after either of us, in looks or manner.’ She stopped abruptly and stared at her mother. ‘Are my relatives all dead, the whole lot of them?’

‘Yes,’ Edith snapped.

‘Well, what were they like? Please tell me, Mam.’

‘There’s nothing to tell,’ Edith said abruptly. She looked up at the clock on the mantle. ‘Evie, switch on the television, there’s a good show on …’

‘Oh, come on, Mam, stop changing the subject. There must be something you can tell me. Everyone has a mother and father …’

‘I’ve told you before, Evie. There are some things that don’t concern you.’

The girl sighed loudly. ‘Don’t concern me! Surely my own family history concerns me?’

‘Go and make another cup of tea, Evie.’

‘What?’

‘I said, go and make a cup of tea. Please.’

She stared in defiance at her mother, then slowly stood up, picked up the tea tray and headed towards the small kitchen. Once again her mother had avoided answering any of her questions. Evie frowned. Why? Just what was it she was afraid of? The kettle began to boil and Evie picked up a tea towel to dry the cups. She knew she would have to carry on wondering, because apart from her mother there was no one else to ask. She picked up the kettle and poured boiling water into the teapot.

As Evie busied herself in the kitchen, Edith sat deep in thought. She had watched her daughter intently as she left the room. Now a worried expression crossed her face. Evie was practically an adult. She was bright and inquisitive, and avoiding her questions was getting more and more difficult.

She shuddered. Evie would have to be told the truth about her past. She knew her daughter would weather the shock, but was she herself strong enough to withstand the inevitable backlash and repercussions? Edith picked up her knitting as she heard footsteps in the hall. Yes, sooner or later she would have to be told. But for her own part, Edith would prefer it to be later. Much later.

As Evie placed the tray on the coffee table, Edith noticed she had brought in only one cup.

‘Are you not having a cup of tea?’

‘No. I thought I’d pop over to Maureen Green’s house for a while. Her brother managed to get hold of a pile of American movie magazines from his pal at the American Air Force base at Cottingham. He says we can look through them.’

‘Oh!’ Edith tried to hide her dismay. ‘I don’t know about you mixing with Americans …’

‘Mam, I’m not. It’s only the magazines we’re looking at.’

Edith looked relieved. ‘Oh, well, in that case I don’t mind. But you won’t be late, will you? Only you know how I worry when you’re out in the dark. You never know who’s lurking about.’

‘Stop fussing, Mam. I’m eighteen now, I can take care of myself.’

‘What do you mean, stop fussing? You might be eighteen but you’re still under my care, Evie, and don’t you forget it.’

‘Mam, I’m not a little girl any more. You don’t have to check on everything I do. I’m quite capable of making up my own mind about things.’

‘Yes, I do realise that, Evie. But all the same, I’ll decide when you’re grown up enough for me to stop worrying about you. Now, you’d better go or it won’t be worth it.’

Evie relented. ‘Okay, I’ll catch the last bus and be in by eleven.’

‘All right, love. I’ll have your Ovaltine ready. And you’d better wrap up well and take your umbrella in case it rains.’

Evie leaned over and kissed her mother on the cheek. ‘You don’t have to wait up, Mam, I’ll be perfectly all right.’

‘I don’t mind, Evie, I like to see you home safe. I wouldn’t sleep knowing you were still out.’

‘Okay, Mam.’ Evie walked out of the room and donned her warm winter coat and thick knitted scarf. She picked up her umbrella, looked at it for a moment, and smiled to herself as she put it back into the umbrella stand and walked out of the front door into the damp January night.

Alice Trimble walked slowly down the long aisle of overlocking machines. A thin bony woman, she eyed her charges like a bird of prey, ready to claw with red-painted talons anyone stepping out of line. She stopped abruptly in front of Evie and folded her arms under her flat bosom. The girl stopped her machine and looked up at her supervisor.

