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‘Ella,’ she said quietly, ‘there is something I think you ought t’ know. You won’t get upset if I tell yer, will you?’

‘Try me,’ was all that Ella said.

‘Well, I don’t want yer mum to find out that you ’eard it from me, but Connie Baldwin reckons she’s ’aving a baby.’

‘What, young Connie Baldwin whose mum an’ dad live over the paper shop?’ Ella asked, frowning.

‘Yes, that’s the one.’

‘Do her parents know about it? She’s not sixteen yet, is she?’

‘Sorry, luv, but it’s no t’ both of those questions as far as I know, and what her mum an’ dad are gonna say when they find out, the Lord only knows. Won’t be long before they do, though, mark my words. Half the street knows already.’

Ella stared in disbelief, thinking to herself that Nellie was enjoying telling folk about a young girl’s misfortune. Aloud she said, ‘Wonder if the fella will be man enough t’ marry her?’

‘He won’t,’ Nellie said smugly.

Ella was watching her closely and she couldn’t fathom what the look on Nellie’s face was supposed to mean.
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PART ONE

1952
Going Upmarket


Chapter One



DENNIS DRYDEN DROVE HIS Jaguar along the tree-lined avenue and into the drive, which was bathed in brilliant sunshine. He turned the key in the ignition but it was a few minutes before he got out of the car. When he did, instead of walking straight up the flight of stone steps, he stood still and surveyed the front of this lovely old house. Who in hell’s name would have thought that he, a lad from the East End of London, would ever have ended up owning a place such as this?

In Epsom in Surrey of all places.

The steps leading up to the house ran straight on to a veranda which stretched the whole length of the front part of the building. Four tall upright pillars supported the roof of the porch, and the massive oak front door had to be seen to be believed.

Still, he hadn’t bought this property for the look of it from the outside, had he? It was the inside that had knocked him for six, and what was more, with a bit of ducking and diving and because he had the readies available, no mucking about with bank managers or mortgage companies, he’d got it for a knockdown price.

Mind you, he was well aware that he owed a great deal to his old man. A man who lived by the code of the East End and expected everyone he did a deal with to do the same. And woe betide anyone who didn’t adhere to that code of honour.

When Ted, his father, had first asked if he wanted to come and have a butcher’s at a country mansion, he thought the old man had gone bananas. A place that belonged to a real lady; her husband had died some years ago, she was eighty-six and lately had become very frail. Sheltered housing seemed to be the only answer.

How come his father was on such intimate terms with her ladyship?

Trust. Right from the beginning. Through the grapevine Ted Dryden had heard that what with death duties and debts of one sort and another the old lady was desperate. The truth was, he had known the old girl for years through meeting her at various racecourses.

A few years ago Ted had been running a book at Cheltenham. Her ladyship had backed a rank outsider, and as the leading horses galloped towards the line the crowd had erupted in cheers and shouts. As Ted was paying her out she had got so excited.

‘God, I’ve won a whole lot of money, haven’t I?’

With that remark she had swayed on her feet and would have fallen to the ground had Ted not caught her in his brawny arms. A couple of brandies in the clubhouse and he had driven her home.

You could say these two people were as different as chalk and cheese, but for all that they had become good friends. Each of them was lonely, she having lost her husband and never having had any children, while Ted’s wife had been dead for twelve years. They had become good friends, with Ted visiting her at least once a month.

Money-wise, and health-wise, matters for her ladyship had gone from bad to worse. With the exception of Dorothy Sheldon, her paid companion, who was herself in her late sixties, she had no one, having long since paid off the rest of her staff.

With his father doing the business, Derek had bought the place for a knockdown price. That was what happened when you dealt direct with folk. No agents slicing the cream off the top, and as Dennis had the ready cash to cover the whole house as it stood, lock, stock and barrel, except for the family heirlooms and a few of her ladyship’s favourite items, it had all been plain sailing.

There had been another bit of luck, proving that it wasn’t what you knew but who you knew in this life: his father had managed to secure a marvellous roomy apartment in leafy Chelsea for the old lady. The place was well run, with staff, including a warden, on duty twenty-four hours a day, a lift to all floors, a restaurant on the premises which would serve meals to residents’ rooms should they not wish to come downstairs to eat, and several well-heated and nicely furnished public rooms if residents felt the need to socialise.

Dennis had no misgivings that Lady Margaret had been done down. If he hadn’t bought the place someone else would have, and while he knew he had got a good deal, he also knew that his father had been fair, seeing, as far as he could, that her ladyship’s move went as smoothly as possible. She had made it clear from the start that she wanted not only enough money to clear her debts and live comfortably for what remained of her life, but also, apparently, to get away from this big, lonely house as quickly as possible, taking with her only what would fit into her new home.

He placed the key into the lock of the heavily built front door, but it was all of half a minute before he managed to turn it and was able to open the door. The large, high-ceilinged hall smelt damp and dusty. After closing the door, he stood with his back to it for a few seconds before walking towards the middle of the hall, to stand on a large Persian rug and gaze up the high-panelled staircase.

Well, now he had some sorting out to do and no mistake.

Ella, his wife, was right about two things. One, this time he might have bitten off more than he could chew! And two, she and their two children were never going to agree to come and live in this gloomy, dark house. On the second count he knew his Elly would be unmovable. She was an East Ender born and bred, and wild horses wouldn’t make her move from her beloved London.

Slowly he climbed the stairs and on reaching the first landing stared down at the grounds that surrounded the house. The state of the lawns, flowerbeds, trees and shrubs cried out that it was many a long day since a gardener had worked there. Poor old soul. Seemed like most of her ladyship’s friends must have deserted her. Or even more likely, most of them were already dead.

The fact that she had turned to a man like his father for help spoke volumes.

Ted Dryden was a good man at heart, but a rough diamond at the best of times. Though born and bred in the East End of London, he could polish himself up when the need arose. He was the sort that had come from nothing without any privileges and had made it to the top by sheer undeniable guts and determination. He had the confident manner of a successful bookmaker without any airs or graces. A damn good friend who always made sure he repaid a favour.

But you wouldn’t want him as an enemy!

And I’m his son, Dennis thought, allowing himself a wry smile.

