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      Chapter One

      
      London, 1918 
      

      
      WHEN ELLEN KENT came out of the doctor’s surgery, every woman in the waiting-room felt sympathy for her. She looked ghastly. Really ill.
         The receptionist took her card and at Ellen’s request made her another appointment. This patient puzzled her; she was certainly
         not the usual type who frequented the surgery, great idle lumps wearing faded clothing and looking as if their skin hadn’t
         seen soap and water for many a day. Mrs Kent was young and slim with a clear skin and brilliant grey eyes. Her delicate features
         and the quiet way she conducted herself left no one in doubt that, poorly dressed though she was now, she had originated from
         an aristocratic background.
      

      
      Outside, Ellen pulled the collar of her coat up around her neck. This raw November wind seemed to get right inside her bones.
         She felt so tired she could hardly put one foot in front of the other. Her worst fears had been confirmed. The outcome was
         inevitable: she was going to die.
      

      
      What about Patsy? What would happen to her?

      
      That question hammered away in her mind until she felt as if her head were spinning. The doctor’s diagnosis hadn’t come as a shock. She had prayed hard that it wasn’t consumption,
         but in her mind she had known all along that was what was wrong with her. Seething with anger at the unfairness of it all,
         she stood still for a moment to catch her breath. Calm down, she told herself, anger would get her nowhere. She must think
         about it sensibly, logically. Patsy had to be her first priority.
      

      
      Patsy, her lovely wonderful illegitimate daughter, who had never known the joy of having a father. For thirteen years there
         had been just Ellen herself and Patsy – no relatives, no family. If she could turn the clock back, would she have it any other
         way? She answered her own question without hesitation. No. Definitely no.
      

      
      Her Patsy. A smile flickered around her lips and she crossed her arms across her chest as she walked and hugged herself. The
         love she felt for her daughter was total. From the moment she had known that she was pregnant she had been determined to keep
         her baby. Against overwhelming odds she had battled on and made a life for both of them, albeit in a poor district. Patsy
         had grown up none the worse for that. She was a tough little nut really, sinewy but strong. Her skin always had a healthy
         glow, her long thick hair was the colour of a polished chestnut and her eyes so green you’d think they could glow in the dark.
      

      
      Ellen sighed heavily. There was no child in this world so dear as her Patsy. She couldn’t go home, not yet.
      

      
      Looking about her in the dim evening light, she realised her footsteps had brought her to the Broadway. On the opposite side
         of the road were the Public Baths. ‘At least that will give me time to think,’ she murmured to herself, though what good more
         thinking would do she couldn’t imagine. There were only a few people about and the yellow glow from the gas lamps made the
         street look sinister and ominous. Around the corner came half a dozen young men, totters, making for home with their barrows.
         Alongside them, hoping for a handout of specky fruit, ran a group of small boys, all looking the same in their tattered jumpers,
         cut-down trousers and laced-up boots. She had to wait, then, as a tram rattled by and rumbled towards Balham before she could
         cross the road.
      

      
      Once across she held tightly to the brass hand-rail and dragged herself up the stone steps that led to the entrance marked
         ‘Ladies’. A pretty, fresh-faced young woman sat behind the glass partition.
      

      
      ‘It’s tuppence for the bath, tuppence for the use of a towel and a penny for a tablet of soap.’ The assistant took Ellen’s
         sixpence, gave her a penny change, and three tickets.
      

      
      Along a corridor and through a turnstile, then Ellen was in a long hall which was partitioned into small cubicles. The walls
         were tiled, the atmosphere steamy. A very tall woman, wearing a sacking apron around her waist and a man’s flat cap on her head, yelled for Ellen to go into cubicle number six. A long, glistening
         porcelain bath took up most of the space, leaving room for only a wooden stool and a slatted wooden platform on the concrete
         floor. There were no taps. The attendant used a metal spanner to turn two bolts set into the wall at the head of the bath.
         Water came gushing out and when the bath was half-full she reversed her actions with the spanner, tested the water with her
         rough red hand, and then shut the door behind her with the parting words, ‘Yell out if yer want any more ’ot water.’
      

      
      Standing on the wooden platform, Ellen stripped off her clothes and laid them neatly on the wooden stool. Then she stepped
         gingerly over the high side of the bath and, easing herself down into the hot water, let it lap over her. The warmth helped
         her to relax and she smiled to herself: this was better than bathing in the old tin bath in front of the fire.
      

      
      As her tiredness eased away, she began going over the events of the last few weeks in her mind. Florrie was right. She would
         have to do something about Patsy, make sure that someone would take care of her, for one thing was certain – pretty soon she
         wouldn’t be around, and she couldn’t bear even the thought that the authorities might decide that Patsy should be placed in
         a home. Florrie wouldn’t let that happen! She’d move heaven and earth to prevent it. Would she be able to, legally? There must be something that she could do. There had to be.
      