Mrs Trimble was wearing a scarf turban-style, in the fashion popularised in the war. A curler had lodged between the edge of the turban and her ear and Evie stifled a smile. The wearing of turbans had been generally abandoned after the war, but Alice Trimble still wore hers. Most of the factory women swore, but the supervisor’s language was dreadful. She was very clever, acting the lady in front of the management, but when they weren’t around, the girls under her charge watched their backs.

Most of her charges knew that Alice Trimble stole finished garments and lengths of cloth. She would hide the purloined articles in the big waste baskets, ready to be picked up on her way out at night Alice’s husband had a stall on the market and Evie often saw him selling bargains that had previously been sewn up by her and her fellow workers.

None of the girls liked Alice Trimble. Now, as she stood menacingly in front of Evie, the girl shuddered, wondering what was in store for her.

‘You’re wanted in the office,’ Alice said harshly.

Evie strained her ears to hear what the supervisor was saying over the drone of the machines. She felt a feeling of foreboding creep over her.

‘But what have I done?’

Alice Trimble’s face spread into a broad grin. ‘Well, gel, I ain’t sure. But it must be bad ’cos the Personnel bloke’s come down. Now get off your arse and get up there.’

Evie switched off her machine, and with trembling legs scurried down the aisle towards the Factory Manager’s office.

Alice Trimble stared after her, beady little eyes glinting in anticipation, hoping the girl was about to be sacked. There was something fishy about Evie, something she could not put her finger on. She tightened her arms under her bust. Well, she would soon know.

She turned towards Maureen Green who sat behind Evie.

‘What yer staring at, yer gormless idiot? Get back to work. We don’t pay yer tuppence a dozen for nothin’.’

She stalked off, and Maureen stuck out her tongue and motioned with two fingers at her back.

Evie’s heart raced as she tapped gently on the glass door of the office and entered. The small room was crammed with filing cabinets, piles of sample garments and rolls of cloth. Jack Pollock, a small, rotund, bald-headed man in his fifties, sat behind a large desk. This, like the office, was cluttered, and as Evie opened the door the draught sent a sheaf of papers flying on to the floor. Jack ignored the papers, smiled up at Evie and motioned her to sit down.

‘This is Mr Williams, the Personnel Manager,’ he said kindly.

Evie looked across at the distinguished-looking man seated to the left of Mr Pollock. Mr Williams nodded his head in acknowledgement and waited while she settled herself in a chair placed before Jack Pollock’s desk.

‘You’ve been here, let me see …’ Mr Williams was opening a brown file ‘… over four years, and you’ve been in several departments on the factory floor since you started.’

‘Yes, I have, sir. I feel like a yo-yo sometimes.’ Evie wanted to bite back the observation and quickly placed her hand over her mouth.

Mr Williams’s lips twitched into a brief smile. ‘I can imagine. But this is 1951 and we like our girls at Dawson’s to be flexible.’ He closed the brown file and looked straight at her. ‘We’ve a vacancy in the General Office, to learn the switchboard, typing, etcetera. Your name’s been put forward.’

‘Oh!’ was all Evie could say.

‘The pay’s lower than in the factory, but we’ll make it up and send you to College to learn typing and office procedures. It’s a good opportunity, I hope you will consider it.’ Mr Williams stood up and smiled at her. ‘Think on it and let Mr Pollock know your decision tomorrow.’

Evie nodded as Mr Williams picked his way over the littered floor and departed. She turned to Jack Pollock.

‘Why me, Mr Pollock? None of the other girls has been around the factory like I have, and now this.’

‘It’s not your place to ask questions, Miss Grayson. Just be grateful you’re getting the opportunity. If you’ve any sense you’ll jump at it.’ Jack Pollock looked at his watch. ‘Now back to your machine, time is money.’ He stood up. ‘Come and see me in the morning. And if you have any sense, you won’t say anything to Mrs Trimble or the other girls about this.’

She nodded and left the office deep in thought, walking slowly back to her work station.

