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Born on a Friday, Sophie Winters has always been a loving and giving child, who'd do anything for her family. Yet her father, Bill, has always seemed to resent her. For her mother's sake, Sophie learns to live with Bill's animosity – until the night he drunkenly forces himself upon her. Left pregnant and ashamed at seventeen, Sophie doesn't know where to turn. So when she meets the charming Ben Lewis and he offers her refuge at his mother's hotel, she accepts. At first it seems that Ben and his mother are quite the good Samaritans. But there is little goodness in the Lewis' hearts. As Sophie realises their dark intentions, a web of danger and deceit wraps itself around her. She knows if she is to survive, she will have to fight for all she's worth . . .
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Prologue

Blackpool 1947

‘Come on, Sally. One more good push should do it.’ Beattie gently wiped a strand of damp hair from the forehead of the poor soul writhing on the bed.

‘I . . . I can’t.’ Sally Winters’ whimpers bounced off the walls as she thrashed about from side to side. She felt as if she were being rent in two and in that moment would gladly have welcomed death. What was there left to live for anyway? Soon the agony of birth would be over to be replaced by yet another agony as she struggled to feed one more little mouth. It certainly wasn’t going to be easy, for even though the war was over, rationing was still as strict as ever and there never seemed to be enough food, or for that matter money, to go round.

Beattie pursed her lips as she glanced across the sparsely furnished room at the thin curtains covering the window. Where the bloody hell had that damn midwife got to? It must be all of two hours since she had sent Robbie, Sally’s eldest, off to look for her. If this baby didn’t put  in an appearance soon she would have no choice but to send for the doctor.

Downstairs she could faintly hear Sally’s other children laughing and fighting, no doubt watched over by Bill, Sally’s husband, who hadn’t ventured up the stairs so much as once since Sally’s labour had begun. It didn’t really surprise her. Since returning from the war nearly ten months ago Bill was a changed man in all ways and had become almost reclusive; nothing at all like the happy-go-lucky chap that Sally had tearfully waved off. But then the war had changed them all and they could only hope that one day Bill would return to being as nice as he had once been. ‘That’s women’s business,’ he had told Beattie testily when Robbie had run to fetch her from next door, and here she had been ever since without so much as a swallow of tea to wet her throat.

As Sally groaned in the grip of yet another contraction, Beattie turned her attention back to the bed. Quickly wringing out the cloth that stood in the bowl of water on the bedside table, she wiped Sally’s sweating brow and whispered soothingly to her. It was then that she heard footsteps on the stairs and when seconds later the door opened and Nurse Foss, the midwife, barged in, she let out a long sigh of relief.

‘Thank God fer that. I were just beginnin’ to panic,’ she confided as the portly woman threw her coat off. ‘She’s bin pushin’ fer hours but there ain’t no sign o’ the babby as yet.’

‘Let’s have a look then.’ The midwife threw the thin  sheet from Sally’s heaving frame and expertly began to feel around the swollen stomach. Seconds later she stood back up and shook her head.

‘The baby appears to be breech.’

Beattie’s brow creased in a frown that only added to the already numerous lines on her face. ‘So what do we do now, then?’

Rolling up her sleeves the nurse told her, ‘We have to turn it, though it won’t be easy. Could you come and hold her arms down while I try?’

When Beattie faltered her voice became brisk. ‘If you don’t help me we could lose both mother and baby. They’re obviously both deeply distressed and there’s no time to call for a doctor now so it’s up to you and me.’

Like a bullet from a gun, Beattie shot across the room and positioned herself at the head of the bed and as she gripped Sally’s arms the nurse nodded with satisfaction and bent to her task. Within seconds Sally’s screams were bouncing off the walls again as the woman inserted her hand into her womb and began to manipulate the child inside her.

Sally’s body arched off the cheap mattress as Beattie held onto her thin arms for all she was worth. It seemed to go on forever but at last the nurse nodded and rose.

‘That should do it. I’ve turned it as much as I can – now it has to be up to her.’ Leaning over Sally she now said, ‘Sally, can you hear me? Come on, love. Just one more good push when I tell you and it should be all over.’

Sally’s head shook weakly from side to side. ‘I’ve . . . no more strength,’ she sobbed.

It was Beattie’s voice that urged her on. ‘Oh yes you have. Now just do as yer told an’ let’s get this over wi’, eh? On the next pain push fer all yer worth.’

What seemed to be only seconds later the nurse gave Beattie a nod and leaning to the young woman on the bed she commanded, ‘Push now . . .’