      
      Turning her thoughts to Florrie, Ellen realised what a wonderful friend she had found. Indeed, fate had certainly been on
         her side when she had arrived in Tooting all those years ago. She had been on her own, heavily pregnant, terribly afraid.
         What would she have done if Ollie hadn’t come to her rescue and taken her to Florrie’s house? Because of Florrie, the whole
         Day family had taken her under their wing and over the years that had meant her survival. She had much to be angry, even bitter,
         about – life hadn’t treated her fairly – but she had also had many blessings.
      

      
      Wealth she hadn’t amassed, but these years had been filled with friendship, teeming with it, loving, generous, unselfish attachments
         that no money could have bought. But now, she would have to face facts. There could be no more dithering; if she wanted to
         leave Patsy safely provided for, she would have to swallow her pride and go and visit her father.
      

      
      South London boroughs all had their posh areas and their working-class districts. Wandsworth was no different from any of
         the others. Strathmore Street where poverty was known to all, was decidedly working-class. It was less than six miles from
         London’s West End, with its theatres and shops enjoying royal patronage, but there was no comparison. In Strathmore Street
         lived disillusioned men, women old before their time, too many undernourished children. There was overcrowding in back-to-back houses, without proper
         sanitation. In spite of all that, the people who lived here were the salt of the earth.
      

      
      In the back kitchen of number twenty-two Strathmore Street, Florrie Holmes sat in her armchair drawn up to the fire, her badly-veined
         legs stretched out resting on a stool. A homely, fat woman with a florid complexion and hands knotted by arthritis, aged just
         forty, but looking nearer fifty, not in the least attractive, Florrie Holmes was regarded as a friend by the inhabitants of
         the neighbourhood It was said she listened to everybody’s troubles, solved at least half, and was gutsy enough to give advice
         even if it wasn’t always what people wanted to hear.
      

      
      It was nearly midnight, on a cold November night, but she couldn’t bring herself to go to bed. She wished to God someone would
         tell her what to do! She had been on to Ellen for weeks to go to the doctor’s and get something for that awful cough of hers,
         now she almost wished she hadn’t persuaded her. Was it better to know that Ellen hadn’t got long to live? In some ways it
         was probably best that the doctor had told her outright; at least she would have to set to and do something about Patsy.
      

      
      ‘It’s not fair,’ she yelled out loud. ‘It’s not bloody fair. It’s never those that deserve it.’ As she spoke, she punched
         the air with her fist. When a sudden gust of wind blew down the chimney, sending smoke billowing into the room, she gave a cynical laugh. ‘Damn chimney. Still
         needs sweeping.’
      

      
      For a moment she forgot her grief and anger and managed to smile. Her thoughts had flown back to the day that Ellen had arrived
         on her doorstep. Still voicing her thoughts aloud she lowered her feet to the floor, then used a rolling motion to get her
         body out of the chair. ‘You couldn’t blame anybody for being a bit wary of Ellen, not when she first came ’ere you couldn’t.
         Wearing clothes the likes of which you didn’t get to see round ’ere. Boots made of real leather, and by Christ she spoke as
         if she’d got a plum in her mouth. That wasn’t the worse of it though, not by a long chalk! No, to top the lot, she’d been
         ready to drop a baby and not a sight nor sound of any husband and ’er wanting to rent my upstairs rooms. Gawd love us, that
         was a day that was! Not that I’ve ever bin sorry I took ’er in, far from it. Having Ellen and that wonderful kid of hers about
         the place has just about made my life. What I’ll do without them, Gawd above knows.’
      

      
      Suddenly Florrie felt cold and chilled. Oh, it was too cruel, too horrible to brood over! There was no cure for consumption,
         not for poor folk; there were probably sanatoriums and such like, but it was too late for Ellen. She began to shake. It shouldn’t
         happen, she wouldn’t let it. Ellen was too young – she wasn’t going to die, she still had to look after Patsy. Florrie tried
         hard not to accept what the doctor had said, but deep down she knew he was right and that there was nothing she could do to alter things. But how long?
         How long before that cough got worse? Before Ellen choked to death?
      

      
      Florrie was still muttering to herself as she took the kettle to the sink. ‘I’ll make a cup of tea and take her one up.’ A
         cup of tea was her cure for all ills. While she waited for the kettle to boil she angrily brushed away the tears that threatened
         to spill over and run down her cheeks. She mustn’t let Ellen think that she was fussing too much. It would be Patsy that they
         would have to consider now. She’d never forget the day that child was born – only ten days after Ellen had arrived.
      

      
      It had been raining cats and dogs when she had sent young Tommy Day to fetch the midwife, and it had seemed that hours had
         ticked away as she sat holding on to Ellen’s hand. In the end it had been Gran Day and herself who had brought Patsy into
         this world. Annie Reid, calls herself a midwife – Florrie sniffed in disgust – oh, she’d arrived all right, moaning that she
         was soaked through and only really worried about whether she was in time to collect her ten bob. Patsy had been a scrawny
         little mite, but even so the delivery hadn’t been easy for Ellen, and when it was all over it had been Gran who had made the
         tea. Yeah, and I can remember the exact words old Gran said that night as she propped Ellen up on the pillows and handed her
         a cup: ‘I’ve put a drop of something in your tea and it’s no good you protesting, neither. Now drink it up like a good girl and then get yourself a good
         night’s sleep.’
      

