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      Chapter One

      
      PASSERS-BY COULD BE FORGIVEN for thinking that the tall thin man, who wore a suit and a tie even though it was a Saturday afternoon, and the pretty blonde-haired
         lady, who had freckles on her nose and was smiling happily as they walked arm in arm, were husband and wife. Most would also
         assume that the two attractive young girls who were skipping excitedly alongside of them completed a happy, normal family.
      

      
      Nothing could be further from the truth.

      
      Evie Smith had met Edward Hopkins in the summer of 1938 when she’d been barely seventeen. In no time she had fallen in love
         and got herself pregnant. Happy as a lark, she’d wanted nothing more than for Ted to marry her. But it was not as simple as
         that.
      

      
      Edward was twenty-five years old. He’d had a wife since he was twenty-two. The childless marriage was not a happy one and
         he was all for seeking a divorce and marrying Evie, thrilled at the thought that he was to be a father. It wasn’t his fault
         that his wife had suffered a stroke and been an invalid ever since. But his sense of duty prevented him from deserting a sinking
         ship.
      

      
      
      The family turned off the road and made to cross Albert Bridge. Evie and Ted were both quiet, each thinking of Monday morning
         when Ted would leave London once again and return to that totally different life that he lived in Lytham St Anne’s.
      

      
      Looking across the river, Catherine, Evie’s twelve-year-old daughter, cried, ‘Look at the lights. Aren’t they lovely?’ She
         came running back to her parents, calling, ‘Hurry up you two.’ Her cheeks were flushed, her fair hair glinting with the sun
         shining on it.
      

      
      ‘We’re coming,’ her father said, ruffling her hair. ‘You’re turning into a real beauty,’ he told her solemnly.

      
      Catherine loved her father. So much it hurt sometimes. She thought he was handsome with his dark hair and deep-set brown eyes.
         Absolutely outstanding. Much better than the fathers of most of her school friends. They were a scruffy, ordinary lot. Catherine
         adored him. He could do no wrong. She had only one wish: that her father could live with them all the time.
      

      
      Evie sighed. ‘Go on with you,’ she interrupted. It was all right for Ted to treat Catherine as if she meant the world to him,
         but come Monday he would be gone again. She took Catherine’s hand and pulled her to her side. ‘Keep hold of your sister’s
         hand, we don’t want her wandering off.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, I want to come with you,’ Jenny, her six-year-old sister, agreed. ‘And listen, you can hear the music from the fairground.
         Will we get to ’ave a go on all the rides, Dad? You did say we could.’
      

      
      ‘And I meant it, my darling. You won’t miss out on a single roundabout, and you can have all the candyfloss an’ toffee-apples
         that you can eat.’ Her father was laughing as he swung Jenny high in the air and she spread her legs to sit astride his shoulders.
      

      
      Evie brightened as she remembered that, taking all in all, her life and that of her girls wasn’t so bad. Many a man would have dumped her long ago, and this evening they were going
         to give their daughters the time of their lives. She had come through the war, survived two years of living in a Nissen hut
         and now London had all the fun, fantasy and colour of a festival year to offer.
      

      
      It was 1951, the Festival of Britain. The postwar gloom was temporarily forgotten as not only North and South Londoners flocked
         to cross the river in their thousands, but people from all over the country and, indeed, if the papers were to be believed,
         from all over the world were coming. Twenty-seven acres of derelict, bomb-damaged London, near Waterloo, had been transformed
         into an exhibition site. Down river, at Battersea Park, there was a display of open-air sculpture, alongside of which were
         the Festival Pleasure Gardens.
      

      
      They had hardly got through the gates when Cathy grabbed Jenny’s hand and the pair of them surged ahead in leaps and bounds,
         eager to decide which ride would be their first. They could already see some of their school friends, who laughed and shouted
         at them. Cathy let go of Jenny and was off like a flash.
      

      
      ‘That Cathy, I’ll give her such a thump. She ought to know by now she shouldn’t race off an’ leave her sister like that.’
         Evie didn’t wait for Ted to answer her, she was yards ahead of him. ‘You all right, luv?’ Evie panted, grabbing Jenny so tight
         she almost sent them both flying.
      

      
      Ted caught up with them. Evie regained her balance and they set off to catch up with Cathy.

      
      ‘Catherine,’ Ted’s voice held that note of command, ‘just you hang on a minute and don’t be charging off on your own.’

      
      ‘Slowcoach!’ called Cathy.

      
      Evie belted after her. ‘If you don’t learn to take notice of what I say to you, Catherine, I’ll ’ave to find other ways of making you, won’t I? You mustn’t rush off an’ leave your sister like that. Anything could ’appen.’
      

      
      Catherine went a bit red. She didn’t like it when her mother blew her top.

      
      ‘Hello, Cathy,’ two girls called brightly, saving the situation.

      
      ‘Who are they?’ Evie asked, returning to her usual good-humoured self.

      
      ‘They’re in the same class as me at school. One’s Linda Brown, the other one is Vera Clarke. You know her, lives at the back
         of us.’
      

      
      ‘’Ello, Mrs Smith. It’s great ’ere at the fair, ain’t it?’

      
      The two school friends and Ted and Jenny joined the group simultaneously. As far as Ted was concerned it was time to see that
         the kids started to enjoy themselves.
      

      
      ‘How about us all going on the Dodgems,’ he suggested. ‘Course, your friends can come as well,’ he added quickly.

      
      What a scramble! Evie and Ted, with Jenny squashed in between them, were in a red car – Jenny’s choice. The three other girls,
         in a blue car, were grinning broadly as they waited for the off.
      

      
      ‘We’ll show ’em, won’t we?’ Vera asked the question.

      
      ‘Crikey, not ’alf we won’t. Don’t forget, tug the wheel hard an’ we’ll ram them first,’ Cathy insisted.

      
      ‘All right,’ agreed Vera.

      
      ‘Your dad’s nice, ain’t he?’ Linda grinned.

      
      ‘To tell ye the truth, Cathy, I didn’t think you and Jenny ’ad a dad.’ Vera Clarke was smirking at her.

      
      Catherine gave a loud sniff. It was the insolent way she had said it. She knew that Linda and Vera were laughing at her, and
         she wasn’t going to stand for it. Ever since she had started school it had been the same, one or other of the kids taunting
         her because her dad wasn’t always around. ‘Course we got a dad. Everybody ’as, yer daft ha’p’orth. He works away and don’t
         get ’ome too often, but it’s great when he is ’ere. If you want to make something of it, Vera, you just say the word.’
      

      
      Linda sneered. It wasn’t often anyone managed to ruffle Catherine Smith’s feathers.