The girls sat in long rows, heads bent over their machines, not daring to look up in case the supervisor caught them, or even worse they lost time, which meant money.

Dawson’s had been in production since the 1850s and the present Mr Dawson was the grandson of the founder. The factory was situated on St Margaret’s Way, about half a mile from the town centre and handy for the shops and adjacent main bus station. Dawson’s consisted of several Victorian buildings all huddled together around a central courtyard. The buildings were antiquated and badly in need of repair. The old water troughs catering for the horses of bygone days had been removed. In their place stood flowerbeds and a large lawned area where, during the summer months, workers would lounge and eat their pack ups.

Dawson’s made garments from scratch. They knitted their own fabric, dyed it, cut it into shape, and then passed it to girls like Evie for overlocking, sewing and finishing, ready to be sold to outlets worldwide. The range of clothes and undergarments Dawson’s produced was wide and the Dawson trade mark was well respected throughout the trade.

Evie had worked here since leaving school at fourteen. She had had no intention of working in the hosiery trade, much preferring a more glamorous occupation, but had somehow found herself, one April morning, walking through the large iron gates of Dawson’s with the rest of the four thousand workforce. She had started off in the laundry and progressed to the machining and overlocking departments, mastering several trades on the way. Now she could turn out a good garment quickly and neatly.

She arrived back at her machine just as the hooter sounded. She sighed with relief to have been spared Alice Trimble’s cross examination until next morning.

Later that night, she related the day’s events to her mother and Florrie as they sat around the kitchen table eating their evening meal. Apart from her own bedroom Evie loved this room the most. It faced south, and during the summer the sun’s rays filled every corner of the room from early morning until late into the evening. Edith had painted it yellow and white, and to Evie it always felt warm and inviting whenever she ventured in. As a young child, she had often hidden in the large pantry and crammed her mouth full of home made biscuits, or better still small Welsh cakes filled with juicy currants, not for one minute feeling guilty for her greediness.

On this cold dark night, the yellow and white gingham curtains were tightly drawn and the room radiated warmth as Evie hungrily ate her delicious meal of faggots and mushy peas.

‘It’s a grand opportunity, Evie. You are going to accept, I hope?’ Edith asked.

‘Oh, I don’t know what to do yet, Mam. If I do take it none of the girls is going to speak to me again.’

‘That doesn’t matter. You’ve got a chance to improve yourself and you’ll soon get to know the other office girls. They’re a better class …’

‘Oh, yes?’ Florrie piped up, unable to control her jealousy any longer. ‘The girls on the factory floor aren’t good enough for our precious Evelyn, is that it?’

‘Don’t be silly, Florrie,’ Edith snapped. ‘I only meant that the office girls are a bit more refined, that’s all. Why do you have to take everything I say the wrong way? You work in the Accounts Department. You should know well enough what I mean.’

Florrie’s small eyes hardened. ‘I got there by sheer hard work. What’s she ever done to earn this promotion? Why, she can’t even sew straight. That’s why she’s overlocking knickers …’

‘I can sew straight, Florrie, that’s unfair,’ shouted Evie. ‘And the knickers I happen to be working on at the moment are an exclusive line …’

‘Girls, stop this.’ Edith tried to interrupt the heated exchange.

‘Well, I think it’s fishy,’ Florrie continued, ignoring her. ‘The management doesn’t just pick someone from the factory floor to work in the office. There must be three hundred girls in the overlocking department, and they pick Evie? No, something’s not right.’ She paused for a moment and the corners of her mouth twitched. ‘What have you been doing, spreading your favours around?’

Without thinking, Evie picked up her glass of milk and threw it over Florrie who gasped for breath. She scraped back her chair and stood up, the milk dripping from the ends of her hair down on to her clothes.

‘You little …’ she hissed.

‘That’s enough. The pair of you get upstairs.’ Edith pushed her chair back and jumped up. ‘I’ll have none of this in my house,’ she shouted angrily.