      
      Ah, well, that was all water under the bridge now. So much had happened since then. Ellen had surely paid dearly for her one
         youthful fling. Florrie would have bet her last penny that things would not have worked out between herself and Ellen. She
         hadn’t known how to handle the situation. Ellen was so ladylike, so beautiful, with deep expressive eyes that held such sadness
         – almost a hopelessness. Yet it hadn’t taken long for Florrie to realise that she not only felt a strong sense of loyalty
         towards Ellen, but also that she loved her dearly. And as for Patsy! Well, you only had to look at her – she’d grown up into
         a smashing girl. Full of life. Too cocksure for her own good at times. Despite her heartache, Florrie just had to grin. Patsy
         only had to flash those great green eyes of hers at you and you knew she could get away with murder.
      

      
      The tin lid of the kettle began to rattle and the water hissed and steamed from the spout. Florrie put four teaspoonfuls of
         tea into the pot, added the boiling water and put the cosy on the brown earthenware teapot. Leaning against the wooden draining-board
         she muttered, ‘I’ll leave it to draw a few minutes, can’t stand weak tea. Ellen likes it good and strong now. There was a
         time when she drank it weak as dish-water, but I soon cured her of that! Got her round to my way of thinking.’
      

      
      
      As she climbed the stairs it dawned on Florrie just how helpless she really was. She still prayed for a miracle, but without
         much hope. Tears were again stinging at the back of her eyes. Angrily she rubbed at them. ‘Bloody crying won’t help,’ she
         irritably told herself.
      

      
      When she entered the room Ellen was sitting in a chair by the fire and her face was grey. An open book lay in her lap.

      
      ‘You shouldn’t be reading, you should be in your bed,’ Florrie scolded her mildly.

      
      ‘I’m not really reading, and I am resting,’ Ellen said and she gave Florrie such a soft sweet smile that she had to turn her
         back, swallow deeply and count to ten, otherwise she would have burst into tears. It took a full minute before she felt calm
         enough to turn and say, ‘Well, put the book down. I’ve brought you a nice hot cup of tea and a piece of my fruit cake. Patsy
         helped me make it this morning.’
      

      
      A grin spread over Ellen’s face on hearing that. She knew well enough the antics they got up to in that downstairs kitchen,
         with as much flour ending up on themselves as ever went into what they were supposed to be baking. No wonder Patsy adored
         Florrie! She spoiled her rotten.
      

      
      Having set the tray down, Florrie removed the book from Ellen’s lap. ‘Mind, it’s hot,’ she said as Ellen reached for the tea.
         ‘Try and eat the cake.’ She nodded her head towards the tray. She was finding it impossible to say straight out what was in
         her heart, for the truth was that she couldn’t find the words to say anything. They seemed to have said it all in the past few
         days since Ellen had visited the doctor.
      

      
      ‘When you’ve drunk your tea you’d better get undressed and get into bed. I’ve warned you till I’ve been blue in the face about
         overdoing things, ain’t I, but would you listen? Oh no! You always think you know best! Well, now you’ve got to ease up, ain’t
         you?’ Fear was what was spurring Florrie on. She watched as Ellen set the cup back down on to the table, lay back in the chair
         and closed her eyes. She looked so ill, so very tired. She reached across and touched her hand. ‘Ellen, have you thought about
         getting in touch with your family?’
      

      
      Ellen opened her eyes. ‘I’ve thought about it a lot, but somehow …’ Her voice trailed off.

      
      ‘Too proud, are you?’

      
      Ellen smiled weakly. ‘I haven’t seen them for fourteen years. They didn’t want their grandchild. They could have found me
         if they had wanted to. They never tried.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, come on, love, time’s a great healer and when all is said and done family is family.’ Florrie was doing her best to sound
         calm and confident but her insides were all of a wobble. She was so afraid. Afraid for Ellen, for herself, and most of all
         for young Patsy. And she blamed herself. If only she’d insisted on Ellen going to the doctor’s sooner! No use harping on all
         that now, it was too late. Still, someone had to get things organised. Somebody would have to take on the responsibility of Patsy. The times she had wished
         that Ellen and Patsy were her own flesh and blood, but they weren’t and there was no getting away from that fact. If the worse
         came to the worst, and that seemed more likely every day now, she couldn’t see the authorities letting Patsy stay with her.
         Some bloody do-gooder from the Town Hall would turn up and say that she was not a suitable person to be in charge of a child.
      

      
      ‘You know, your mother and father might feel very different now, especially if they were to see Patsy.’ Florrie’s voice held
         a note of pleading as she sat staring at her.
      

      
      Ellen sighed as she reached over and took hold of Florrie’s rough, workworn hands. ‘I don’t deserve you, Florrie.’ The tears
         glistened in her eyes. ‘Give me time, give me time,’ she murmured.
      

      
      Time is what she hasn’t got, Florrie silently thought.

      
      After all these years she knew exactly what had happened to Ellen to make her up sticks and leave her well-off family and
         land up on the doorstep of number twenty-two Strathmore Street.
      