      
      Vera felt she was squashed too close to Cathy to make an issue of it. She lost her nerve.

      
      ‘Well?’ Cathy demanded an answer. She was fed up with all the harassment. Vera was silent for only a few seconds.

      
      ‘Course not, Cathy. I didn’t mean nothing by it. Honest I didn’t.’

      
      To her relief, Catherine was saved from having to pursue this awkward subject. The music was blaring, blue sparks were flying
         from the electric poles which were attached to the cars, there were loud screams of delight, and they were off.
      

      
      It was quite dark when they arrived home. The girls were too tired to talk, too tired and full up to want any supper, but
         not irritably tired. Jenny kissed her father goodnight and willingly allowed her mother to carry her into the bedroom. Catherine
         lingered.
      

      
      ‘Will we go to the zoo next time you come home?’ she asked her father.

      
      ‘Of course we will. And to the pictures and the museums if you like. We’ll even have our dinner out. How does that sound?’

      
      Catherine started to speak again, then changed her mind. ‘Goodnight, Dad.’

      
      Edward Hopkins lowered his head to his chest and sighed deeply, thinking of the strange hand of fate that had dealt him two
         illegitimate daughters, the mother of whom he adored, while keeping him trapped in a loveless marriage without a hope in hell
         of being able to do anything about it except wait.
      

      
      Evie made cheese omelettes and a pot of coffee. She would rather have had tea but she bowed to Ted’s preference. They ate in silence, then with the table cleared they talked.
         It had all been said before. One minute they were calm and speaking of alternatives to the way they were living. There were
         no alternatives. Evie lost her temper, taunted Ted and said he had the best of both worlds. No other man would stay with a
         bedridden wife when he had a healthy mistress and two lovely daughters who would welcome him with open arms. No other woman,
         apart from herself, would put up with his comings and goings. She and the girls were lucky if they saw him for three or four
         weeks, twice a year.
      

      
      Then it was his turn. He upset her by saying she couldn’t really love him if she was going to start a row when she knew he
         had no option but to go back up north. Did she want him just to send her an allowance and to stay away altogether?
      

      
      Then came the tears. If he never came to stay with them again, what would there be to look forward to? No father for her children,
         no marriage – what else mattered? When she argued this point with herself she sounded as if she was on the defensive and she
         became cross with herself. Her girls didn’t lose out, not when it came to food and clothes, nor yet love, especially not love.
         She and her mum saw to that.
      

      
      Evie wasn’t daft, not by a long chalk. She was painfully aware that Ted shut her out of the main stream of his life. She would
         readily admit he did his best to make up for it in the time they were together. It was worse after his visits. She missed
         him so much. Why was she always the loser? She was only human, and if the truth be told she was unreasonably jealous of Ted’s
         wife, even though she recognised that no normal sex life could exist between them. She was sorry his wife was bedridden. She
         was glad to be a healthy woman, a woman with sexual desires and well able to please a man. Not that the opportunity arose very often.
      

      
      ‘Come on, my darling, all this talk is getting us nowhere. Let’s go to bed,’ Ted pleaded.

      
      Evie was in bed first. She sat up, pulling a shawl tightly around her shoulders, watching Ted get undressed. Then he was beside
         her. At once his arms were around her, holding her fast.
      

      
      ‘Please, Ted –’

      
      He stopped her words with his kisses, urgent, demanding, passionate kisses. She protested for a while then gave in to him.
         But she wasn’t submitting, it was more than that. A whole lot more. She responded willingly now, with a passion equal to his
         own, her demands as strong as his. It was she who made the running, dragging every ounce of feeling from him.
      

      
      With all passion spent, they lay back against the pillows, his arms still around her, her bare breasts heaving. Minutes passed.
         He broke the silence. With a sob in his voice he began to murmur, ‘Evie, oh my darling Evie, if only.’
      

      
      Evie sat up. Her hands shook as she straightened her nightdress and fastened the buttons. She was trembling. Her love for
         this man never lessened, nor would it ever, probably not until the day she died, much good that it did her!
      

      
      ‘Please listen to me, Evie,’ Ted whispered.

      
      She didn’t want to listen. She had heard it all before, so many times before, over the past twelve years. She opened her mouth
         to shout at him, but she couldn’t say the words.
      

      
      His head bent, his lips covered hers, softly, gently now. Together they lay back down again and, cradled in his arms, Evie
         slept.
      

      
      Sunday was a day taut with emotion. Even the children felt the atmosphere wasn’t right.

      
      
      ‘You take the girls with you to get the papers,’ Evie suggested to Ted, adding quickly, ‘and maybe you can go on into the
         park, give me time to get the dinner ready.’
      

      
      By the time two o’clock came Evie breathed a sigh of relief. Dinner was over and all washed up. She brushed Jenny’s brown
         hair and tied the ends of her plaits with pale blue ribbon, which matched the colour of the cardigan she had on.
      

      
      ‘Are you ready, Catherine?’ Evie asked, as she opened her purse to give both girls a couple of coppers for the collection
         at their Sunday school.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’m ready,’ Catherine answered and, looking up, Evie smiled. Her eldest daughter looked as pretty as a picture and so
         grown-up. A short tweed jacket with a brown velvet collar, which Evie herself had made, fitted nicely over Cathy’s summer
         dress, and white cotton gloves gave the finishing touch.
      

      
      ‘Bye Dad, bye Mum.’ They were each kissed in turn and then suddenly the living room seemed empty and very quiet.

      
      Evie sighed, a great sigh that came from deep within her. Edward hesitated, hand on the top of the bed-settee. He had been
         going to suggest that he open it up and that he and Evie spend the afternoon cuddled up together. Now he too sighed. Nothing
         would be gained by that.
      

      
      ‘I wish you were going today,’ Evie said, her eyes not meeting his. ‘All this hanging about only prolongs the agony.’ Her
         voice sounded calm, even to herself, but inside she was weeping with frustration.
      

      
      He came to stand beside her, took her hand, raising it to his mouth, gently moving his lips over the tips of her fingers.
         Evie swayed, felt the blood in her veins start to rush. My God, he was a charmer! She longed for him to hold her, to say that
         he would stay, but of course that wouldn’t happen, any more than it had on all the other occasions over the years. She pulled away.
      

      
      ‘Don’t sulk, Evie,’ he protested. ‘I’ve been here four weeks as it is. I can’t possibly leave Mabel any longer.’

      
      For an instant he saw jealousy flash in Evie’s eyes. He retaliated quickly. ‘You knew the situation from the beginning, Evie.’