Dennis was fifty but looked younger, in a rough-and-ready kind of way. A boyish face and a way with the ladies; intense bright blue eyes with lots of lines across his forehead. A thick mop of dark hair, his sideboards going a bit grey, though unlike his father he had never grown a moustache. He did match his dad in height, each of them standing six foot three in their stockinged feet.

He turned away from staring down at the overgrown grounds, walked a few yards down the corridor, pushed through a heavy door and stepped into a deep-carpeted small lounge. Dust-sheets covered three armchairs, probably thoughtfully placed there by Dorothy Sheldon. Apart from that there was no other furniture and basically the room looked awful. The decor hadn’t been touched for years: the once expensive wallpaper had faded and the ceiling, which should have been white, was now a dirty brownish colour.

Going further into the room he stared at the large open fireplace. Great log fires must have burnt there at one time was his immediate thought. It was then that his gaze fell on a small footstool on which lay two old racing programmes, one for the Derby and one for the Oaks. Alongside was a pair of ladies’ spectacles, still attached to a long silver chain.

He had always considered himself a hard man, but at that moment he felt utterly gutted, and the lump that had formed in his throat was threatening to choke him.

There must have been a time when racing was a great part of her ladyship’s life. Especially with the glorious downs of Epsom and the great racecourse right on her doorstep. Maybe she and her husband had even owned their own horses.

How had Lady Margaret sunk to such a low level?

Folk still talked about her husband as being a thorough gentleman.

Some gent! He’d left his wife almost penniless, with a huge house that she could not afford to keep in good repair. If tales told were true, in his lifetime the house had had a host of servants, and he had employed a coachman who drove his horse-drawn carriage even after he had acquired two motor-cars. And naturally he went to shooting parties and rode with the local hunt.

Dennis hadn’t known him, and neither had Ted, but they’d had many a discussion about this gentleman in the last six months and they were both of the same mind. A gentleman looks after his family and makes provision for them when he’s called to meet his Maker. No decent man lives so much beyond his means that when he dies his poor wife struggles on a pittance until it comes to the crunch and she is forced to sell not only her house, but almost every stick and stone inside it.

Dennis sighed heavily and walked slowly back across the room, closing the door softly behind him. As he descended the stairs he was shaking his head. His face was thoughtful and his eyes were sad. What a way to end one’s life.

Poor Lady Margaret! Poor soul!


Chapter Two



ELLA DRYDEN WRIGGLED HER plump bottom more comfortably into her armchair.

By God, her old man had done a damn silly thing this time. He had actually signed the contracts and everything had been completed legally, and now he was the proud owner of that musty old house miles away from London.

What in the name of God was he going to do with it?

He had been full of it when he took her down to see that place. But Ella had made it quite clear it wasn’t for her. There and then she’d sworn to him that that was the first and last time she’d set foot in the place!

Dennis didn’t need any telling what his Ella was thinking, but just got on with eating his dinner. Damn good cook was Ella. Steak and kidney pie today, with masses of vegetables and a jug of gravy the likes of which nobody else he knew could make. As for her pastry! Light as a feather. And he’d take a bet that she’d been to at least two other houses today and delivered a good hot meal to an old soul that was living alone. Always cooking and feeding half the blinking street was his wife. Talk about being lady bountiful. Old Mr Parsons loved her cheese scones, Ma Bristow’s delight was Ella’s fruitcake, while poor Mary Marsh and her two fatherless kids always got a free dinner every Saturday, and they were only the ones he knew about. More than likely there was half a dozen more that he was helping to keep.

Ella just couldn’t keep her thoughts to herself any longer.

‘You’ve really done it this time, Dennis.’ She spoke sharply. ‘I never thought you’d go through with it.’

‘You said you liked the ’ouse,’ he said, munching on a well-salted roast potato.

‘Yeah, well, some of the inside I did.’

‘Well, if I could persuade you to move you’d be living in the inside, you daft woman, not on the outside.’

‘You’re the daft one, Den. No matter what yer do with the place yer can’t pick it up and put it down ’ere in London, can yer?’

‘I thought you’d be glad to be rid of all the dirt and squalor around ’ere. All the local council and the landlords are intent on doing is knocking down these old streets of houses and building high-rise flats. See how you feel about moving when it comes to that.’

‘When! It ain’t ’appened yet. No need t’ meet trouble ’alfway. Besides, Babs and Teddy don’t think much of moving. Got their mates and their school and they like it fine. Come to that, you’d ’ave to drag them screaming to get them away from their gran, an’ you know it.’

‘You’ve just been sitting there thinking up excuses. You could persuade yer mother t’ come with us if you went the right way about it.’

‘Not a chance in hell, Denny boy. You’ve ’eard Mum say often enough that she was born in that ’ouse an’ she’ll go out of it in ’er box.’

‘Well, if that’s the case, you’d better start looking for an old folk’s ’ome for her, ’cos it’s a dead cert that sooner or later they’ll demolish all the houses in these back streets.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Ella now twisted her body round and faced him. ‘The day will never dawn when I stand by and see my mother go into a home. You ought t’ know by now you don’t get my mother to go anywhere she doesn’t want to. You get away with bullying me most of the time, but nothing you say or do this time will coax me into moving from London to live in the back of beyond.’

She lowered her voice a little and, changing her tone, said, ‘Why do you always ’ave t’ play the big I am? If you wanted us to move, why not buy a place near here? Buying an ’ouse out in the country won’t make you into a country gentleman. Or is it that you’ve got yerself another young bit of stuff that you want to show off to?’

‘Oh, you’re not going to start off on that track again, are you?’ Dennis said, sighing heavily.

Ella shook her head sadly as she added, ‘I know I’m not growing old gracefully, I’m nothing like the young, slim girl you married, but then you’re no oil painting. But you flash money around and that’s the only reason the young women flatter you.’

‘You finished?’

‘Yeah, we’ll leave it for the present, but there’s lots more I could say. Just don’t ever play me for too big a fool, Den. I can smell cheap scent, and it’s me what scrubs the lipstick off yer shirts. Perhaps you should stock up with some of that new kiss-proof lipstick they’ve got in Woolworth’s.’

‘Oh, we’re going to ’ave all the old rigmarole today, are we?’ Dennis said, reaching for the crusty end of the loaf of bread, which he used to wipe his plate clean.