      
      Did her parents know where she had been all these years? Living and working among poor folk? Her father hadn’t kicked her
         out – she had left of her own free will – but he hadn’t given her much of an alternative. Disgusting. That was how Florrie
         thought of him. Him with his sheltered and privileged life, ashamed because his daughter was having a baby on the wrong side of the blanket. Pompous old git! Ellen wasn’t the first
         to be caught, and she wouldn’t be the last. Pity her parents hadn’t shown a little more kindness and understanding. All that
         old man had seemed to be concerned about was what his posh friends would say, never mind that his daughter had needed his
         help. Well, facts had to be faced now. Surely once he knew that Ellen was dying he would want to make some provision for his
         granddaughter?
      

      
      Florrie put the cup and saucer back on to the tray and picked up the plate, noticing that Ellen had eaten only a morsel of
         the cake. She straightened up and took a deep breath before saying, ‘Ellen, you can’t go on shilly-shallying. Try and swallow
         your pride, love. Go see your folk, for Patsy’s sake, will you? Will you promise me?’
      

      
      Ellen nodded.

      
      Silently Florrie said, ‘Oh, thank God!’ and she meant it. She felt calmer now and, in a strange way, relief filled her.

      
      Ellen caught Florrie’s hand and held it against her cheek. ‘I’ve been so lucky to have had you,’ she whispered.

      
      The tears brimmed up again and the lump in Florrie’s throat choked off any words she might have wanted to say. She bent low
         and wrapped her podgy arms around Ellen’s thin body, hugging her close to her large breast. They stayed holding on to each other for a long time until Florrie broke away, brushing her eyes with the back of her hand.
      

      
      ‘Well, I’m away downstairs now. And you want to get yourself off to bed,’ she said briskly. She sighed heavily before adding,
         in a very much quieter voice, ‘Don’t suppose it’s any good me asking you not to go to work in the morning, is it?’
      

      
      Ellen got to her feet. The fear that had bordered on panic when the doctor had told her his verdict had passed now. It was
         hard, though, very hard to appear to be brave, especially in front of Florrie. Somehow she had to find the courage and inner
         strength needed to carry on as normal. She couldn’t give in. She’d got to persevere until she had set things right for Patsy.
         ‘Florrie, please, try not to worry about me. I am going to go to work in the morning and when I’ve finished I promise I will
         set about seeing my parents.’ As she spoke the words she truly meant them. She couldn’t put off things until another day,
         as she’d always done in the past. Florrie said nothing, just leaned over and kissed Ellen’s pale cheek.
      

      
      Neither of them was to know that fate would play its own hand. Ellen had left it too late to mend the bad feeling which had
         existed between herself and her father.
      

      
      When at last Florrie got into bed she couldn’t sleep. She kept shifting about restlessly, uneasily. Had she given Ellen good
         advice? Would the old man relent after all these years? Surely he wouldn’t be able to resist Patsy? Anybody with half an ounce of decency would be thrilled to acknowledge that girl as a granddaughter.
         She let out a long-drawn deep breath before muttering to herself, ‘Oh, for Gawd’s sake go to sleep. There’s no fool like an
         old fool and for all you know he might even refuse to see Ellen.’ The very thought made her curse out loud. ‘If he still thinks
         of our Patsy as a bastard, and he still won’t help Ellen I’ll kill him! I’ll find the bugger meself and I’ll murder him!’
         She was still swearing about Ellen’s father when she finally fell asleep.
      

      
      The house seemed so silent now. Ellen knew she wouldn’t be able to lie in bed. Sleep would be impossible. Tiptoeing quietly
         so as not to wake Patsy, she went into the bedroom and removed the blanket and quilt from her own bed. She wrapped the blanket
         around her body then, settling herself down in the armchair, she tucked the patchwork quilt around her knees and over her
         lap. Muffled up she felt warmer. She leaned back in the chair and gazed absently around the room. Just thinking about going
         to see her father brought all the hurtful memories flooding back.
      

      
      It was a long time since she had allowed herself to dwell on the events that had led her to Strathmore Street. She didn’t
         want to have to remember it all, yet tonight she couldn’t help herself. In her mind the years slid away and exposed it all: the loneliness, the bitterness and the anger.
      

      
      Just three days after her nineteenth birthday, her mother had led her into the drawing-room and her father had broken the
         news to her that Peter had been killed in a hunting accident. Ellen, clinging grimly to the edge of a table, her face as white
         as a sheet, had pleaded, ‘No. Please, no. Tell me it’s not true. Peter and I are going to be married, he promised. He can’t be dead.’
      

      
      Even now, as she recalled that day, the memory hurt so much that her lips trembled and her body shook. For as long as she
         could remember, Peter had been part of her life. From childhood their relationship had been like that of brother and sister,
         and she had always idolised him.
      

      
      It had been the Easter holiday time, and they were out on the moors together, when it seemed as though – for the first time
         – they really discovered each other. Suddenly he had bent his head and kissed her.
      