‘My father’s money paid for this house!’ Florrie spat, glaring intently at her.

‘Your father was my husband. That makes it my house. Now get upstairs the both of you and don’t come down again tonight.’

‘But I’m starving, Mam, I want to finish my dinner,’ Evie cried.

‘I said, get up the stairs!’

Edith stood resting her clenched fists on the table as she watched the two girls depart. Several moments later she took a deep breath, stormed up the stairs and banged loudly on Florrie’s bedroom door. When there was no response, she banged even louder.

‘Open this door now, Florrie!’ she bellowed.

She heard the bolt slip back and watched impatiently as the door slowly opened.

‘What do you want?’

Edith pushed past her and marched into the room. It felt cold. Florrie had not bothered to light her gas fire. The room was very sparsely furnished. The brown, almost threadbare carpet and slate grey quilt lying neatly on the single bed accentuated the icy atmosphere. Florrie had flatly refused to let Edith decorate the room for her, insisting that she liked it just the way it was.

Florrie stood with her back against the closed door. Her black straight skirt and grey blouse hung limply on her small thin body. The old-fashioned bobbed hairstyle did nothing but accentuate her sharp, plain features. Edith itched to take her in hand and show her how much more attractive she could make herself, but as always with any kind offer, Florrie had flatly refused. Now her small grey eyes hardened as she looked at her mother with distaste.

‘Well, what d’you want?’

Edith’s face paled. ‘Will you stop speaking to me like I’m a lump of dirt? I’m your mother, and while you’re in my house you will treat me as such. I told Evie the other night and now I’m telling you – I want both of you to stop this feuding. I will not put up with it any more. Is that understood?’

‘You’re telling me to get out, is that it?’

‘I’m saying nothing of the sort. Stop twisting things, Florrie. This is your home for as long as you want, but you will live here under my rules.’

‘You mean, I can stay here under sufferance?’

‘Under sufferance!’ Edith hissed. ‘Anyone would think you lived in a hovel. I keep the house spotless. It’s got all the latest facilities. You come and go as you please, and there’s always a hot meal waiting for you. You call that sufferance? It’s about time you sorted yourself out, Florence, and counted your blessings.’

Florrie walked over to her dressing table and picked up a packet of cigarettes. She selected one, lit it and slowly exhaled the smoke. She stared at Edith, a slight smile playing on her lips.

‘Just answer me one question, Mother – was it sufferance for you when my dad died and you were left with me on your hands?’ Florrie watched as Edith’s face turned even paler.

‘What d’you mean?’

‘You know perfectly well what I mean.’

Edith sank slowly down on to the bed and stared at her intently.

‘You know, don’t you?’

‘Know? Of course I know! How stupid do you think I am?’

Edith sighed deeply. ‘How long have you known I wasn’t your real mother?’

‘Does that matter?’

‘Yes, it does!’

Florrie took a long draw on her cigarette and eyed Edith mockingly. ‘My grandmother told me the day of my father’s funeral.’

‘Your grandmother! I don’t understand …’

‘Yes, my grandmother. My real mother’s mother.’

‘But you never knew her …’

‘Oh, but I did. I saw quite a lot of her before she died. She was very informative, was my grandmother. Told me lots of things about you.’ Florrie raised her head, a smug expression on her face. ‘Anyway, to confirm what she said I went through your drawers and found my birth certificate.’

‘You did what!’

‘Well, it was obvious that you were never going to tell me.’

‘Florrie, I never told you because I didn’t want to hurt you any more than was necessary. What would you have done if I had told you? Left home? To go where? Live with your drunken old granny in a rat-infested tumbledown back-to-back?’

‘My grandmother did not drink!’ Florrie cried.

‘Oh, but she did, Florence. Enough to fill a dustbin with bottles every week. I certainly wasn’t going to let you go there.’

‘Why not? I’d have been better off with my grandmother. She loved me. She was my own family. You and that daughter of yours are no relation to me.’