With the last of her remaining strength, Sally heaved her head off the pillow and pushed until she was red in the face, and suddenly the sound of a baby’s cry was heard.

‘Thank God fer that,’ Beattie shouted joyously as the midwife quickly cut the cord and lifted the child from the bed. She gave it a resounding slap on the backside and the child cried out even more lustily as Sally dropped back onto the pillows, exhausted.

‘Is it . . . another boy?’ Her voice was weak.

The midwife grinned from ear to ear. ‘Well, if it is there’s a certain bit missing,’ she teased. ‘No, Sally, you’ve got yourself a beautiful baby girl and I have to say it’s been many a long day since I saw a newborn as bonny as this. She’s going to break a few hearts, you just mark my words.’

Sally stared at her incredulously, hardly daring to believe her ears. ‘Did you say I had a little girl?’

‘I most certainly did. But here – see for yourself if you don’t believe me.’

After wrapping the child in a rough towel that Beattie  held ready, Nurse Foss now placed the child in Sally’s arms and watched with satisfaction as a look of wonder spread across the young woman’s face.

Just as the midwife had said, the child was truly beautiful. She had a mop of baby blond hair and eyes the colour of sapphires as she stared trustingly up at her mother.

Beattie began to sniffle into her apron. ‘Well, I’ll be! Four fine lads one after the other but now you’ve finally got the little girl you always wanted. An’ just as Nurse Foss said, she’s a beauty, though I don’t know where she got her fair hair from when all the others are so dark. A Friday’s child, eh? What is it they say – Friday’s child is loving and giving? I’ve no doubt that will be the case wi’ this ’un after all the years you’ve longed fer a little gel. I don’t mind bettin’ she’ll be spoiled rotten, an’ I wonder what Bill will have to say when we tell him he finally has a daughter? Do yer want me to send him up so as yer can tell him yerself?’

At the mention of her husband tears suddenly spurted from Sally’s eyes to run in rivers down her pale cheeks. ‘No, I . . . would you go an’ tell him, Beattie?’

‘Course I will, love, an’ wi’ the greatest o’ pleasure if yer sure that’s what yer want. But first give her to me an’ I’ll clean her up a bit an’ make her fit to be seen.’

As Sally reluctantly handed over her precious bundle, Beattie asked, ‘An’ what were yer thinkin’ o’ callin’ her?’

Sally frowned. ‘To tell the truth, after having four boys I’d only thought of lads’ names. I never dreamed I’d be  lucky enough to have a little girl. But I think I’ll call her . . . Sophie.’

Both Beattie and Nurse Foss smiled their approval.

‘Well chosen, I’m sure. She even looks like a Sophie,’ Nurse Foss pronounced as she began the task of cleaning Sally up. And so it was decided.

Once Sally and the new baby were washed and comfortable, Nurse Foss departed and Beattie bustled away to make Sally a well-earned cup of tea. As soon as the door closed behind her, Sally gazed down at the new baby daughter nestling against her breast and tears squeezed from the corner of her eyes. Just as Beattie had commented, Sophie looked nothing at all like the other children. But then that was hardly surprising as Bill wasn’t her father; not that she could ever tell him that, of course. A wealth of emotions swept through her but overriding them all was guilt as she pictured the child’s father’s face in her mind’s eye. Sophie was like looking at a tiny carbon copy of him. The same blue eyes; the same fair hair, and yet he would never see her; never get to know her.

The short time they had spent together had resulted in this beautiful child that would always be a constant reminder of her adultery. She owed it to Bill now to try and be a faithful wife. Perhaps the changed man downstairs was her punishment for being unfaithful to him?

When the door inched open and Bill appeared as if her thoughts had conjured him up, she started. He approached the bed and she saw the frown that flitted across his face as he stared down at the infant.

She wanted to say so many things but the words lodged in her throat as she fixed her eyes on the child. It was too hard to look at Bill right now. If she did she was afraid he would see the truth written there.

Her thoughts raced back to the birth of their sons. Bill had been ecstatic with pride; but now there was no joy in his eyes. He looked at her strangely and in that second she knew he had guessed that this tiny little girl was not his.

‘You finally got your daughter then?’ His voice was flat and emotionless. Her head nodded weakly before he turned and strode from the room. Only then did she give way to the storm of tears that had built up inside her, for she knew that their marriage would never be the same again.




Chapter One

1964

‘Are you sure you have everything you need then, Mam?’ Sophie asked as she tied a brightly coloured headscarf under her chin.