      
      When he drew away she stared up at him. No one had ever kissed her like that before, but she didn’t feel angry or outraged
         or hurt. She felt happy, deliriously happy. Before she had time to think, she was swept up into his arms and he was kissing
         her again and she was kissing him back. This time, when he let her go, a feeling of warmth, happiness and belonging flooded
         over her.
      

      
      Peter realised she was no longer a child. She was almost nineteen and he was twenty-three. He looked at her differently now, studied her face, the soft skin, the huge eyes
         fringed with long lashes, the warm generous mouth and he knew that he loved her. This new-found attraction and their love
         for each other could not be denied. Nothing and no one else mattered. There had been nothing leisurely about their love-making,
         their kisses long and hard, the coming together frantic. With hindsight, it was as if Peter had known that his life was to
         be cut short.
      

      
      Ellen wasn’t sure that she was pregnant. Her mother, coming upon her vomiting her heart out in the huge upstairs bathroom
         with its enormous white porcelain handbasin, had simply leapt to that conclusion. The scenes that followed were dreadful.
         Ellen had wanted to lay her head on her mother’s shoulder and confess how it had really happened. To explain that her love
         for Peter and his for her had been so sudden, so wonderful that they had let themselves be swept along. Instead, the following
         days had turned out to be an awful nightmare.
      

      
      She had thought that at least her mother would be sympathetic. But she wasn’t. She indulged in hysterics. Her father became
         her enemy, shrieking foul insinuations at her. She had been appalled that his love for her could so quickly turn to hate.
      

      
      So much yelling and shouting. So many horrible accusations.

      
      
      She couldn’t bring herself to tell them who the father was, though many a time she was tempted. It just didn’t seem the right
         thing to do. Peter’s mother and father were still so upset at the sudden loss of their son, she couldn’t add shame to their
         sorrow.
      

      
      Her father’s voice hissed at her through his clenched teeth. ‘The man had to be scum. No gentleman would have dared touch
         a daughter of mine.’
      

      
      His decision was that the bastard, and that was the way he referred to it, could be put up for adoption or go to an institution.
         He didn’t care which, just so long as he never had to set eyes on it.
      

      
      Ellen pleaded and cried until there were no tears left. She toyed with the idea of having the baby adopted but, strangely
         enough, she now wanted the baby that was inside her. She had lost Peter and she knew that this pregnancy wasn’t going to be
         easy. The truth was staring her in the face. If she wanted to keep the baby then she could not stay under her father’s roof.
         He had left her in no doubt about that; he was not willing to discuss the matter any further, and his terms were not open
         to negotiation. His eyes had been black as coal, his face purple with rage, as he had pushed past her in the corridor. ‘Just
         keep yourself out of my way. The very sight of you sickens me!’ he had bellowed loud enough for even the staff below stairs
         to hear.
      

      
      The tedious weeks of virtual imprisonment had almost broken her spirit. Only allowed out under the cover of darkness, and then heavily cloaked and commanded by her father
         to stay within the grounds of the family home, she had had plenty of time to think.
      

      
      Constantly she turned the alternatives over in her mind. She could stay with her family and be well looked after, which meant
         giving up her baby, probably without even seeing it, or she must leave there and fend for herself. Finally she made her decision,
         and as she did so she thought of Peter. So tall, so handsome, so full of life. If only he hadn’t died, if only they could
         have been married, if only … Everything would be so safe and secure, she’d be so happy, if only Peter were still here.
      

      
      Ellen stirred suddenly, her eyes snapping open. She stared into the glowing embers of the fire, wondering what had roused
         her. Outside a dog howled, then another barked. That must have been what had wakened her, she thought, heaving a great sigh.
         Snuggling down she drifted off again, her mind still very much in the past.
      

      
      Making her arrangements hadn’t been as easy as she’d thought it would be, but her determination never wavered. Finally the
         day dawned. There would be no turning back now. Today she was abandoning her whole family. But they had abandoned her weeks
         previously.
      

      
      Her clothes lay on the chair by the window, her valise neatly packed alongside. Daylight was beginning to show through the curtains – it was time for her to get up. Going
         to the washstand, she poured water from the tall china jug into the bowl and washed her face and hands, then cleaned her teeth.
      

      
      Trying to do everything quietly so as not to wake Rosie, her personal maid who slept next door, she brushed out her hair and
         plaited it with a certain amount of difficulty. Usually Rosie would have done this for her.
      

      
      Then she began to dress.

      
      She would wear a formal high-necked blouse with leg-o-mutton sleeves and long tight cuffs and the full dark navy blue skirt
         which reached to her ankles. Hastily she pulled on her grey woollen stockings and her boots, raising each foot in turn on
         to a stool to enable her to button and lace them, for stooping low was now almost impossible. Being in her eighth month of
         pregnancy, she decided not to add a belt to what had once been her tiny waist. On top of her small attaché case lay her navy
         straw hat with a silver ribbon. She picked it up and placed it on her head, setting it at a perfectly straight angle.
      