Edith’s stomach churned from the impact of these words. ‘You do love to hurt people don’t you, Florrie? You get a great deal of satisfaction out of hurting people close to you. I can’t understand you.’ She paused for a moment and ran her hand over her forehead. ‘For your information, your grandmother didn’t want you.’

‘She did!’ Florrie shouted. ‘She told me. She begged you to let me go to her. She even offered you money …’

‘No, Florrie. Your grandmother lied to you. She took money from me to stay out of your life.’

‘You liar! My grandmother was right. You’re a devious liar. She told me not to believe a word you said. Anyway, what did it matter to you where I lived?’

‘It mattered a great deal, and still does. Whether you like it or not, Florence, I care about you.’

‘What a load of rot!’ she sneered. ‘All you’ve ever cared about is your precious Evie.’

‘That’s not true and you know it.’ Edith ran her fingers through her hair. ‘Why didn’t you say something? Why didn’t you tell me you knew? At least I could have explained.’

‘You’ve had plenty of opportunity to explain, but you just kept up the pretence.’ Florrie stubbed her cigarette out in an overflowing ashtray and attacked Edith head on.

‘I’ve hated you for what you’ve done to me. You killed my dad then took my share of his money and used it to keep yourself and that daughter of yours in luxury …’

‘Now just a minute,’ Edith cut in savagely. ‘I did not kill your dad. He … he …’

‘Hanged himself,’ Florrie snarled. ‘Yes, I know that as well. It was because of you he took his own life and left me all on my own, and don’t you deny it.’

‘I am denying it, Florrie, and you have no right to be saying things like this. Your dad was under a lot of pressure …’

‘Under a lot of pressure! Why was he? I’ll tell you why. Because of your carryings on!’

‘My carryings on?’

‘Yes, with that bloke. The one you’re still carrying on with.’

Edith sighed. ‘Oh, that bloke. Florrie, you don’t understand …’

‘No, and I don’t want to hear your lies about it. But I do want my share of Dad’s money.’

Edith rose from the bed. ‘Your father left no money. He never even had an insurance policy.’

Florrie clenched her fists. ‘Don’t lie. We live like lords and you say he left no money? You must think I’m really thick or something. Even I can work out that the money me and Evie give you plus the money from your job at the wool shop doesn’t keep us in this luxury.’

‘No, it doesn’t,’ Edith said quietly. ‘But how I keep this house up is none of your business.’

‘None of my business …’

‘No, it’s not.’ Edith straightened her back and glared at Florrie. ‘Sit down. You’re going to hear some home truths, whether you like them or not.’ She saw Florrie open her mouth to speak. ‘I said, sit down.’

Florrie’s mouth snapped shut as she lowered herself on to her bed.

Edith walked across to the window and leaned against the sill.

‘I’m sorry you found out the way you did. I’m also sorry you felt you couldn’t come to me about it.’ She clasped her hands together. ‘I don’t know what else your grandmother told you and I don’t want to, but you’ll hear my side.’ She raised her head and stared at Florrie. ‘I loved your father very much, and when your mother died we married and I took you on as a daughter. When Evelyn came along, we treated you the same. If you had a new dress so did Evie, and that’s the way it has continued. Life was hard, your dad’s wage at Dawson’s wasn’t all that great, but we managed.’ She paused and took a deep breath. ‘No one was more heartbroken than I was when Freddy died, but I had two children to support so I went out to work and brought you up the best way I could. I treat you as a daughter. It’s not my fault that you decided to shun me and block everything I’ve tried to do for you. But I will carry on regardless until the day you decide to leave.’

‘And the sooner the better, eh?’ Florrie cut in. ‘But you still haven’t explained how you managed to buy this house?’

‘No, and I don’t intend to. That is none of your business. But I can assure you, it was my money and not your dad’s. And when I die, everything I own is split between you and Evie.’

‘Nice,’ Florrie said sarcastically. ‘Well, you can take my name out of your will. I won’t need it.’