Ella was about to tell him a few more home truths when the sound of another war of words cut her short. Babs and Teddy were at it again! It was bad enough when they were just bickering, but from the sound of the noise now coming from upstairs it had gone beyond that stage.

‘I’d better go an’ see what they’re up to,’ she exclaimed impatiently.

Dennis laughed. ‘Leave ’em to it. You were about to tell me what a rotter you really think I am.’

‘You don’t need me t’ tell you. Try looking into yer own conscience once in a while.’

And with that she pulled herself up from the depths of her armchair and marched out of the room, shouting, ‘Teddy! And you, Babs!’

She was halfway up the stairs when her twelve-year-old son, Edward, named after his grandfather, stuck his head over the banisters and called down to her, ‘Mum, can’t you keep this blinking sister of mine out of my bedroom?’

Ella paused for a moment and looked up at him, saying, ‘Whatever she’s done, do you have to make such a racket? You’d better not have laid into her, or your father will tan your backside.’

Teddy drew back and she went quickly up the remaining stairs, calling, ‘Babs, are you all right?’

On the narrow landing she pushed open the door to her son’s bedroom to see her young daughter, just eight years old, deliberately tearing pages from a book and adding them to a pile of screwed-up ones that lay beside her. She couldn’t believe her eyes, and yelled at the top of her voice, ‘Good God, girl! What on earth do you think you are doing? If there is one thing I’ve taught you in your short life, it’s to treat books with respect.’

Babs let go of the torn page she was holding and turned her face towards her mother, crying, ‘I’m getting my own back. He’s pulled all the lovely curls off my best doll’s head, the big china one that Gran bought me. I’m going t’ get Dad to kill him, I am.’

‘Shut up! You are both as bad as one another.’

Ella now looked at her son. He was a big lad for his age, well built, with bright blue eyes and a thick mop of curly hair. Oh yes, he was the image of his father. She glared at him as she said, ‘One of these days you’re gonna go too far. I’m warning you, even yer father won’t give in t’ you for ever. Why did you do it?’

Teddy’s lips tightened now as he said bitterly, ‘She sneaked in here an’ she’s torn up at least six of my fag-cards. I only left them out of the box ’cos I was going to exchange them with Johnny Riley. You wanna tell her to keep her hands off my belongings. Besides, she thinks she knows everything. Teacher’s pet ’cos she can do adding-up in her head. But she knows nothing about sport.’

‘All right, all right, so you’re both different, which is a good thing.’

‘She’s spiteful an’ horrible,’ Teddy screamed. ‘Just what did she get out of destroying my cards?’

‘That’s enough!’ Ella was shaking. ‘Whatever the reason, boys should never hurt little girls. You’ve been told that often enough.’

‘She’s not a little girl. She’s nearly as big as me and she kicks me often enough.’

Ella turned round now, took hold of her daughter by her shoulders and shook her, saying, ‘That was a horrible thing to do. You know how much his collection means to him. Why did you do it?’

There was a sulky look on Babs’s face now as she said bitterly, ‘Because he’s such a know-all and a big-head and he’s Dad’s favourite. Dad gets him all those cards and he knows the names of all the cricketers and footballers, but when it comes to school work he’s almost bottom of the class.’

‘Oh God above, give me strength,’ Ella muttered. Then, pointing to the door, she said, ‘Come on, Babs. Out! This is his room and each of you should thank yer lucky stars that you’ve got a room of yer own. There’s a great number of kids that have never known that luxury.’

Babs got off the bed and walked out. Her long dark curls swinging, she went across the landing, thrust open the door to her own bedroom and went in, shutting the door firmly behind her.

Little madam, her mother said to herself, a fact that she partly blamed her own mother for. Babs could do no wrong in the eyes of her grandmother.

She turned to her son and stared hard at him for a moment before she said, ‘Don’t look at me like that, Teddy. It’s only right that yer father and grandfather take yer to football matches and help you to keep up with all forms of sport, but it won’t ’elp yer to know all the famous names when it comes to earning your own living. Girls won’t like you either if all you ever think and talk about is sport.’

‘Who cares about girls, they’re all dead soppy,’ he answered defiantly.

Ella changed the tone of her voice. ‘Why do you do it, son? Why must you always be fighting with yer sister? And I know for a fact that when you’re at school, you want to boss everybody.’

‘Because I want to be like me dad an’ me grandad. They’re their own bosses an’ nobody gives them any stick.’

The words sounded so much like a challenge, they startled Ella. Teddy was only twelve, and he was speaking as a man. She hadn’t imagined that her son was already thinking that he wanted his life to run as his father’s did.

When it came to their physical needs, Dennis was a good father and a good husband. He saw to it that Ella always had enough money to feed the children well and put good clothes on their backs, and he made sure they went to school. No wagging off like a lot of the young lads round here did. For a moment she pondered. It was great that Teddy had been taught to be interested in sport and to stand up for himself, but had these two things become an obsession with both his father and his grandfather?

She didn’t need any telling that Edward Dryden had had a hand in her Denny buying this big house out at Epsom. It was near a racecourse for one thing, and what with Ted being a bookie, horse-racing had become an obsession with both her father-in-law and his son. And now she had to face the fact that Teddy had the urge to be like them.

Oh, life was difficult.

Ella chewed on her lip as she went slowly back down the stairs.

When all was said and done, she hadn’t married Dennis with her eyes blinkered. She had known from the beginning he was a Jack-the-lad. A good many girls had had their eyes on him, and she had been proud that he had looked her way.

She sighed and told herself she might have done better, but watching some of the goings-on round these parts, she wondered. There were young women living with men who had never married them, and others with husbands who knocked them about unmercifully or gave the bulk of their wages to the local pub owners. It was the plight of the children of these families that sparked pity in her and caused her to readily admit that she could have done worse than marry Dennis Dryden.

Oh yes, much worse. A whole lot worse.


Chapter Three



‘YOU’VE GOT YOUR WAY over the Epsom house. I’ve put two applications in to the council, one for turning the whole place into flats and the second one for renovating the place and maybe using it as a hotel.’ Dennis Dryden’s voice was harsh as he told his wife what his options were. She was still dead set against moving. No matter how hard he had tried to persuade her, she was absolutely determined that she was not going to live anywhere but London.