      
      Next she opened the top drawer of the chest which stood against the far wall. First she took out her gold fob watch and pinned
         it to the lapel of the jacket she was to wear. Next she extracted a jeweller’s box. No need to open it for she knew its contents
         by heart. Pushing it deep down into her valise beneath the articles of clothing, she felt no remorse. The jewellery was hers. Finally she put in a leather pouch which held a good many gold sovereigns she had carefully hoarded
         over the past few months. At least she had sufficient money to tide her over for a while.
      

      
      She was ready to leave. The minute she walked out of this house she was going to adopt a new identity. She would become Mrs
         Ellen Kent. She had decided to stick with her own Christian name. Kent was entirely fictitious, a name she had drawn out of
         the blue, and the ‘Mrs’ a courtesy title she would bestow upon herself.
      

      
      Pulling her hat more firmly down on her head, taking up her case in one hand and her valise in the other, she made her way
         downstairs. Letting herself out into the back courtyard Ellen shivered, thankful she was wearing her heavy top coat. Within
         minutes she was in the lane which would take her on to the main road. Only once did she pause to look back at the house. Although
         within easy distance of the city, it stood in beautiful grounds. For a moment she wavered, filled with a longing, a yearning
         that was almost unbearable, to turn back to become part of her family again. With an effort she pushed down the sadness and
         walked on. She knew her father wouldn’t relent. The bitterness she had felt towards him had lessened during the past months,
         but as to feelings of love for him, she had none. Resolutely she set off in the direction of Buckingham Palace Road.
      

      
      
      She managed to reach the depot and board a tram before the tears came.

      
      ‘Tooting Broadway,’ the voice of the conductor rang out. ‘This is the end of the line, madam,’ he told Ellen as he gently
         tapped her on the shoulder. There was nothing else for it; she had to stand up, and with some difficulty she made her way
         between the wooden seats of the tram car. She alighted into the middle of the road and the chirpy conductor kindly leaned
         down and handed her her attaché case. Standing still, she watched in bewilderment as the tram rattled to the end of the tracks.
      

      
      With the crowds milling about, and the commotion that was going on, she wondered for a moment how she would ever make it safely
         to the pavement. Clutching both her bag and her case, she was scared to death. It was not so very far from her own home, yet
         she felt as if she were on a different planet. The pavement was crowded with grubby children, the women all wore shawls and
         shuffled along with large straw shopping bags dangling from their arms. The men and the bigger boys made her nervous. Their
         language was so strange, every other word seemed to be a curse.
      

      
      She had to walk very carefully to avoid being jostled off the kerb into the roadway. Wearily she kept going – her head was
         aching, her back and shoulders were aching. She’d never felt so exhausted in the whole of her life, and her valise was becoming
         heavier with every step she took. A few yards further on she saw a notice-board nailed to the wall outside a shop which bore
         the name of ‘Smoker’s Delight’. Jars of snuff, boxes of cigars, cigarettes and matches were on display in the window. It was
         however, a carefully printed card pinned to the board which took her eye, for it declared in large letters: Rooms To Let.
      

      
      With a determined effort she opened the door.

      
      A bell jangled, startling her, so that she stood in the entrance a while before closing the door. The shop was brightly illuminated
         by gas jets and was infinitely more cheerful and warm inside than the grey foggy November day outside.
      

      
      There was a man in a white apron behind the counter and another man lounging in front of the counter talking to him. They
         broke off their conversation as Ellen approached. On reaching the counter she put down the suitcase, but gripped her bag tightly
         with both hands. Then she cleared her throat and gave a nervous cough before saying, ‘Good morning, I’m enquiring about the
         rooms which your display card states are to let.’
      

      
      The man in the white apron couldn’t have been kinder or more helpful. Taking pen and paper he wrote an address. ‘I don’t need
         to look it up for you, love, that’s Mrs Holmes.’ He stretched out his hand and announced, ‘I’m Fred Davis,’ then, turning,
         he added, ‘and this is Alexander Berry.’ He gave a deep-throated chuckle and added, ‘He’s better known to everyone around here as Ollie.’
      

      
      Ellen used her free hand to shake that of Mr Davis and turned to Mr Berry, who was looking at her questioningly. She said,
         including both men in the statement, ‘I’m Mrs Ellen Kent and I need to find suitable lodgings.’
      

      
      ‘Well, love, I think you’ll find you’ve landed on your feet if you go along to twenty-two Strathmore Street.’ Again he gave
         a deep jolly chuckle before adding, ‘Mrs Holmes is a bit of a rough diamond but she’s clean. Yeah, say what you like, that
         woman keeps ’er place spotless and she ’as a heart of gold. Strathmore Street’s not far from ’ere. Just cross the road, go
         past the pie shop and it’s the second on your left.’
      

      
      While Fred Davis was talking, Alexander Berry, obviously a mate of Fred’s, had kept glancing at Ellen. When their gazes met
         he smiled and she smiled back. He was totally different from this jolly shopkeeper: a much quieter man, and not at all like
         the working-class men she had already come into contact with. He was a very tall man whose clothes were different, for a start.
         He wore a dark grey suit that fitted him well and his black shoes were well polished. As their gaze met again, there was something,
         both in his expression and his general demeanour, that Ellen felt was gentle and kind. His was an open face, and his bright
         eyes seemed to be full of understanding.
      