‘Oh, won’t you?’

‘No, I won’t, and I don’t intend to tell you why not either.’

‘That’s your prerogative.’

‘Yes, it is.’ Florrie took a deep breath and tightened her lips. ‘I don’t believe a word you’ve said. I don’t believe you’ve ever cared a damn for me, and I don’t believe you loved my father or that he left no money.’

Edith narrowed her eyes. ‘Again that’s up to you, and to be honest, when you’re in this mood, I don’t really care. But what I do care about is Evie. She doesn’t know you are only her half sister, and if you breathe a word, your feet won’t touch the floor.’

‘Are you threatening me?’

‘Yes, I am,’ Edith said coldly. ‘Things are bad enough between you both as it is, without dropping this on her.’ She paused for a moment and looked hard at Florrie. ‘It wouldn’t hurt you to smile a little and enjoy life. It’s much more pleasant to be civil, it makes life a lot happier.’

‘Does it? For whom? You?’

‘Yes, and you. Now, I’m asking you to stop your spitefulness, and maybe we can have a bit of harmony in this house for a change.’

Edith walked towards the door and opened it. She turned and addressed Florrie once more. ‘And in future, if you’re going to work late, I would appreciate a telephone call, because I am fed up with throwing good food in the dustbin.’ She left the room and shut the door.

Florrie watched Edith depart then walked over to her bed and threw herself down. Lying with her back against the headboard, she crossed her thin arms behind her head and stared up at the ceiling. Her thoughts drifted back over the years. She was ten years old and it was the day of her father’s funeral.

It had been horrible. Her safe happy world had crumbled around her. Never again would she look up into the handsome face of her father and see his clear blue eyes twinkling down at her as he tucked her into bed; hear his merry laugh when he was happy or his scolding when he was angry. She would never feel his comforting arms encircle her small thin body, making her feel safe and secure. Her heart had broken into pieces as she had watched them lower her beloved father’s coffin into the sodden wet earth. She had looked up to see her mother’s beautiful face all ashen and drawn as she stood grief-stricken by the graveside holding Evie’s hand. Florrie had desperately wanted to run and hold her, to comfort her, to grieve with her for the wonderful man they had all lost. Instead, before anyone could stop her, she had turned, fled through the cemetery, thrown herself on a bench and wept.

‘Well, yer on yer own now, gel.’

The voice, harsh and rasping, made her jump and she uncovered her face to see a gnarled old figure standing before her. The woman was dressed in shabby, dirty clothes. The black shapeless coat was tied around the middle by an old piece of string and Florrie cringed as the woman shuffled forward and sat down next to her.

‘She killed ’im, yer know. As sure as I’m sitting ’ere, she killed ’im. I’ve come to warn yer, gel, you’ll ’ave to watch ’er now. Make sure you get what’s coming to yer, or she’ll ’ave the lot.’

Florrie sniffed loudly and wiped her face with the back of her hand. She rose hesitantly and sidled away, desperate to escape from the frightening old woman.

‘Don’t mind me, me duck. I’m only yer granny,’ the woman said haughtily as she put her hand in her pocket and pulled out a dirty ragged handkerchief. She placed it to her nose and blew loudly, inspected it, then thrust it back. ‘Don’t need to be frightened of me, gel. I’m the only family you got left. ’Course you wouldn’t know that. She’ll ’ave kept that from yer.’ She nodded her head towards Florrie. ‘Dangerous, see.’ She paused and sniffed loudly. ‘Wouldn’t do for you to know, that would really put paid to ’er plans. Wouldn’t surprise me if she put the noose round ’is neck ’erself. She’s devious that one, spiteful and devious, and you’ll ’ave to watch ’er.’ The woman patted the bench. ‘Sit down. It’s about time yer learned the truth, ’cos you won’t ’ear it from anyone else.’

‘I have to go,’ Florrie stuttered, eyes wide in alarm. ‘My mother will be looking for me.’