      
      ‘All right, all right, don’t start going on, but you might give a thought to me now an’ again. It doesn’t get easier with
         time you know. You wanna be here sometimes when Cathy starts asking questions. Perhaps you could give her the right answers
         because I’m blowed if I can.’
      

      
      Ted’s cheeks flushed red with anger. He didn’t want this row. It was no way to end what had been a grand break for him, but
         he wasn’t about to let Evie make him feel guilty by laying all the blame at his door. His smile was cynical.
      

      
      ‘As I remember, it was you that wanted to have both babies. You wouldn’t even discuss an abortion, even though I offered to
         pay all expenses.’
      

      
      ‘What? All that came later. First off, you played the proud father, proved to yourself that you were capable of fathering
         a child. Going to buy a big house, weren’t you? This district wasn’t good enough for your offspring to be brought up in. And
         what happened?’ Evie was shouting now. Tit for tat, he had asked for, and that was what he was getting. ‘Poor Mabel became
         an invalid, an’ I’m not taking the mick, I do mean poor Mabel, but that wasn’t the only reason you stayed. Your job an’ your
         expense account went a long way to persuading you. I might not have believed that was so when I was seventeen, but this head
         on my shoulders has got a lot older an’ a damn sight wiser since then.’
      

      
      By now, Evie was having difficulty drawing breath. She did love Ted but, much as she adored her two girls, sometimes this on—off situation was more than she could bear. She made to leave the room. Ted barred her way.
      

      
      ‘And that’s it?’ said Ted wryly.

      
      ‘It? Oh, you mean have I said all I’ve got to say? Yes. Well, not much point in going on, is there?’ She pushed past him.

      
      ‘Wait a moment,’ said Ted. ‘D’you mean you want us to end everything?’

      
      ‘Don’t seem much point in us going on,’ she answered, her back to him.

      
      Ted’s voice softened. ‘Evie, d’you mind turning round and facing me when you say a thing like that?’

      
      Still with her back to him, she said with a catch in her voice, ‘I can’t bear these partings.’

      
      ‘Evie, look at me.’

      
      She turned about, and Ted saw that her blue eyes were filled with tears. Amazing. Despite all that he had put her through,
         she still cared for him.
      

      
      ‘Evie, I do love you, probably more than you realise. You shouldn’t need me to keep telling you how much you and the girls
         mean to me. You should know by now. There just isn’t any way that I could leave Mabel, not while she needs me. She depends
         on me totally. That doesn’t alter the fact that we do have something worthwhile. Don’t we? Not that it is the life I would
         wish for.’
      

      
      Nor me! Is that what she nearly said? Instead she sighed.
      

      
      He gave her a long look. She saw the tenderness come into his eyes, the pleading way he tilted his head, and the soft, sweet
         smile. She was utterly defeated.
      

      
      He held his arms out to her and she went forward gladly to be encircled by them. It was impossible for her not to love this
         man to whom she had given herself when just a slip of a girl but who, over the years, had given her two daughters and gradually moulded her into the woman she was today.
      

      
      ‘You’re up early,’ Ted said with a smile he didn’t feel.

      
      ‘You said you had to make an early start.’ Evie gave him a hug before handing him his tea. He took the mug gratefully. ‘Shall
         I make you some toast?’
      

      
      ‘No, no thanks. I’ll get breakfast on the train.’

      
      They sat at the table, facing each other, sipping their tea. Soon they automatically reached for each other’s hand. They gave
         each other encouraging smiles. They weren’t silent out of pique or because they had lost heart. It was just that they had
         gone through these partings so often there didn’t seem anything left to say. Evie was pondering on the fact that twelve years
         was a long time.
      

      
      ‘How long before we see you again?’ Evie asked.

      
      Ted didn’t answer. His shoulders were shaking. He was crying, but he didn’t want Evie to see. He went to the window and looked
         out at the dismal terraced houses. He stood there a long time and Evie found no words to comfort him.
      

      
      Would he make Christmas? Evie doubted it. A lot of water would flow under the bridge before then, and Evie was almost ninety
         per cent sure that she would discover she was pregnant for the third time.
      

      



  

      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      EDWARD HOPKINS FELT VERY guilty as he closed the front-garden gate of number 32 Brick Lane, Merton. How he wished he could take Evie and his daughters
         right away from here. His intention in the beginning had been to buy a house in Hampstead. Very close to the heath. He had
         got as far as arranging the mortgage, and even if he hadn’t been able to obtain a quick divorce it wouldn’t have bothered
         Evie. They would still have set up home as man and wife. Man can make all his plans – they’re blown away in the wind if fate
         decides to step in.
      

      
      Edward’s footsteps faltered. Should he turn back? That would only prolong the agony. He looked about him. On each side of
         the lane was a row of mean little houses, their brickwork blackened by soot and grime, every chimney belching out smoke. Sanitation
         hadn’t come into being when these dwellings were built. Evie had thought she was in clover when she had first been given the
         chance to rent the upper part of one of these houses for ten shillings and sixpence a week.
      

      
      In the downstairs passageway, as in the majority of the houses nearby, was a door to the right, close to the front door, which led into what was known as the ground floor flat. A door at the foot of the stairs led to the upstairs flat. The
         stairs rose steeply. He had paid for these to be carpeted and held in place with brass stairrods. On the first small landing
         was a toilet, and five steps up again were two rooms with a gas cooker out on the landing, beside which was a sink with a
         cold water tap.
      

      
      With his help, Evie had made these quarters into a comfortable home which, despite the luxury he was used to, he would have
         given his right arm to be able to share with her and the girls on a permanent footing. At least that was what he told himself
         when he was with Evie!
      

      
      It hadn’t been easy to begin with. The walls of the house had been infested with bugs. Fumigation had been the first job on
         a long list. A gas geyser installed over the stone sink had been the next item, for there was no running hot water. Ted smiled
         to himself as he remembered how easily pleased Evie had been when they’d gone in search of suitable furniture. A pleasant
         chintz-covered three-piece suite, four white wooden chairs and a wooden-topped table, and the front room had become crowded
         but very pleasant. The one bedroom had an iron-framed double bed, a chest of drawers with a mirror on top, and a black-leaded
         fender fronted the small fireplace. There was no room for anything else. Clothes were hung on hooks behind the door. Since
         the arrival of Jenny, the settee had had to go, replaced by a bed-settee which, when folded up, stood along the main wall.
      

      
      Evie’s talents were especially dressmaking and crochet work. Hand-crocheted runners of dazzling white cotton helped to brighten
         the rooms, and her sewing ensured that her girls were always neat and tidy. The house should have been condemned and pulled
         down long ago, the battle against dirt, grime and damp being an endless one. But Evie came through with flying colours. Her
         home and her girls were known to the neighbours and to the members of staff at the school the children attended as spotlessly clean.
      