      
      
      ‘If you’d like me to, I’ll walk with you. It’s not taking me out of my way, I live in Strathmore Street myself.’

      
      He had spoken quietly and his speech held none of the cockney twang. Relief gave Ellen courage. She felt herself warming to
         him, not in the least afraid or suspicious of his offer.
      

      
      Without further ado, Mr Berry picked up Ellen’s case, walked to the door which he held open, making a gesture with his head
         to indicate that she should go ahead of him. Before doing so, she thanked Mr Davis for his help, to which he replied, ‘You’re
         more than welcome, my love. Pop in for a chat any time, it’s always nice to see a lady.’
      

      
      Ellen smiled at this invitation, taking no offence, for it had been offered kindly, and she nodded goodbye as she left the
         shop.
      

      
      Fred Davis’s eyes followed her. He had already guessed that she had run away from something or someone and she didn’t look
         the type to live in this neighbourhood. Her clothes alone told him that much, quite apart from the educated way she spoke.
         She was a very attractive young lady, but there was no getting away from the fact that she was pregnant. Scared, too, very
         scared, and with good reason – she certainly wouldn’t settle easily in this working-class district.
      

      
      Mr Berry placed his hand beneath Ellen’s elbow and steered her across the main road. The hustle and bustle of people, carriages, tramcars and the huge great horses pulling the carts had made her hesitate, but with determination
         he soon had her safely on the opposite pavement. They walked in silence, but she cast surreptitious glances at him from time
         to time. He wasn’t very much older than she was, but he certainly was a lot taller – about six foot three, she surmised, and
         he was quite handsome with that mass of dark unruly hair. He walked with the air of a man who feared no one and was totally
         at ease in this locality.
      

      
      Strathmore Street was narrow, with dingy-looking back-to-back houses almost pressing against each other. Ellen thought them
         wretched dwellings even for the working classes.
      

      
      ‘Here we are, follow me and mind your step!’ Mr Berry called over his shoulder as he opened the front gate of number twenty-two.
         Too late. Ellen failed to see the cracked, raised flagstone. Tipping it with the toe of her boot, she wasn’t able to ward
         off the fall. She stumbled badly, fell awkwardly, and ended up lying on the pavement in an ugly heap.
      

      
      Her skirt caught up under her large belly, she felt indecent. With no time to straighten her clothes, let alone pick herself
         up, she felt a searing pain shoot through her stomach, and then she was vomiting into the gutter. Opening her eyes, which
         were brimming with tears, as much from embarrassment as from pain, she saw Mr Berry kneeling on the pavement beside her, with
         little regard for his own clothes. From his pocket he produced a spotless white handkerchief, and leaning across her, he wiped her mouth.
      

      
      Disengaging the valise, which still hung from her arm, he bent low, and gently helped her to her feet. Still feeling too sick
         to protest, she relaxed, letting her whole body rest against this total stranger. She had no idea how much time elapsed before,
         still feeling shaky, she allowed him to steady her with one of his arms, whilst he held her case and bag in his other hand.
         Walking slowly, he steered her towards number twenty-two. As he helped her up the short garden path, he whispered, ‘You’ll
         like Mrs Holmes. Don’t let her appearance put you off.’
      

      
      Ellen stared at him in dismay, not knowing what to expect.

      
      ‘Florrie, Florrie! Move yourself, we need your help,’ he called through the open doorway.

      
      An ample woman, with swollen ankles, shuffled along the hallway. ‘What the ’ell’s going on?’ she roared, staring suspiciously
         at Ellen.
      

      
      ‘This lady is looking for rooms to rent, but at the moment she isn’t feeling too well.’

      
      Just like Fred Davis, Florrie Holmes didn’t need anyone to draw a picture for her. She had already summed up the situation
         with canny instinct. ‘Well, don’t just stand there, Ollie Berry, make yourself useful. Get her through to me kitchen. No,
         no, never mind about ’er cases, leave ’em where they are. Just see to ’er.’
      

      
      
      Ellen looked around. She had never been in so small a room before. She felt a sense of despair, compounded with weariness
         and disillusionment. The tears welled up and trickled down her cheeks.
      

      
      ‘I’ll make us a cup of tea.’ Florrie got up and took the kettle to the sink which stood in the corner. ‘Sorry the place is
         in a bit of a mess, but the bloody sweep hasn’t turned up.’ She let out a cackle of a laugh as she pointed towards the fireplace.
         From the high mantelshelf hung a ragged green cloth. The hearth was covered with wads of old newspapers.
      

      
      ‘Three weeks ago it was I ordered that sweep. Lazy sod! Probably had a win at the dogs and don’t need the money. Still he’ll
         be round, and when he does come he’ll be sorry he messed me about. If I wasn’t so fat I’d crawl up there meself. Later on
         today I’ll set light to some paraffin rags, shove ’em up the chimney. That’ll do the trick, and I’ll ’ave saved me bloody
         money.’
      