Ella nodded, but did not reply. She sensed that Dennis had more to say. She stared out of the kitchen window at the small cobblestoned back yard and watched her two lines of washing blowing in the breeze. At last she said, ‘It would be nice to live in the country, just for a while now and again, to be able to keep your house and your clothes so much cleaner, but by God I’d miss the shops, the markets and most of all me neighbours.’

‘Oh yeah,’ Dennis agreed, ‘we’d all miss the bloody neighbours!’

His sarcasm ruffled her feathers and she went on, ‘You probably wouldn’t, but could yer live without yer local pubs and yer dad’s betting shop? An’ another thing, what about all the blokes you’ve got working for you on yer dodgy deals? Would they be willing to travel out into the sticks every day to get their orders from you?’

Stifling his anger, Dennis nodded dumbly. Ella’s current life was pretty hard; she took such good care of their two kids and her mother. His father too, come to that, ’cos there weren’t many Sunday dinnertimes that he wasn’t round here with his feet under their table. Dennis made sure he didn’t keep her short of money, yet her whole life seemed to be one long struggle against the dirt and grime of these back streets of London. He sighed as he did his best to smile at his wife.

‘Trouble with you, Ella, is fear of the unknown. You’ve never known anything different and you don’t particularly want to, do yer?’ he said resentfully.

Ella lifted her hands in a helpless gesture. ‘I was born here and we’ve all survived the war, so why should we up and leave it all behind now just to satisfy your ego?’ He stared at her for a moment before picking up his coat and thrusting his arms into the sleeves. He walked slowly across the room towards her, then stopped within an arm’s length of her. In a low voice, now, he said, ‘You’re very fond of calling me a big-head, aren’t you, Ella? In the past you’ve called me brash, and on one occasion you even said I’d stop at nothing to pull off a deal. That’s right isn’t it?’

‘Suppose it is, if you say so.’

Dennis lowered his head and thrust his face closer to hers. ‘You don’t like the deals I do, but all the same you and the kids benefit every which way there is. I supply the wherewithal so that you can be the kind-hearted woman who is generous to the needy. Well, my dear wife, here’s something for you to think about. Whichever plan the council gives their approval to, I shall be employing a darn sight more men than I do now. Bricklayers, carpenters, plumbers, you name them, and I’ll have no difficulty in finding them. Why? Because it will be steady work and they know that I will pay them well. So it won’t be just me that makes money, will it?’

Ella’s large bosom rose and she let out a long breath before she said, ‘So according to you, everyone is ’appy to go along with whatever you decide except me.’

‘That’s the message I’m getting, far too often if you want me to be blunt. Tell me straight, Ella, just what is keeping you here?’ He was dismayed by her dull tone of voice and her lack of enthusiasm.

Ella pursed her lips. That was the big question. She had always considered herself ordinary, contented with her lot, and she wanted her two children to be the same, but not Dennis.

Oh no, not him!

He’d been fighting his way all his life, ambition driving him, determined that he was going to move his family up the scale. She was no fool; she knew Dennis regarded her as a hindrance, thwarting him at every turn. She was well aware that although she was twelve years younger than him, she hadn’t worn so well. She had borne two children and from then on had become plump, and that was putting it kindly. She was always clean and tidy and so was her house, yet he was forever telling her she had no style, whereas the type of women he took out could wear old sacks and still appear attractive, because he always chose younger women who were very slim. When Dennis had a few beers inside him and was admiring the ladies who happened to be in the pub, he would look at Ella and say unkindly, ‘Can’t stop me from looking.’

More often than not, she would cast her eye over the bunch of girls sitting near the bar and her reaction would be, ‘Skinny lot, a damn good meal would do them good.’

Dennis would laugh loudly and say something along the lines of ‘The nearer the bone, the sweeter the meat.’

Sadly, these days that didn’t apply to her.

She looked down at herself, her baggy, shapeless dress covering her wide hips and fat legs. Could she move away from London? Live out in Epsom? She doubted it. She’d be like a fish out of water!

This house might be old-fashioned, with none of the mod cons the youngsters were always on about, but it was clean, comfortable and more to the point it was her home. Apart from cracks in one wall, a few slates off the roof and every window having been smashed, it had withstood all of Hitler’s air raids. There were parts of London where whole streets had been destroyed, and if the German bombers hadn’t driven her out of her home in those awful years, she saw no good reason why she should move away now.

What Dennis wanted was to get away from this colourful, noisy working-class area. He hated the back-to-back houses and long, narrow streets hemmed in by factories, and the street markets where men shouted their wares from early morning until as late as ten at night, when huge paraffin lamps would still light up their stalls. Of course all that had stopped during the war, what with the blackout and the food shortages, not to mention the fact that all fit and well men had been sent to foreign shores to fight for their country.

Things were getting better, though. The Government had set up a special committee to ensure that all houses which were still standing had the glass replaced in every window and all structural faults put right.

The men who had been lucky enough to come home had discarded their uniforms. They mostly wore overalls during the week, but on Sundays they wore trousers and jackets or their demob suits. And for the lads who were still single, a trilby hat worn jauntily to one side was an absolute must.

On the whole, life was getting back to normal. And now Dennis was asking her to pack up and move away to live an entirely different life. Mix with different people, be a bit more upper-class. Could she do it?

‘No! No! Never!’ She had shouted the words out loud.

From the look on Dennis’s face, she thought he was going to blow a gasket.

Ella stood in the middle of the room, eyes cast down, looking at the floor.

‘Yeah, take a good look. How many other houses in this street ’ave got carpet on the floor?’ he raged at her. ‘You, Ella, when it comes to me, are a bleeder! You bleed me dry. I provide and pay for every last damn thing that comes into this house, but what do I get in return? Sod all. Well, you’ve gone too far this time, but don’t for a minute think you’ll put the kibosh on my plans. Not this time you won’t. Stay here with the kids, live yer dreary life. I’ll see you don’t starve but I don’t ’ave t’ let you drag me down with yer.’ Dennis had hissed the last words at her.

Ella was frightened. He had never threatened her like this before. ‘I didn’t mean that you shouldn’t have bought the house.’