‘I’ll be right as ninepence,’ her mother replied with a smile. ‘Now don’t you let that old bugger you work for work you too hard.’

Sophie grinned. Since leaving school she had tried various jobs but was presently working in a café along the seafront. The hours were long and standing on her feet all day was tiring, but for all that Sophie enjoyed it, especially in the holiday season when the town came to life with holidaymakers.

The smile now slid from her face as she glanced back at her mother who was huddled in a chair at the side of the fire. Sally was only forty-four years old, yet she looked like an old woman. It was hardly surprising when Sophie thought of the life she had led with her father. Her eyes found him now, slumped across the table poring  over the newspaper. As if he sensed her looking at him his eyes momentarily locked with hers and she quickly looked away as colour flooded into her cheeks. For some reason she had never got on with her father and had long since stopped trying to.

Her three oldest brothers had left home as soon as they were old enough and now only the youngest one, Matthew, who was four years older than her, and herself remained at home. Robbie, the eldest, had gone to live in Canada. Brian and Tony, the middle two, were both married and lived not too far away. Not that they bothered to visit much; they too found their father hard to get along with. But she and Matthew, or Mattie as he was affectionately known, were close, and many a time he had got between herself and her father when he had lunged at her in one of his numerous drunken rages. Her father had been harsh with all the children over the years but not nearly as hard on the boys as he had always been with her. It had always puzzled her why her father seemed to dislike her so, though she had long since given up trying to reason why. And her mother – why did she put up with his constant tempers and drinking as she did? Once she had asked her as much but her mother had simply taken her hand and looked at her with a wealth of sadness in her eyes.

‘It was the war that changed him, love,’ she had told her. ‘Your father was in a prisoner-of-war camp for the last part of the war. They then moved him to a military hospital so it had ended well over a year before he came  home and he’s never been the same since. Men who ended up in those terrible places saw sights no man should ever see. It’s only natural that it should have changed him.’

‘But sometimes I get the feeling that he almost hates me!’ Sophie had told her.

Sally had merely shrugged. ‘Your dad has a chip on his shoulder about everyone. Try not to take it to heart. Happen age will soften him.’

With that Sophie had to be content, yet when she looked back now she realised that lately a subtle difference had occurred in his attitude towards her that made her feel slightly uneasy. It had started about a year ago when he had barged into the kitchen one night to find her washing her hair in the kitchen sink. Normally she would have done it upstairs but her brother had used all the hot water so she had boiled the kettle and washed it in the kitchen. She had removed her jumper and was standing in her brassière with a towel wrapped round her head.

On that particular night he had gone off to the local pub as usual, but then when he realised that he had forgotten his wallet, the door had suddenly burst open and he’d reappeared.

For a moment it would have been hard to say who was the more embarrassed of the two, but then to her mortification his eyes had sunk to her fast-developing breasts and a strange look had crept into his eyes. Hastily covering herself as best she could she had stuttered, ‘Mam’s upstairs having a lie-down . . . shall I call her?’

Never taking his eyes from her breasts, he had shaken his head. ‘No, I only came back for this.’ He had snatched up his wallet then to her relief headed back towards the door where he paused to look back at her.

‘Turning into a proper little lady now, ain’t you?’

Sophie had been too stunned to reply and hardly dared to breathe until the door had finally closed behind him. Ever since then she’d noticed the way his eyes would follow her and had avoided being in a room on her own with him for no reason that she could explain.

‘Right then – I’d best get off else I’ll miss the bus,’ she declared now as she hurried towards the door. ‘I get paid today so is there anything you want me to pick up on my way home, Mam?’

‘No, love – thanks all the same. Our Mattie can pop down the corner shop when he gets in from work an’ pick me up somethin’ for dinner.’

‘That don’t mean to say you should spend all your money on fripperies on the way home,’ her father cut in.

Ignoring him with the contempt she felt he deserved, Sophie focused her attention on her mother. ‘All right then. You take it easy and don’t get overdoing it while I’m gone. Remember what the doctor said,’ she warned.

Sally grinned. ‘This old ticker of mine will keep goin’ for another few years yet. You just get yourself off an’ stop worryin’.’

Sophie glanced at her father, whose eyes seemed to be burning into her, then she slipped out of the back door into the breezy March morning.

There was a nip in the air but it was bright and she found herself humming as she ran for the bus that was just trundling round the corner of the street.