      
      The guilt persisted in Edward’s mind as he turned into the high street to wait for a bus that would take him to Wimbledon
         Station. Now, in his mind, he was comparing the dwelling he had just left and the home to which he was returning. Detached
         house, sweeping lawns rolling down to the sea. Clean, sweet-smelling St Anne’s, far away in Lancashire. Eight rooms for two
         people and a resident nurse. That was how he lived at least nine months of the year. Just him and his wife, Mabel. No children.
         The way of life bore no comparison. The very air in Brick Lane was sour.
      

      
      The bus came and he got on, taking a seat downstairs, just inside the door. It was only a short ride to the station. He checked
         his watch: seven-fifteen. Another half hour and the buses would be packed, everyone rushing to get to work on time this Monday
         morning. He had some things to be grateful for. He was given a lot of leeway as to his comings and goings. Mabel’s family
         were rich and influential in the North.
      

      
      Yes, he said to himself, and you were flattered to think that their only child set her cap at you. You were conned, old son, and it served you right.

      
      Mabel’s parents had known she was ill, even then. What they had hoped for was that Mabel would become pregnant right away,
         hopefully produce a son. A much needed son to carry on the business. From the off, the marriage hadn’t worked. Mabel was too
         fragile to lead a normal, healthy life. Again he rebuked himself. It was nobody’s fault but his own. He’d had a decent job
         on the shop floor of Walker’s Engineering Company. It wasn’t enough; he’d wanted more, tempted by greater rewards. Mabel’s
         family still held the purse strings, not that more money could buy happiness – not for Mabel or for himself. A little more would be useful when it came to his second family,
         but he wasn’t in a position to explain that. Besides, when it came to the crunch it hadn’t all been bad. If I’m being honest about things not working out between Mabel and me, maybe I should count up the plus side. The reason I
            always give to Evie, about not deserting a sinking ship, is partly true. Course it is. He shook his head, amused at his own thoughts, then he scoffed. He also knew damn well that he owed Mabel’s parents a very
         great deal.
      

      
      The bus pulled into the station forecourt. Edward bent to retrieve his suitcase from where he had stowed it on the platform
         beneath the stairs.
      

      
      ‘Going on holiday?’ the cheerful conductor asked.

      
      Edward grinned. ‘No. As a matter of fact, I’m going home.’

      
      Evie closed the front door and leant against it, listening to Ted’s footsteps go down the short path to the front gate. The
         last words he had said were, ‘I shall miss you.’ Not nearly as much as I’ll miss him, she thought, feeling thoroughly wretched, while at the same time experiencing a sense of anger. Once again it was left to
         her to explain to the girls why their father had to go. She wished someone would explain it to her. For all the guarantees
         she had, Ted might just have walked out of her life forever.
      

      
      She wouldn’t cry. She was past all that. Even so, dry sobs racked her body, and the lump in her throat was almost choking
         her.
      

      
      Just turned seven o’clock in the morning, and she was clad only in a thin cotton nightdress. Her feet were bare. Autumn was
         almost here, and at this time in the morning there was a nip in the air. She shivered and pulled her nightdress tighter across
         her chest before going towards the stairs. It was no good standing here having regrets, wishing things could be different. Wishing got you nowhere. Quietly, she turned the handle of the bedroom door.
      

      
      Catherine opened her eyes. ‘Mum?’ she queried as she struggled to sit up.

      
      Evie came to the side of the bed, put her hand against Cathy’s shoulder and forced her back against the pillows. ‘Go back
         to sleep, my lovely, it’s early yet.’
      

      
      It was good to watch her daughter obey her and relax. She heard the toilet flush and she stood in the doorway to watch Jenny
         climb the five stairs. Jenny looked up, a grin on her face as she saw that her mum was up.
      

      
      ‘Has Dad gone again?’ she asked, her eyes bleary with sleep.

      
      ‘Yes dear, he had to. Hurry up back into bed and keep warm.’

      
      ‘Can’t I crawl in with you?’ Jenny pleaded, and her voice was so sad it tore at Evie’s heart strings. Without giving her mother
         time to reply, Jenny said, ‘There’s loads of room in the big bed. Come and get in with Cathy an’ me. Go on, Mum, please. We
         can all ’ave a cuddle.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, course I will.’ The look of tenderness on Evie’s face as she picked her youngest daughter up into her arms and carried
         her back into the bedroom was unbelievable. She placed Jenny on the far side of the bed and slid into the centre between her
         girls.
      

      
      ‘H’m, that’s nice,’ said Cathy softly, as she tucked herself up tight against her mother.

      
      Catherine knew the score. Evie was sure of that. At twelve years old she had to be told the truth; the time for fairy stories
         with her was long gone. Catherine was known as Cathy Smith. She would probably never be able to call herself by her rightful
         name of Catherine Hopkins.
      

      
      Sounds of Jenny crying could be heard, even though her head was buried in the pillow.

      
      ‘What’s up with little ’un?’ asked Cathy.

      
      
      ‘Nothing,’ said Evie. ‘She just got a bit cold going to the lavatory.’

      
      ‘Mum, you know that’s not the truth. She don’t like Dad going away any more than I do.’

      
      ‘I know, I know,’ said her mother, thinking to herself, That sod does have the best of two worlds and, to her embarrassment and disgust, she too began to cry.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Mum. I hate it when you’re upset like this. Shall I get up an’ make you a cup of tea?’

      
      Her mother didn’t reply straight away. She put her arm around Cathy and bent over to kiss the top of her head. ‘Another ten
         minutes, then you can, and I’ll tell you what. You and Jenny can have the day off school an’ we’ll all go an’ see Nanna. What
         do you think about that?’
      

      
      ‘Smashing, eh Jenny? Did you hear what Mum just said?’

      
      Jenny lifted her tear-stained face. ‘Yeah. Can we ’ave our dinner there, stay all day?’

      
      ‘Course we can, but only if you give us a kiss and tell us you’re gonna be happy.’

      
      Jenny sat up and kissed her mum. ‘I don’t feel happy.’ But she was beginning to smile.

   



  

      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      FLOSSIE SMITH, EVIE’S MOTHER, lived in Upper Tooting, which to most working-class people was a posh area. Worlds apart from Tooting Broadway. It didn’t
         make an atom of difference to Flossie. She was a legend in her own lifetime.
      

      
      Coming out of Tooting Bec Underground Station into Upper Tooting Road, Balham lay to the left and Tooting to the right. Making
         the crossroads was Trinity Road, where the Police Station lay and, further on, Wandsworth Common. On the opposite side of
         the high street was Tooting Bec Road, which led to Tooting Bec Common, with its popular boating lake and avenue, lined each
         side with great noble oak trees. Both roads boasted prestigious houses, worthy of the district.
      