‘Didn’t you?’ with a scornful look. He was glad that he had raged at her; it had given her something to think about. He was fed up to the teeth with her never wanting to do anything worthwhile. Stuck in a rut, her and her bloody mother. There was simply no pleasing either of them.

Ella sank down on to a chair as Dennis stormed out of the room. She listened to his footsteps go along the passage, and when the front door slammed, tears trickled down her plump cheeks.

He was right. He was a damn good provider.

When the going was good, that is. At times Dennis had a convenient memory. How about the times when things weren’t going the way he wanted them to? Then anything and everything he could lay his hands on was taken out of the house and sold. It was no joke. One week he’d had a radiogram delivered to the house, and then, to the sheer delight of both Babs and Teddy, their father had taken them out and allowed them to choose at least two dozen records. For days on end they played music and sang along with the records. Never before nor since had Ella seen her children so happy.

Then one morning the kids had come down for their breakfast and found the whole caboodle had gone. In fact the front room had been stripped bare. For a mere five and a half weeks the children had thoroughly enjoyed that radiogram. Oh, good old trustworthy Dennis had replaced it, but not until seven weeks later, and the presentation hadn’t seemed the same the second time around.

That was only one incident.

Most worrying of all was that Dennis would disappear for days on end. Why did she worry herself at such times? Because how was she to know that he hadn’t had an accident? But voice her concern and Dennis would laugh and just say that every businessman had to be away from home at times. Quite so, but without telling his family where he was?

The erratic behaviour of their father took away a feeling of security the kids should have. Not just for worldly goods, but for a steady, permanent way of life with a dad who could be relied on to always be there.

Ella busied herself clearing the breakfast table. Going through to the scullery, she stacked the dirty dishes on the wooden draining board, then filled the kettle from the cold tap, placed it over one of the gas rings, struck a match and lit a low flame beneath it.

Talking aloud to herself she said, ‘While the kettle’s boiling I may as well go up and make the beds.’

It was dead on the stroke of eleven when she came downstairs, arms full of more dirty washing. She smiled to herself as she heard the front door open and her mother calling out loudly, ‘It’s only me, luv.’ Regular as clockwork, Winnie Paige arrived at her daughter’s house at the same time Monday to Thursday. Fridays she came earlier because the two of them went to the market, while Saturdays and Sundays she kept herself to herself in case Dennis was around. They had never exactly seen eye to eye.

For as long as Ella could remember, her mother had been the local flower-seller. On weekdays she had sat outside the underground station with her basket of blooms. She had long since given up working during the week, but although she was in her late seventies, she still worked on a Sunday, getting one of her neighbours who was a totter to trundle her wheelbarrow up to the London Hospital, where she did a roaring trade.

Ella said, ‘Hallo, Mum, you look smart this morning. You off out somewhere?’

It was true, Winnie did look good, and Ella sighed, wishing she could look more like her mother. Winnie Paige was only five foot four, and slim in build. She dressed smartly although her face was florid and weatherbeaten. Her motto was ‘God helps those that help themselves’, and so she did her best using a little make-up and a lot of face-powder. Her hair was marcel-waved and peeped out from her smart hat to cover her ears. She wore a brown costume that had seen better days but still showed signs of having been an expensive outfit when first made. She wouldn’t thank you for telling anyone that she bought her clothes from a second-hand stall run by a middle-aged couple who often acquired garments from well-to-do ladies.

Ella had now reached the bottom of the stairs and she gave her mother a look that went from top to toe. You never look like that on Sundays, she grinned to herself. And that was true. Come Sunday, a black shawl and an old felt hat was Winnie’s uniform; she wanted her customers to feel that she needed them to buy her flowers.

‘I feel a bit fed up this morning,’ Winnie said frankly as she walked into her daughter’s kitchen. ‘Sarah Brown from Brady Street died yesterday. She had been ill for a long time, but she was a good friend and I need cheering up a bit. I thought you and I might go out somewhere.’

‘Nice idea, Mum, as long as we’re back in time t’ meet the kids from school.’

‘Course we will be, an’ we’ll take them into Joey Lyons, buy them hot chocolate and a cupcake.’

‘I’m nowhere near ready yet, though. I haven’t washed up, and there’s all this laundry,’ Ella moaned.

‘Oh Ella, for God’s sake. I’ll wash the pots while you get changed, and the laundry can wait till tomorrow. Go on, and wrap up warm. These last few days of March are very cold and damp. I’m glad Easter is late this year. Let’s ’ope the weather improves before the kids break up.’

Ella knew she would get nowhere arguing with her mother, so she smiled at her affectionately and did as she was told.

Winnie looked serious as she watched her daughter shrug her arms into her long coat. How she wished she could do something about Ella’s image. Some mornings when she arrived, Ella was sloshing about in her nightdress and dressing gown. Why didn’t she wash and dress herself as soon as she got up; perhaps even walk the children to school? There was so much Winnie wanted to say, but she knew things weren’t that good between Ella and Dennis so she had to tread carefully.

‘Ella,’ she began as they walked arm in arm to the tram stop, ‘would you let me buy you a new outfit?’

‘Oh ’ere we go, Mum. You always have to start. You’re not saying that I need new clothes, you’re telling me, as you always do, that I’m too fat.’

‘Well, luv, it’s only because I hate to see you slouching about. You don’t make the best of yourself, now do you?’

‘You’ve always said I’m like me dad was, and he was a great heavy brute, wasn’t he? So I guess it was how I was born.’

‘Yes, I suppose you do have a lot of your father in you,’ sighed Winnie. ‘But I still say you don’t make the best of yourself. Will you let me sort a few things out for you today?’

Loath as she was, Ella gave in. ‘All right, but can we have something to eat before we go to the shops or up the market?’

‘Course we can, but then … Well, we’ll wait and see, but by the time I’ve finished with you, that ’usband of yours will be seeing you in a different light.’

As the day wore on, Ella began to think her mother had gone over the top. They were weighed down with bags. Most of the items they had found on Winnie’s favourite stall, but a couple had come from a select shop in the London Road. Looking at herself in a full-length mirror and listening to the complimentary remarks not only from the sales ladies but also from Winnie, Ella had to admit her mother knew what she was talking about when it came to clothes, and today she had given Ella a magnificent boost.