 


Once alone, Sally frowned at Bill. ‘That was a bit thoughtless, what you just said to our Sophie, weren’t it? You know damn well that she tips up nearly every penny she earns. She hardly ever spends anything on herself, more’s the pity.’ She could have added that it was a sight more than he did but thought better of it. For the last few weeks he had been working as a barman at the local pub. The problem was that at least half his wages seemed to find their way back over the bar. Still, at least it gave them a break from each other, which was worth something, she supposed.

Shaking out the newspaper he was reading he glared at her. ‘Sorry I’m sure.’ His voice was dripping with sarcasm. ‘Fancy me havin’ the nerve to have a go at your golden girl.’

Sally sighed as she stared at the glowing coals on the fire. It was getting harder and harder with each year that passed to remember the loving husband she had once waved away to war. But then she was hardly blameless. She had gone almost mad with grief and loneliness when he had first been called up, and over the years the loneliness had grown, which was probably why she had eventually been tempted into another man’s arms. Not that that was any excuse for her infidelity. Sophie was a living reminder of the injustice she had done him, and  although she adored her daughter, she was also the guilty tie that bound Sally to him.

 


As the bus rumbled towards Blackpool, Sophie gazed contentedly from the window. They had lived on the Grange Park housing estate for the last ten years. She could still clearly remember the day they had moved in as if it were yesterday although she had been only seven years old. After the slum terraced house that she’d been used to living in, the council house with its indoor bathroom and toilet had seemed luxurious.

She had grown to love the area even more when her brothers began to take her to the nearby Marton Mere nature reserve as a treat. Until then she had never known that such wide-open spaces existed and she never grew tired of going there. Even now that she was older she still loved to tramp around it whenever she could although now that her brothers no longer accompanied her it didn’t seem to have quite the same appeal. She had missed them as they left home one by one. Not that she blamed them. If it wasn’t for her mother and Mattie she too would have left like a shot. Being the only girl her brothers had spoiled her shamelessly, a fact that was not lost on their father, who pilloried them for it.

‘Mornin’, Sophie, love. Off to work are you?’

The bus conductor, who looked forward to seeing her cheerful face each morning as she travelled into work, dragged her thoughts back to the present.

She smiled up at him as he tore her ticket from the  machine strapped around his waist. ‘I am that, Mr Dodds. But I’m not complaining ’cos it’s pay day.’

Sophie had never been able to judge Mr Dodds’ age. He had more lines on his face than the tramlines that snaked along Blackpool front and his wild wiry hair looked as if it had never been introduced to a comb. But for all that he was a lovely old man. ‘You’ll be off on the razzle tonight then,’ he teased. ‘An’ no doubt with a handsome young bloke in tow.’

Sophie merely grinned. In actual fact she had promised her mother she would perm her hair for her. The Twink perm she had used on her hair the last time had worked a treat and she hoped it might cheer her up a bit. Since having a slight stroke two years ago, Sally rarely ventured from the house any more, so Sophie liked to treat her whenever she could.

Ten minutes later the bus turned onto the seafront and Sophie waved cheerily at Mr Dodds as she stepped down onto the pavement. The wind was whistling along the pavements and she had to bend her head against it as she ran the few yards to the café where she worked.

During her lunch hour she went along to the chemist’s and bought the perm solution to do her mother’s hair then she bought a bag of chips and sat on the seafront to eat them. In no time at all a flock of hungry seagulls were snapping around her feet as she tossed them morsels. Sophie never tired of watching the waves crash onto the beach. This was her favourite time of the year. As yet the holidaymakers had not begun to arrive in force and the beach  was quiet; it seemed to be hers and hers alone. Soon they would gradually begin to trickle into the town, bringing it to life with their Kiss Me Quick hats and their toffee apples.

The café was quiet during the afternoon and so Sophie busied herself with cleaning, knowing all too well that once the holidaymakers began arriving she would only have time to do it if and when she could between cooking and serving.

It was mid-afternoon when Mr Harry, the café owner, decided to put in an appearance. During the slack times he was more than happy to trust Sophie with the running of the place. She smiled at him brightly as he entered and crossed to the till to check how much money she had taken during the day.

‘It’s been a bit quiet since the breakfast rush,’ she told him cheerily. He perched on the edge of a table and watched her washing the windows. Sophie had been working for him for almost a year now and during that time he had watched her blossom from a girl into a very attractive young woman.

When she had finished she carried the bowl of water out back and he followed her.

‘I’ve got your wages here.’

Sophie flashed him a grateful smile and reached out for the brown envelope he was holding. As she moved to take it from him he caught her hand and something about the way he was looking at her made the smile die on her lips.

‘Off out with some handsome young feller tonight then, are you?’ he asked.