      
      Not so Chetwode Road, which was the first turning on the right in Trinity Road. Houses here were of a more modest type. However,
         compared to where Evie and her daughters lived they were palaces: double fronted, with three rooms downstairs and three bedrooms
         and a bathroom upstairs, and that wasn’t all. There were two lavatories! One just outside the back door and a second on the first landing. Hot water in the tap. Well, there was if you could afford the coal to keep the fire in the living room
         alight. A boiler was situated at the back of this grate.
      

      
      Catherine and Jenny arrived at their nanna’s house yards in front of their mother, having run all the way once they turned
         the corner into Chetwode Road. The front door was wide open. It was hardly ever closed.
      

      
      ‘Nanna!’

      
      Getting no answer, Jenny rushed down the passage calling, ‘Nanna, we’ve come for the day. We’re not gonna go to school.’

      
      In the kitchen, Flossie Smith was hanging washing on to five long wooden slats. It was difficult to see her between the wet
         sheets and underclothes. ‘’Ello, my darlings, I won’t be a minute,’ she called, tugging on the rope of the dangerous pulley
         system, which sent the contraption high up to the ceiling.
      

      
      ‘Can I do anything to help?’ Evie asked as she came into the room.

      
      ‘It would be nice if you meant it,’ her mum cried.

      
      ‘Oh don’t start the minute we get ’ere, Mum. Tell me what you want and I’ll do it. D’you want me to make a pot of tea?’

      
      Flossie stepped down from the chair on which she had been standing, turned around and smiled at her daughter. ‘Making the
         tea would be nice, but there’s no milk. I’ve bin waiting for you to turn up an’ go to the corner shop.’
      

      
      ‘Nanna, I’ll go.’ Cathy sounded eager.

      
      ‘Not before I’ve ’ad me kiss an’ cuddle. Ain’t seen you for a week and what do I get? No greetin’ from either of you.’

      
      Jenny pushed herself in front of her sister. ‘How could I kiss you when you were up on that chair?’

      
      
      Their nanna laughed. ‘Come ’ere, the pair of you. God, but you’re a sight for sore eyes.’

      
      They loved their nanna. She was pretty, bubbly and always laughing. Happy-go-lucky is how most people would describe her.

      
      Nanna wrapped her arms around the two of them, hugging them close to her chest. Kisses were flying from one to the other,
         and that made Evie smile with delight. This house was still her home. A place full of love, a place where you often got shouted
         at but where there was never a shortage of love. She watched her mother straighten up and felt a twinge of envy. Flossie’s
         figure was still trim, her skin good, her hair nice if it wasn’t for the dark roots that were beginning to show. She would
         need to peroxide it again soon. Flossie wore a pale blue jumper that stretched tightly across her firm breasts and a grey skirt
         that hugged her hips and emphasised her small waist and flat stomach. Even at this time in the morning her face was expertly
         made up and earrings and beads had not been forgotten.
      

      
      Flossie had been just eighteen when she had given birth to Evie, and Evie had been just eighteen when Catherine had been born,
         the contrast being that Flossie had been married, at Wandsworth Town Hall, just ten weeks before the baby had arrived. Evie
         had never been married. And much good marriage had done Flossie! Jack Smith had cleared off within six months. Got himself
         a job down the coal mines, somewhere up north, so the first postcard had informed her. Jack had sent money, at least in the
         beginning. He’d even showed up on her doorstep periodically over the first two years of Evie’s life. With each visit he had
         caused enough trouble to last a lifetime before disappearing once again. He’d been dead and buried for three months before
         his sister got round to writing to Flossie with the news that he’d suffered a heart attack.
      

      
      Flossie got by taking in lodgers. No one permanent. She liked men in general too much to tie herself to one in particular.
      

      
      Affectionate, generous and open-hearted, she’d make any man really happy if she took to him. Half the trouble was that she’d
         picked some wrong ’uns in her time.
      

      
      As this thought struck Evie, she burst out laughing. After twelve years of putting up with Ted’s comings and goings, she’d
         hardly win a prize herself for good judgement.
      

      
      The lid of the tin kettle rattled as it came to the boil, reminding Evie that she was supposed to be making the tea.

      
      ‘Put your coat back on, Cathy, if you’re going to fetch the milk. Where’s your purse, Mum?’

      
      ‘I might ’ave known you’d need the money first. Too much to ’ope you’d fork out a few coppers for a change.’

      
      Evie ignored the sarcasm and nodded at the window. ‘It’s come on to rain.’

      
      Flossie turned to look. ‘Just my blooming luck! I’ve got a great bowl of woollens there on the draining board all ready to
         ’ang out.’ At that moment, the clothes from the pulley line, all of them still dripping wet, fell on top of Flossie’s head.
      

      
      ‘Damn an’ blast!’ Flossie let rip.

      
      Then there was a silence, and Evie wished she hadn’t come so early. What was the point of visiting her mum if she was going
         to be so bad-tempered? Before anyone could go to Flossie’s aid, the back door was pushed open, thudding into her backside
         and sending her sprawling forward. She let out a yell of pain and surprise as she slammed against the kitchen table.
      

      
      Jimmy Tyler, runner for the street bookie, his face red, his flat cap knocked lopsided, had his head poking round the half
         open door.
      

      
      ‘You there, Floss?’ he called needlessly.

      
      
      ‘Well I was, till you knocked me for six, you daft bleeder.’

      
      ‘Mum! There’s no need to swear. Jim didn’t know you were behind the door,’ Evie said, trying not to grin as she helped her
         mother scramble to her feet.
      

      
      ‘Well he knows now so he’d best sling ’is ’ook before I land ’im one.’

      
      ‘’Ang on, Floss, don’t be so ’asty. ’Ow you come ter pick an outsider like that on Saturday beats me. But I’ve got a tenner
         for you. Your bet came up.’
      

      
      ‘Did it, by heck! That’s a different story. Come on in.’

      
      Catherine and Jenny thought it all great fun. Their giggles and the fact that she had won ten pounds put Nanna into a much
         happier frame of mind.
      

      
      ‘’Ello Evie, luv. Quite a stranger, ain’t you? What ye bin doing with yourself?’ Sure of a welcome now, Jim walked across
         the floor to give Evie a peck on the cheek. He’d known this girl since the day she was born.
      