The woman raised her head sharply. ‘Yer mother! She ain’t yer mother and she’s no right to say she is. Your mother was my daughter. I should know, I watched yer come into the world. Scraggy little brat yer were. We didn’t think you’d live. But yer did. Then she comes along and takes ’im away. Me poor daughter died wi’ shame and you were left to ’er mercies.’

Florrie, frightened and shaking, stared agog at the woman. ‘I think you’ve got me mixed up with somebody else, Mrs … er … Mrs …’

‘Badcock. Mrs Badcock. Your mother was me daughter Edna, and if yer want proof, just ask that woman for yer birth certificate. That should tell yer all yer need to know. Anyway, I’ve only to look at yer. You’re the spit of our Edna. I’d ’ave known yer anywhere.’

Florrie stared at the ugly dirty creature and felt a shiver of fear pass over her. How could she be related to this awful woman? Her mother was Edith Grayson. She was! Florrie could never remember a time when her mother had not been there. Her mother loved her. She was always saying so. Her mind raced. This woman was wrong, she was mixing her up with someone else. She had to be; there was no other explanation. She suddenly froze. Maybe the woman had escaped from the loony bin? Oh, her mother would go daft if she knew she had been talking to strangers.

‘I have to go.’

‘Please yerself. Only you get ’old of yer birth certificate.’ The woman rose and wagged a swollen finger in Florrie’s direction. ‘Yer can find me at 13 Forest Street. Remember, 13 Forest Street Ask for yer Granny Badcock.’ She laughed harshly and shuffled away.

Florrie watched the figure waddling and coughing its way down the narrow path until it disappeared, then she ran as quick as her little legs would carry her back to her mother and safety.

The encounter preyed on her mind though, until finally she just had to find out for herself. It had been fairly easy to slip into her mother’s room and rummage through her drawers. Edith had taken to sitting by the fire for long periods just staring into the flames and didn’t notice her slip away.

Florrie finally found what she was looking for and as she unfolded the document an icy fear gripped her heart. The woman had spoken the truth. The name of her real mother, written in black spidery handwriting, leapt from the sheet: Edna Badcock.

From that moment Florrie changed. The happy carefree child became an aloof, ill-mannered stranger. She felt alienated from her family, gripped by an overwhelming feeling of desolation. Not only had she lost her father, but the people she had always thought were her mother and sister, and as time went by bitterness worked its way into her very soul.

Edith was bewildered and confused by the sudden change in her. At first she put it down to grief for the loss of her father, but as time went by and Florrie’s attitude worsened, no excuses could be made. She fought long and hard to return the child to her former self, but everything she did or said had no effect. Florrie sank further and further into her own isolated world.

Eventually, she plucked up the courage to visit her grandmother. She had been disgusted by what she found. The stench and the filth repelled her. Empty bottles and stale food littered the two small rooms she occupied; piles of dirty clothes and newspapers blocked the corners and spilled out over the worn linoleum. But still she returned, driven by an obsession to discover her origins. Her grandmother wasted no time in spilling out her venom on the unsuspecting girl, fuelling her more and more with hatred and contempt for the woman who had cared and loved her for nearly all her young life. Florrie vowed on her grandmother’s deathbed to devote her life to wreaking revenge on the woman who had not only been responsible for her father’s death but also caused her real mother and grandmother so much pain.

Florrie unfolded her arms and sat up. A smile played around her mouth. The time for getting even was drawing closer. It had taken cunning and planning to achieve her aims and in the process she had been fortunate enough to come across a man who loved her – loved her for herself as she loved him – and who was only too willing to help. He had his own reasons for wanting to be party to her plans, but that didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was satisfying her own hatred, and that was about to be done.

Edith meanwhile sat at the kitchen table, tears of grief cascading down her cheeks. She wrung her hands in despair as she lifted her swollen eyes towards the ceiling. ‘Oh, Florrie. Poor, poor Florrie. What did I do to make you hate me so much?’
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