She began to feel grateful to her mother. She knew she had let herself slide, and that fact alone had played a big part in spoiling things between her and Dennis. She would make an effort, she promised herself, perhaps even have her hair shampooed and set, wear one of her new outfits.

Would Dennis look at her in a different light?

Hopefully he would. She was willing to meet him halfway over lots of things, but there was still that problem about moving out of London. She just could not give way on that.

Then a bright thought came to mind. Whatever Dennis decided to do with that property, when everything was completed to his satisfaction, he’d be able to sell it at a huge profit.

She smiled to herself. There was nothing in this world that her husband loved more than making money.

When his pockets were full, life was great. Times when he was broke, it was a question of God help them all.


Chapter Four



ELLA HAD LAIN AWAKE half the night listening for Dennis to come in. Now she laid her arm across the bed to where he should be lying, yet she already knew he wasn’t there. She wished she hadn’t had so much to say: why oh why had she had to rub him up the wrong way? She could just as easily have gone back to Epsom with him and given the house another look over. Made suggestions, aired her views, even gone along with his plans. That wouldn’t have meant she had to move there; she could have gone on stalling. But no, she’d jumped in with both feet, adamant she wasn’t moving come what may, and Dennis wasn’t going to forget it.

He hadn’t come home last night, and God alone knew when he would make an appearance again.

She struggled to sit up, threw the thick patchwork quilt and the blankets to the end of the bed and swung her legs round until her feet touched the thick bedside rug. Feeling under the bed, she brought forth her slippers and slid them on: at this time in the morning the oilcloth that covered the floor of the bedroom always felt icy cold. She crossed to the window and drew the curtains back. It was already light, and she gazed over the back yards and the slate-covered rooftops. The tall chimneys of the factories were already smoking, and soon the shrill sirens would blast the air, signalling to the workers that the morning shift was about to start.

When she’d given the children their breakfast and seen them off to school, it would seem a long morning until her mother came in. Dennis hardly ever left the house before ten.

Oh well, she’d stated her case firmly enough; she wasn’t moving from here and so she’d just have to grin and bear it.

Three weeks later and still Ella hadn’t seen sight nor sound of her husband.

Her mother kept saying, ‘Stop worrying, he’s got it made. From what I hear down at the King’s Head, your Dennis is doing all right for himself, got workmen swarming all over that place he bought out at Epsom.’

Ella was silently wondering where he was living. Surely he wasn’t sleeping in that huge house while all that work was going on? She might not admit it, but she missed her Den, very much, especially now that Teddy had joined the Boys’ Brigade and Babs went to the Brownies and she had some evenings on her own. She wasn’t worried about money; she knew Den would turn up sooner or later, if only for his clothes. Besides, she had been going through his wardrobe, brushing the shoulders of his tailored suits and checking his pockets, and had found a leather wallet that held one hundred pounds in small notes, winnings from horse-racing as well as dogs, she had no doubt, and she felt no qualms about carefully using it for housekeeping money. She folded his pile of shirts more neatly and hung his flashy ties on the rail that was fixed to the inside of the wardrobe door.

Ted, her father-in-law, still came round, sometimes for a meal, other times just long enough to have a cup of tea. He never left without leaving at least a couple of pound notes on the table.

Saturday morning, Babs and Teddy were playing out in the street with a lot of other children. Ella had warned them to stay out of trouble, Teddy especially, because he was in danger of becoming a real terror now his father wasn’t around.

Ella and her mother were just about to set out to do their shopping when Ted Dryden pulled his car into the kerb, lowered the window and called out, ‘How about you two joining me for a drink in the Globe tonight? I’ll pick you up about ’alf seven.’ Without waiting for a reply, he put the car in gear and drove away.

Mother and daughter looked at each other in amazement. The Globe was a posh pub, quite a way from this area, but it was also known as a meeting place where crafty crooks did dodgy deals.

‘What d’yer reckon?’ Winnie asked as the pair of them exchanged meaningful glances.

‘You go,’ Ella urged her mother. ‘I can’t leave the kids on their own.’

‘Don’t make excuses. You know darn well Janey Brown from next door t’ you will willingly come into your place and stay with them. She’s sixteen, so she knows what she’s doing, and I’ll give her ’alf a dollar.’

Ella shifted her shopping basket to the other hand and linked arms with her mum. Laughingly she said, ‘You want to go, don’t you?’

‘Well, it’s not every Saturday night that we get asked out, is it?’

‘No, you’re right there. So we’re going, are we?’

‘Yes, we are, an’ for once do me a favour, try dressing yerself up. I’ll come round early and heat the tongs up and see what we can do with your hair.’

‘I’ll wash my hair when we get back and give it a jolly good brushing. Isn’t that good enough?’ Ella said.

‘No it isn’t.’ Winnie patted her own permanent-waved hair theatrically. ‘You won’t know yourself by the time I’ve finished with you. You’ve let yerself go for far too long, but today I’m taking you in hand.’

Ella knew her mother was speaking the truth, so she just squeezed Winnie’s arm and kept silent.

The weather during March had been really depressing, the gale force winds beating against the old houses, feeling almost as if they were penetrating the walls, and howling down the chimney pots, sending clouds of smoke into the kitchen and making it nigh on impossible to keep a good fire going. But today everything was much calmer: the wind had died down, the streets were dry, and a weak sun was doing its best to shine through the fluffy clouds. This change in the weather had brought the world and his wife out, and everywhere you looked there were crowds.

Ella and Winnie took the bus to Bishopsgate. As they stepped down on to the pavement they smiled at each other. The atmosphere was different, real East End; people smiled and had a bright word as they passed. Across the road, on the corner of Middlesex Street, stood one of London’s most famous pubs, known far and wide as Dirty Dick’s. Of course that wasn’t the name that appeared on the justice’s licence. The real name of the delightful old-fashioned pub was actually The Old Jerusalem.

Winnie suggested they should pop in and have a drink. The pub was full, noisy and bustling, as was to be expected on a Saturday, but today it was even busier than usual, and there wasn’t an empty seat to be seen. Winnie pushed her way into the snug and ordered two glasses of the house speciality beer served straight from giant hogshead barrels. It was a strong but refreshing drink. They had almost drained their glasses when someone’s elbow caught Ella in the back and she said, ‘Let’s get out of here, Mum.’