      
      ‘Evie, you go for the milk and get some custard creams while you’re about it. I’ll put the kettle on again and you, Jim Tyler,
         can get me tin bath in from the garden. Come on Cathy, an’ you Jenny. ’Elp me pick this lot up an’ we’ll put it all in to
         soak again. Later on I’ll find some bloke to mend that damn clothes dryer.’
      

      
      Evie was grinning as she made for the front door. She had no doubts that her mother would do just that. Fellas fell over themselves
         to do jobs for her mum!
      

      
      Cathy and Jenny picked up the smaller articles of wet washing and Jenny began telling their nanna that their dad had gone
         away to work again.
      

      
      ‘Mum was ever so upset this morning,’ Catherine said, her voice sounding sad.

      
      Flossie’s mouth tightened, and she gave Jim a long look. She mustn’t let her feelings get the better of her. Not in front
         of the children. Just looking at them made her heart ache.
      

      
      
      Catherine was tall for her age, fair haired, with a pale complexion and a nose that tended to peel when she’d been in the
         sun. So very much like her mother, Flossie thought as she remembered the times she had rubbed cream into Evie’s skin to stop
         it from peeling.
      

      
      Jenny took after Ted Hopkins, God help her! Much darker, and her skin tanned easily, though she wasn’t as hardy as Catherine.
         Her frame was tiny and she seemed to catch every cough and cold that was going.
      

      
      When at seventeen Evie had taken up with Edward Hopkins, Flossie had wanted to murder him. She had screamed at him. ‘She’s
         only seventeen, for Christ’s sake, and you’re a married man!’
      

      
      All the shouting and murderous meditation had changed nothing. Alone with her thoughts, she had had to chide herself for having
         had a go at Evie. Talk about the pot calling the kettle black.
      

      
      ‘Well I better get back to me pitch. Thanks for the tea,’ Jim said to Flossie and immediately got to his feet. ‘’Ere you are,
         girls. Buy yourselves a couple of comics. Or whatever it is you like to read now you’re so grown-up,’ Jim added, looking at
         Catherine. He thought guiltily of Evie, who’d been like a daughter to him over the years. Long ago he had considered offering
         to marry Flossie and take care of her and Evie. He’d let things slide. That bloke Hopkins had come on the scene and Evie,
         barely out of school, had fallen for him hook, line and sinker. God! To this day it made his blood boil to think of it. He’d
         learnt not to mention the subject in Flossie’s hearing. She was all for knifing the fella when it first came to light, and
         she wasn’t past doing it now.
      

      
      ‘Go on then, don’t just stand there.’ Flossie looked at Jim, a smile playing around her lips.

      
      ‘We’ll walk to the corner with you, Uncle Jim.’ Catherine slid by her nanna, taking the two-shilling piece held out by Jim. ‘We won’t be long, Mum. Only going to the paper shop.’
      

      
      ‘Make sure you keep hold of Jenny’s hand,’ their mother called after them.

      
      As the door closed behind the three of them, Flossie’s manner became different. ‘I’ve got a bit of news. You’ll never guess
         what, not in a million years.’
      

      
      ‘I won’t have to guess if you tell me, will I?’

      
      ‘Old Maisie Brown died. God rest ’er soul.’

      
      ‘Not exactly unexpected, is it? Happy release if you ask me. Maisie was a dear old soul. She didn’t deserve to suffer, and
         she was coming up to being ninety. So? What’s so astounding that’s making you so cagey?’
      

      
      ‘Slow on the uptake this morning, ain’t ye? You don’t get the point, do ye?’

      
      Evie’s head came forward, her features frowning. ‘What are you on about?’

      
      ‘You an’ the girls moving into number forty-two, ye great dope. Get yourself down to the council.’

      
      ‘An’ what chance d’you think I’d stand, no man behind me? They won’t accept that I could pay the rent. ‘Sides, I don’t come
         under Wandsworth Borough no more.’
      

      
      ‘Gawd save us! Ain’t you never ’eard it said that God ’elps those what ’elps themselves.’

      
      ‘Yes, an’ many’s the time you’ve drummed into me that it’s Christ help those that get caught helping themselves.’

      
      ‘Don’t be so daft. This ain’t like that at all. Nobody’s asking ye to pinch anything. Just get in there an’ fight for yourself
         for a change instead of letting anyone an’ everyone trample all over you.’
      

      
      ‘But Mum, even if I got away with letting them think I still lived in the district, it’s a regular payer, ’usband in regular
         employment, that’s what the council will be looking for.’
      

      
      
      ‘Listen, luv, I’ve already ’ad a word. Paved the way like. Be a load off me mind knowing you were only three doors up the
         street. Go on, ’ave a go. You’ll find you’ve got friends in ’igh places. You’ll see if I’m not right.’
      

      
      ‘Mum! I’ve a funny feeling you’ve been getting at Mr Cole. It is still Mr Cole that collects the rents around here. Isn’t
         it?’
      

      
      Slowly, a grin came to Flossie’s face, then the two of them were laughing fit to bust. The same thought was running through
         their minds. Tom Cole would do anything for Flossie Smith!
      

      
      At Wandsworth’s town hall, Evie’s first port of call the next morning after dropping her two girls off at the school gate,
         she was waiting for a Mr Simpson, the housing officer, having spoken to him on the telephone the previous afternoon.
      

      
      ‘You can go in now.’ The smart young lady smiled at her from behind the tall counter. ‘First door on the right in the corridor.’

      
      Evie knocked.

      
      ‘Come in,’ a deep voice called.

      
      Evie entered. Her legs were shaking. She felt this was going to be an awkward interview.

      
      Mr Simpson looked up from his desk. His dark hair was flecked with grey. He had bushy eyebrows that gave him a wise look.

      
      ‘Good morning, Mrs Smith,’ he said. And his broad smile made Evie feel a whole lot easier in her mind. ‘That’s right, come
         in, take a seat.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Evie murmured and sat down in the chair that faced his desk.

      
      ‘How’s your mother?’ asked Mr Simpson, his enquiry sounding sincere.

      
      ‘Fine, thank you,’ she said, wondering how the hell a well-dressed man such as Mr Simpson came to know her mother.
      

      
      ‘From what you told me on the telephone yesterday, I gather that you would like to rent number 42 Chetwode Road. A few doors
         from your mother.’
      

      
      Evie swallowed hard. ‘Yes please,’ she said.

      
      ‘I’ll give it to you straight, Mrs Smith. I know something of your circumstances and I have great respect for the way you
         cope with a young family under what must be very difficult conditions. However, this vacant property needs a lot of repairs,
         and we are not just talking about odd jobs here and there.’ Mr Simpson’s phone rang. He listened, then spoke into the mouthpiece.
         ‘I’ll get back to you later.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry about that,’ he said to Evie as he replaced the receiver. ‘Now, I’m sure you are aware that Chetwode Road was badly
         damaged by bombs during the war and that many of the houses on both sides of the road had to be demolished.’
      