She frowned. That was two men who had asked her that question today. ‘No I’m not, actually.’

‘Shame. A pretty girl like you shouldn’t be staying in on a Friday night.’

It suddenly hit her like a blow where she had seen the look on his face before. It was the same look that her father had given her on the night he had caught her washing her hair in the kitchen sink. Her eyes fixed on his greying hair and his little pot belly and suddenly she felt nauseous.

‘How is Mrs Harry?’ She desperately wanted to remind him that he was a married man.

Her question had the desired effect and he dropped her pay packet onto a table.

‘She’s fine. Now, if you’re sure you can manage I’ll be off.’ With that he moved away, leaving her more shaken than she cared to admit.

 


Despite the confrontation she’d had with Mr Harry she was in a good mood as she made the return journey home that night, but it was instantly shattered the minute she set foot through the door. Her mother was still sitting in the same chair she had been in that morning, looking for all the world as if she hadn’t moved from it. She also looked extremely unwell.

‘Had a bad day then, Mam?’ Sophie strove to keep the concern from her voice as she hung up her coat at the back of the door.

‘Not so good to be honest,’ Sally replied though she kept a smile fixed to her face.

‘Where is everyone?’ Sophie glanced around the room as she struck a match and lit the gas ring beneath the kettle.

‘Mattie’s upstairs getting ready for a date an’ your dad’s already gone off to work.’ Sally now confided, ‘I reckon our Mattie’s got it bad for this little lass he’s steppin’ out with. Wouldn’t surprise me in the least if we didn’t hear weddin’ bells soon.’

Sophie nodded in agreement though the thought saddened her. Mattie was the last of her brothers still at home and she knew that she would miss him if he were to leave. Still, as she had heard her mother say each time one of her brothers had flown the nest, ‘They can’t stay tied to their mam’s apron strings forever!’

As she waited for the kettle to boil, Sophie began to unpack the things she had bought onto the table. ‘I bought you a perm, though we needn’t do it tonight if you’re not feelin’ up to scratch. Oh, an’ I got you ten Park Drive and a bottle of Guinness an’ all. It is Friday night after all, ain’t it? So I thought I’d treat you.’

Sally felt a lump begin to swell in her throat as she looked across at her beautiful daughter.

‘Friday’s child is loving and giving.’ She could still hear Beattie saying it on the night that Sophie had been born and her statement had proved to be true a thousand times over. So much so that she sometimes wondered how she would ever manage without her.

Of course she accepted that, some day, Sophie would meet a nice young man and leave home to begin a life of her own, which was just as it should be. But from a selfish point of view she couldn’t help hoping that that day was still a long way off. She watched the girl moving about the room and marvelled yet again at how lovely she was, yet Sophie seemed completely oblivious to the fact, which only added to her charm.

It was then that Mattie burst into the kitchen and flashed Sophie a dazzling smile. At six foot four in his stockinged feet he was tall, dark and handsome just as his father had been when Sally had first met him.

With his hair slicked down with a generous amount of Brylcreem and the fashionable suit with drainpipe trousers and crisp clean shirt and tie he was wearing, he put his mother in mind of James Dean.

‘Blimey,’ Sally teased him. ‘You’ll have the lasses queuin’ up for you tonight lookin’ like that, lad.’

He laughed. ‘I reckon I’ve found the only lass I want, Mam. Apart from you an’ our Sophie that is.’

‘Get off with you.’ Sally blushed with pleasure as he planted a sloppy kiss on her cheek.

‘Now is there anythin’ you want me to do before I head off?’

‘Not a thing. You just go an’ have a good time. Me an’ our Sophie will be just fine.’

The door had barely closed behind him when Sally heaved herself out of the chair. ‘Do you know what, love? I reckon I’m goin’ to treat meself to a nice early  night. Why don’t you get yourself ready an’ get out with your mates for a bit o’ fun?’

Sophie grinned. ‘To tell the truth, Mam, I’m a bit done in meself after being on me pins all day. You get yourself off to bed and I’ll bring you a nice cup of tea. Then I’m going to put me feet up and have a read and listen to the radio.’

Sally sighed. She wished that Sophie would get out and about a bit more with friends her own age. It didn’t seem right that a lovely looking girl like her should stay in so much. But one thing that she had learned was that besides having a heart as big as a bucket, Sophie had also inherited her stubborn streak so there would be no sense in arguing with her. If Sophie had decided that she was staying in then wild horses wouldn’t drag her out of the door tonight. Passing through the stairs door she closed it softly behind her.
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