They made their way out through the rear entrance, through the alley, and into Middlesex Street. Real cockneys called this street ‘The Lane’. In reality, there were several streets, narrow and cluttered by stalls and impassable to all but pedestrians. On Saturdays this great street market sold mostly china, household goods and food. Fruit and vegetables, meat, fish, home-made bread and cakes. Ella loved the different smells, and listening to the totters shouting that the china tea services on their stalls were pure English bone china and at the prices they were asking they were practically giving them away.

They were not without competition. A father and son were flogging bed linen, and their ribald comments as to what would happen if you were to put their sexy sheets and eiderdowns on your bed were beyond belief.

As for the meat van! Two brothers owned it, and there was always a wide choice of meat for sale both for roasting and stewing, as well as bacon, sausages and chickens which, although dead, still had their feathers on and needed to be plucked when you got them home. The brothers would skin rabbits for you and hold on to the skins because a dealer in fur would pay a good price for them. These two young men were using a microphone and their saucy jokes were a bit near the mark.

It was jolly good free entertainment to visit these London markets.

‘Are we going to have something to eat before we do our shopping?’ asked Winnie.

‘I ’ope so,’ was Ella’s reply, walking more quickly towards the café.

Winnie looked irritated when they found the café to be as busy as the pub had been, but a familiar voice shouted out, ‘Come over ’ere, Win, there’s a couple of empty seats at our table.’

Ella elbowed her way to the counter. The café was stuffy and the windows were steamed up, but it was a good meeting place. Customers mostly knew each other so there was plenty of gossip going on, and you always got damn good food and a decent hot drink.

Ella came back with a tray that held two large mugs of tea and a plate piled high with hot buttered toast. She plonked her backside down on the only empty chair, smiled and said hello to Pam and Bill Edwards, who were old friends of her mother. She also nodded to an elderly man with grey hair and a moustache who was sitting with them. Bill merely said, ‘This is Boris Lindsey, a neighbour of ours; this is Win’s daughter, Ella Dryden.’

Ella gratefully grasped her huge mug in both hands, sipped her tea and then began to munch at a slice of toast while her mum and Pam chatted away nineteen to the dozen, but she felt a little uneasy. This Boris hadn’t taken his eyes off her.

Suddenly he reached out and touched her arm. ‘You ain’t Dennis Dryden’s wife, are you?’

‘Yes, I am,’ she replied with surprise, looking into the man’s bright eyes.

‘I’m glad t’ meet yer,’ he exclaimed, ‘I’ve ’eard a lot about you lately. Got two kiddies, ain’t yer?’

‘Yes, I have,’ Ella said quietly.

The man shook his head. ‘That makes it worse. I’m ever so sorry, luv. Wasn’t much I could do about it, though.’

‘Would you mind telling me what you’re talking about?’ Ella said, puckering her forehead.

‘I suppose I ’ave t’ come straight out with it now.’ The man’s face showed shock and he sucked his lips. Then, taking a deep breath, he blurted out, ‘The minute Bill said yer name was Dryden I put two an’ two together. Your ’usband has been taking my granddaughter out. She brought him round t’ my place the other night ’cos her mother wouldn’t ’ave him in the ’ouse. I didn’t let him in neither, told him to wait in that big flashy car of his. I couldn’t ’elp but think he were dodgy. My Anne’s barely half his age.’

Ella leant her elbows on the table and said quietly, ‘Don’t let it worry you, Boris. Your Anne’s not the first an’ it’s a dead cert she won’t be the last.’

She was doing her best to put a brave face on but she was finding it hard. It was no surprise, but it was hurtful if she admitted the truth. To be told something like this by a total stranger, and worst of all to know that he was sitting there feeling sorry for her. She felt awkward to say the least, and breathed a sigh of relief when her mum looked over at her and suggested that it was about time they started their shopping.

‘Goodbye, luv, take care,’ was shouted back and forth, and they were back outside in the cold fresh air.

An hour later, loaded down with bags of shopping, Ella would have been more than pleased to go straight home. Her mother had other plans.

Head held high, and a look of determination on her face, Winnie led the way through side streets that would bring them out into a different kind of market. Here all the stalls were covered in on three sides with sheets of canvas, giving customers a sense of privacy. The goods on offer for sale were also very different. Some sold rings, bracelets and necklaces. One stall had a wonderful display of timepieces: clocks of all shapes and sizes, pocket watches with chains for gentlemen, and for the ladies not only wristwatches but some very ornate fob watches which Ella glanced at with envy.

The owners of the last stall in the row were also the proprietors of the glass-fronted shop which stood directly opposite on the pavement.

Winnie Paige had become acquainted with this family some years ago and had benefited greatly from the friendship inasmuch as she was able to wear really good clothes that had not cost her a fortune.

Mother and daughter were still walking when Isaac Cohan stepped in front of them and blocked their passage. Arms flung wide, he spoke loudly. ‘’Allo, Winifred, where the ’ell ’ave yer been? Sight nor sound of you we ’ave not seen. Come ’ere.’

A flush of pleasure rose in Winnie’s cheeks as she looked at this short man with the broad smile on his face. He was wearing a smart pinstriped suit with narrow lapels, a sparkling white shirt and a dark blue tie.

She dumped her shopping bags at her feet and willingly went into this portly old man’s arms.

Even passers-by paused to look, and Ella watched with pleasure as these two old friends greeted each other. It was a show of warmth and affection. When they broke free, Ella was surprised to see that her mother’s eyes were brimming with tears, and it came to her that although her dad had been dead for years, her mum must still miss him. It was then that she told herself that in future she mustn’t take Winnie for granted so much, and must remember not only to tell her that she loved her, but to show her that she did.

‘And how is our Elly?’ Isaac asked. Without waiting for a reply, he herded both of them towards the shop, shouting through the open doorway, ‘Wally, come and see to the stall.’

A tall young man appeared, and as soon as he spotted Winnie he said, ‘Winifred Paige, how nice to see you. My mother will be pleased.’