      
      Evie nodded.

      
      ‘New houses were built on the right-hand side, Alfred Butt Apartments were erected on the left, number 42 being the first
         of the row of houses to be salvaged, though with hindsight one wonders if it wouldn’t have made more sense to demolish a few
         more houses even further along rather than patch them up. Down to the powers that be that was, I’m afraid.’ Mr Simpson paused,
         rustling through a sheaf of papers that lay on the desk in front of him, fierce, but kindly underneath.
      

      
      He might be a bigwig but he has a heart, Evie thought, feeling a lot more at ease now than when she had first come into the room.
      

      
      Alfred Butt Apartments! The very thought made Evie laugh to herself. They were a nice enough small block of flats built soon
         after the war ended, and people who were allocated one felt very privileged. Grass had been laid both to the front of the building and to the rear, which was in Holdernesse
         Road. This in itself was something different for the area. The building had been named after Sir Alfred Butt, Unionist Member
         for the Balham and Tooting Division of Wandsworth from 1922 until 1936. At least that’s how her mother told the story. This
         was the first time Evie had heard them referred to as apartments!
      

      
      ‘It’s against our rules to allow anyone to jump the queue, but that wouldn’t be so in this case. You have been on our housing
         list for a number of years, and the fact that you were born in the district carries some weight.’
      

      
      Evie didn’t know what to say, so she kept quiet. She could hardly believe that he was taking her request so seriously.

      
      Mr Simpson looked up. ‘There is another point in your favour. Not everyone would be willing to take on such a property.’ He
         opened a drawer, took out a folder, glanced at a form on top of the contents, then wrote something on a pad. ‘One downstairs
         room in number 42 is uninhabitable. It would have to be sealed and its window boarded over. Would you have any problem with
         that?’
      

      
      Evie looked up at him. Her eyes were misty. ‘None at all,’ she said a little gruffly.

      
      ‘So that proposition would be agreeable to you?’

      
      Evie gaped.

      
      ‘Good,’ said Mr Simpson briskly, getting to his feet and coming round the side of his desk to where Evie sat.

Evie stood up.
         They shook hands.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be in touch,’ he promised, ushering her to the door.

      
      Flossie Smith stood in the doorway of her living room and watched Evie, whose back was to her, ironing. Evie was a good girl
         and had proved herself a damn good mother. There was nothing on which anyone could fault her Evie when it came to her girls. Men! Now that was a different story. It
         was history repeating itself.
      

      
      ‘You don’t ’ave to do all that lot for me, not in one go,’ Flossie said, stepping into the room and holding out the letter
         she had just picked up from her front mat.
      

      
      Evie glanced over her shoulder but didn’t stop ironing. ‘I might as well keep going. I’ll soon be finished here and then I’ll
         do the girls’ school blouses I brought with me.’
      

      
      ‘Right, but don’t you want to read your letter? It’s from the council.’

      
      ‘From the council!’

      
      She’d almost given up hope that she was going to hear from them. It had been three weeks since her visit to the town hall.

      
      Flossie knew this was an important letter, one she prayed would bring her daughter the good news she deserved. She couldn’t
         stand and watch. ‘Would you like me to go an’ make a cup of tea?’ She smiled.
      

      
      Evie thought her mum was being extra nice. ‘Yes, please.’ She smiled in reply. With the room to herself, Evie turned the letter
         over and over in her hand. Should she read it now or save it until later? ‘You’re round the twist,’ she told herself, knowing
         full well she couldn’t wait.
      

      
      She slit open the envelope with her thumb and after reading only a few lines she let out a whoop of sheer delight. ‘Mum! Mum,
         I’ve got it.’
      

      
      Evie bashed into her mother, who was coming out of the kitchen as she made to go in. They flung their arms around each other
         and did a little dance.
      

      
      News travels fast. Numerous friends and neighbours, male and female, came through Flossie’s front door during the rest of
         the day. Their remarks were all in the same vein.
      

      
      
      ‘Good on ye, Evie.’

      
      ‘My, but we’re glad you’re coming ’ome.’

      
      ‘Yeah, an’ your mum will be over the moon ’aving you all just up the street.’

      
      Especially Catherine and Jenny, thought Flossie. Now she would be able to keep both eyes on those two darling grandchildren
         of hers, and if she had her way the wind wouldn’t blow on either of them.
      

      
      Three council workmen were waiting for Evie on the doorstep of number 42. Evie used her new Yale key to open the door, and
         together they entered the house.
      

      
      In need of some repairs was the right description. Upstairs two windows were broken, one bedroom door hung from only a single
         hinge, giving it a cockeyed look, and the toilet wouldn’t flush. Downstairs the boarded up room made the hallway dark. In
         the kitchen a house brick was the only thing holding the wooden draining board in place, and cardboard had been used to cover
         the cracked panes of glass that formed the top half of the back door, which led into the garden. The garden itself was a tip.
         The large living room was damp, Evie thought, sniffing the air and gazing at the peeling wallpaper. Perhaps it just smelt
         that way because it was cold and had been neglected for so long. Poor old Maisie. She’d been living on her own for as long
         as Evie could remember.
      

      
      One of the workmen turned to Evie. ‘Do you think you’ll be able to cope?’

      
      ‘I do,’ Evie stated emphatically. ‘Once I get a fire going we’ll soon feel a difference.’ Silently she was vowing to herself
         that she would do her utmost to make this place into a comfortable home for her girls.
      

      
      ‘Go down your mum’s and get her to make us all a cuppa and then we’ll get started. We’ll go through this house like a dose of salts. Deal?’ asked the workman, extending a hand to Evie.
      

      
      A grinning Evie, not in the least put out by his grubbiness, shook hands with him. ‘Deal!’ she agreed.

      
      ‘You there, Evie?’

      
      The three workmen stood drinking their tea. Evie was upstairs, trying to decide where to start.

      
      ‘Evie?’ The voice was louder this time.

      
      Evie came out of the bedroom and looked down over the bannisters. ‘Oh, Joan, it’s you. I’ll be right down.’ Evie’s voice was
         filled with surprise. ‘Mum told me you an’ Bert had got one of those new ’ouses opposite. Cor, I ain’t ’alf glad to see you.
         We seem to ’ave lost touch since we left school.’ All this had been said as she came down the stairs. The two women met halfway
         down the passage and hugged each other fondly.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, but now we’re gonna be neighbours. Great, ain’t it? I should ’ave come over sooner. I told your mum I would give you
         a ’and to get straight once you moved in.’
      