‘And this is her daughter Ella. I don’t think you have met each other before, but we have known her since she was a little toddler, though we haven’t seen her for years, not since she married and got a family of her own.’

Isaac’s son shook hands with Ella and told her he was pleased to meet her, then he crossed the road and went to stand behind their stall. Ella turned her head; she had to give this young man a second look.

Walter Cohan was a lot taller than his father, and in his early forties, Ella guessed. He had deep dark brown eyes, a handsome tanned face and a head of thick black wavy hair. Ella couldn’t have said why, but despite the short acquaintance, she liked him and the friendly way in which he had treated her and her mother.

The inside of the shop was much larger than it had appeared from the outside. Ella looked about, her eyes darting from side to side with unconcealed curiosity. There were blouses, jumpers and cardigans expertly displayed in glass-fronted cabinets. Two waxwork dummies stood against a wall, one dressed in a businesslike navy-blue two-piece costume, the other one attired more modestly in a perfectly plain high-necked, long-sleeved black dress that fell to just about calf length. What made the garment look so glamorous was that the last six inches of the dress was covered with an adornment of heavy black silk fringe.

Ella’s imagination was running riot. Imagine dancing, wearing a frock like that! Get real, she scolded herself, you’d have to starve for six months to even get into it.

Sadie Cohan put down the pen with which she had been writing and came round from behind the counter. She was not very tall, and her dark hair was fastened back and secured into a neat twirl at the nape of her neck. She was wearing a beautiful tailored suit in a worsted material of soft brown with a beige silk blouse beneath the jacket. She was an attractive woman, with fine black eyebrows, her face lightly powdered, her features outlined by lipstick and a hint of rouge.

She grasped both of Winnie’s hands in her own, squeezing them tightly. ‘At last, at last you come to see us. Please come through to the sitting room. So much shopping you have done. I must make you some refreshment. You will take a glass of lemon tea with Isaac and me?’

Then, realising that she had not greeted Ella, she smiled at her with genuine pleasure and spoke to her in a warm tone. ‘Please, come, sit down. You must be Winifred’s daughter of whom I have heard so much, though it is many a long year since I have seen you. It is nice that you visit us now.’

‘It is nice to meet you too,’ Ella said politely.

It was then that they heard voices coming from the shop. ‘I will attend to the customers. You stay, my dear, and chat with our friends.’ Isaac looked at Winnie. ‘Please excuse me, duty calls.’ He inclined his head with that grave courtesy of his and went through to the shop.

Sadie crossed to the stove and within a few minutes had returned with three glasses on a small tray. She handed one to Winnie and then, giving one to Ella, said, ‘You have not had lemon tea before, I think, but you will like it. I hope you both enjoy it.’

Ella sipped the hot drink and to her amazement found she really liked it. Black tea, lemon-flavoured, with pieces of real lemon and herbs floating in it, and it was sweet and hot. She had never tasted anything like it before, though she didn’t feel that she should mention this.

When Winnie had drunk half of her tea she set the glass down on a coffee table and took the bull by the horns. ‘Sadie, I need you to do me a favour. It’s for my Ella really.’

Poor Ella, she wished that the floor would open up and swallow her as she listened to Winnie telling Sadie Cohan how her daughter had let herself go, only dressed in loose, flowing dresses, old cardigans and coats that had seen better days, and never bothered to use a bit of paint and powder. There was so much conversation going on between these two old friends and it was all about her, Ella was on the point of leaving. She stood up, feeling gutted that her mother should say such things about her, and more so to this total stranger.

‘Where d’yer think you’re going?’ Winnie asked crossly.

‘Well I’m not staying ’ere to listen to you describe me as a fat, blowzy old woman. I’m going home,’ she said miserably.

Total silence descended and two pairs of eyes stared at Ella.

It was Sadie who broke the silence. ‘I am so sorry. You are absolutely right. We talked as if you were not here and that is unforgivable.’

Ella was thunderstruck.

Winnie’s cheeks had flushed a deep red, but she got up and came over and patted Ella’s arm. ‘I was only doing it for your good, Elly, please. You’re far too young to dress the way you do, and it’s only because Dennis doesn’t pay you much attention these days and all your time and money is spent on the kids. What about your own life? You should be allowed to live a little as well, as other people do.’

Ella was so surprised that her mother hadn’t yelled at her, she was speechless.

Sadie gave her a sweet, understanding smile and said, ‘If you will let me, I can really help you. Has your mother told you we buy clothes that have been worn by highclass women? We also buy from theatrical wardrobes. Our stock is not new but we have home-workers who do repairs and every article is cleaned before we offer it for sale.’

Ella couldn’t think of an answer; she just looked at her mother, who nodded her head and solemnly gave her a thumbs-up sign.

‘Ella … do you prefer to be called Ella or Elly?’ Sadie asked.

‘I don’t mind. It was Elly when I was at school, but since I’ve got older I seem to be more of an Ella.’

‘Well,’ Sadie laughed, ‘sit down and I am going to give you your first lesson. You are not to be offended, because what I am going to tell you about is what you wear under your clothes. Have you ever heard of a corselet?’

‘Well, yes, but I’ve never seen one,’ Ella stammered.

‘I am wearing one and I’d guess your mother is also. It is a modified corset combined with an uplifting brassiere. We sell them and they are brand new.’

The three women looked at each other and their combined laughter filled the air.

It was a moment or two before Sadie turned to Winnie and said, ‘I think it better if you disappear for a little while, leave Ella and me to work a few things out.’

‘All right,’ Winnie said with a shrug. ‘Maybe I’ll go over to your stall, see what Wally is getting up to.’

Sadie closed the sitting room door behind Winnie and turned to Ella.

Ella felt a lot more comfortable with her mother out of the way. ‘Why do you have a shop and a market stall?’ she asked.

Sadie grinned. ‘Because the men of my family are so well organized. Clothes on the stall are cheaper, within the reach of poorer folk, and the turnover is faster. In the latter years the shop has always been Wally’s domain, though he doesn’t let on: Isaac still regards everything as his territory. Wally is young, such ideas he has, this son of ours,’ she murmured, shaking her head. ‘But first I go to our stock room while you take off your clothes down to your underwear. Nobody will come in; you will not be disturbed.’
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