      
      Evie laughed. ‘Don’t make rash promises you ain’t prepared to keep. Wait till I show you over this place. It won’t be one
         hand you’ll need to be offering if you really mean to ’elp, it’ll be both hands an’ a lot of bloody elbow grease. Still offering
         to ’elp, are you?’
      

      
      Joanne Watkins, now Joan Killick, and Evie Smith had been inseparable from the day they could crawl until men had come into
         their lives and they had taken different paths.
      

      
      Joan took a deep breath, pushed the sleeves of her blouse up beyond her elbows and laughed. ‘Lead me to it.’

      
      ‘Got to go down Mum’s first. Borrow her bucket, brushes an’ cloths. Come on, she’ll be ever so glad I’ve got some ’elp. All
         she’s offered to do is mind me two girls.’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s enough, ain’t it? She can mind my two an’ all if she likes. Get on my bloody nerves, they do, at times. Bert’s never
         ’ome. He’s up the pub every night. Honest, Evie, you don’t know just ’ow pleased I am that you’re gonna be living ’ere now.’
      

      
      Evie glanced at Joan. She hadn’t altered that much. Her hair was a softer colour now, though still red. The fights the two
         of them had got into when they were kids because Joan hated to be called ginger! Her green eyes were the same. Maybe they
         had lost some of their sparkle, but that was to be expected. She certainly hadn’t put on any weight. Not an ounce. Two girls
         she’d given birth to: Shirley, about the same age as Catherine, and Norma, who was six months older than her Jenny, and still
         Joan was skinny.
      

      
      ‘I don’t believe it,’ cried Flossie, having been given the conducted tour of number 42. ‘You’ve worked wonders here.’

      
      ‘Yeah, it’s smashing, ain’t it, Mum? I’m ever so grateful to you and to Joan Killick. Mind you, we’ve ’ad a helluva lot of
         laughs while we’ve scrubbed this place from top to bottom.’
      

      
      ‘I can guess! And got through a lot of gossip, if I know you two.’

      
      The house did look nice. Besides Evie’s own furniture, there were several pieces that Flossie had kindly offered her and which
         she had accepted gratefully.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got the kettle on downstairs. You will stay an’ ’ave a cup of tea with me? There’s stacks of time before I’ve got to
         go an’ meet the girls from school.’
      

      
      ‘Course I will.’ Flossie smiled.

      
      Evie didn’t have the nerve to tell her mother straight out why she wanted her to stay. Better get her sitting down with a
         cup and saucer in her hand before she fired the first shot.
      

      
      
      Flossie had made herself comfortable in the armchair. Evie poured the tea and passed a cup to her mother. On a side table
         she had set small plates, and a larger one had a doyley, on which there was a victoria sponge, its top dusted with icing sugar.
      

      
      ‘Gonna ’ave a piece of sponge, Mum? I made it this morning. It’s raspberry jam in the middle.’

      
      Flossie grinned. She loved Evie. She admitted to herself that she hadn’t been able to keep her on the straight and narrow,
         though God knows she’d tried. The two of them could never live under the same roof, they were too alike for that, but when
         it came to knowing her daughter she could read her like a book.
      

      
      ‘She said softly, ‘Yes please, love. I’ll try your sponge. And when you’ve cut it, don’t you think it’s about time you spit
         out what ever it is you have to tell me.’
      

      
      Evie sniffed and gave her mum a funny look. ‘Oh, you, Mum.’

      
      ‘Never mind, “Oh, you, Mum”. You’ve been prancing around for the last ’alf hour. Now sit down and tell me, whatever it is.’

      
      ‘Mum, I’m pregnant,’ Evie said quickly. Now that she had come right out with it, it sounded callous. Her voice was steady,
         but inside she was trembling. Evie felt even worse when she saw the shock on her mother’s face.
      

      
      ‘Oh no, Evie! Not again.’ Flossie was stunned. She sat on the edge of the chair, staring at her daughter. How many more was
         that bleeder going to dump on her? When Evie had become pregnant at seventeen Ted Hopkins had boasted loud enough about how
         thrilled he was to know he was going to be a father. He was going to divorce his wife, marry Evie as quickly as possible and
         everything was going to be fine. Instead of which Evie’s life had been ruined because that posh, selfish git had persuaded
         her to lie on her back for him. Then he had sodded off back to his wife and his highfaluting way of living, leaving Evie to bring up the baby.
      

      
      It wouldn’t have been so bad if it had all ended there. At least Evie would have been given the chance to find someone else.
         But no! When that man wanted his oats he made sure he got them, turning up on Evie’s doorstep whenever the fancy took him.
         And she, daft cow that she was, welcomed him with open arms. Did he ever think of staying to take care of her and the two
         girls? Did he heck as like! Three or four weeks till his craving was satisfied, and he was off on his merry way again. Even
         war time hadn’t put a stop to his capers. He’d still managed to cover the distance from north to south and leave Evie pregnant
         for the second time. Good job he’s not here this minute. There’d be murder done.

      
      ‘I suppose Ted Hopkins is the father?’

      
      ‘Mother! What a thing to ask.’

      
      ‘Now don’t come the innocent with me. You don’t exactly lead the life of a nun, now do you? Not that I’m blaming you, cos
         I’m not. But I’ve got eyes in me ’ead an’ you’ve ’ad enough boyfriends to form a bleedin’ football team.’
      

      
      ‘Well I’ll be blowed! Coming from you that’s rich. You’ve given me more uncles than ’ot dinners. Even when I was a toddler
         one uncle would take me to school and a different one meet me, cos you were too busy.’
      

      
      ‘You cheeky bitch!’

      
      It was on the tip of Evie’s tongue to say, ‘I must take after you,’ but she found herself compromising by saying, ‘Mum, when
         Ted’s with me I can’t help myself. Caution gets thrown to the wind. I love him, Mum. That’s all there is to it. But I’m only
         human, an’ I do get lonely.’
      

      
      Flossie leant forward and kissed Evie’s cheek lightly. Suddenly she felt weary, old. ‘Get yourself ready. I’ll come with you
         to meet the girls. We’ll muddle through, won’t we luv? You know what they say: each baby brings its own love with it. And you’ve got to admit that’s more than true
         when it comes to Cathy an’ Jenny. Christ, can you imagine life without the pair of them now, cos I can’t?’
      

      
      Evie went upstairs to fetch her coat.

      
      Downstairs Flossie poured herself a second cup of tea. Closing her eyes, she began to pray. ‘God give me the health and strength
         to stand by my daughter and the wisdom to show my grandchildren how to tread a different path through life to what me and
         their mother seem to have chosen.
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