      
      Ollie Berry shook his head, even though he was having a hard job to stop himself from laughing. He knew well enough why Florrie
         was gabbling on so. She was trying her best to put her unfamiliar visitor at ease.
      

      
      ‘Here. Blow your nose.’ For the second time that morning Ellie was being offered a clean handkerchief, this time by Florrie.
         ‘God above! There’s no need for yer to cry. Nothing’s so desperate that we can’t do something about it.’
      

      
      Moving at a speed which belied her bulk, Florrie soon had them seated around a well-scrubbed kitchen table. Steaming cups of tea now stood in front of them, and Ellen found
         herself smiling as she watched Florrie Holmes slicing bread from a long crusty loaf which she pressed into her soft belly,
         whilst cutting it into thick pieces with a saw-like knife.
      

      
      ‘Have some, Mrs Kent.’ Ollie grinned broadly at her as he pushed the plate in her direction. Ellen found herself enjoying
         it, liberally spread with butter and jam, and admitting to herself that she had eaten better fare, and off far better china,
         but it was a long time since food had tasted this good or the company had been so friendly.
      

      
      Although Ellen couldn’t have known it then, that meeting was to form the basis of a lasting friendship and great affection
         between these three ill-assorted people.
      

      
      Ellen stirred in her sleep again. The fire in the grate, banked down with vegetable peelings and tea leaves, gave off a hissing
         sound. Suddenly she was wide awake. On her cheeks were tears, which she wiped away with her sleeve. There was also a lump
         in her throat the size of a golf ball. She took a deep breath, then another. ‘Well,’ she declared out loud, ‘reliving the
         past isn’t going to help.’
      

      
      So many years since Ollie had literally dragged her over Florrie’s doorstep. She’d be the first to admit that she could have
         travelled further and fared a lot worse. A smile came to her lips as one of Florrie’s many sayings came to her mind. ‘You can travel this earth and you
         might find a cockney’s equal, but you’ll never find their betters.’
      

      
      Ellen turned her head, glanced at the clock on the high mantelshelf and saw it was still early – only five o’clock. She had
         time to have a strip wash before getting dressed.
      

      
      When all the process of getting herself ready for work was finished, she set the table with a porridge bowl and cup and saucer
         in readiness for Patsy’s breakfast. She still had a good half-hour to spare.
      

      
      ‘I’ll make some tea,’ she said under her breath as she took the brown china teapot down from the dresser. Many a morning she
         didn’t bother to make tea for herself, waiting instead until she got to the market, knowing that at least one member of the
         Day family would be brewing up. A large enamel mug of good strong tea would be placed in her hand, often before she even had
         time to take off her outdoor coat and don the large wrap-round apron all the Day women wore.
      

      
      Sipping her tea, Ellen knew only too well that, but for Gran and Grandad Day and their family, she might never have survived
         in this working-class area of South London. Her introduction to the Day family had really started from that first day. Gran,
         not wanting to miss out on anything, had made one of her frequent visits to Florrie, supposedly for a cuppa, but in reality
         to see Flo’s new lodger. Gran’s house was directly opposite number twenty-two, and it was Gran who had assisted Florrie in delivering Patsy.
      

      
      The baby had been born almost before she had had time to settle into Florrie’s upstairs room and get her bearings, never mind
         make any arrangements to go into hospital. Maybe it had all happened for the best. From the moment Gran had told her she had
         a little girl, it was as if Gran’s heart had opened to include Ellen. Over the years Gran had loved her and watched out for
         her as if she were one of her own daughters. As for Patsy, she could do no wrong! The whole tribe of Days loved her. Very
         quickly Ellen had learnt that with the Days for your friends, you were lucky indeed. As enemies, they were a different kettle
         of fish entirely. Hurt one and you upset them all.
      

      
      There were so many of them. Ellen, nor indeed many other folk, had never really worked out the final total. Gran and her husband
         Jack had five sons and one daughter. To them had to be added the daughters-in-law, one son-in-law and fourteen grandchildren,
         all living in Strathmore Street. In adjoining streets lived nephews, nieces, uncles, aunts and cousins. Probably not even
         the Days themselves could give the sum total of their tribe.
      

      
      Compared with others in the district, this family was quite affluent. It was a safe bet that they owned ninety per cent of
         all the market stalls. Gran presided over the entire brood with as much command as any queen, and God help the daughter-in-law whose views were contrary to her own. Yet for all that she wielded a rod of
         iron, she was loved by sons, daughter, grandchildren and in-laws alike. Ellen felt she had been fortunate that Patsy, and
         she herself, had been included in this love that knew no bounds. She was also well aware of the fact that it was because of
         Gran’s insistence that she had been offered employment on the market.
      

      
      Ellen bit her lip as she recalled those early days after Patsy was born. Florrie had eagerly offered to look after the baby,
         but while Ellen would not have hesitated to take her up on her offer, she had found no one willing to employ her. She had
         applied for several advertised positions and had been turned away. One man, in an office of a local builder’s yard, had even
         gone so far as to tell her that her accent was ‘too genteel’.
      

      
      It had been as she was on her way home from this interview, feeling very miserable, almost at the end of her tether, not knowing
         how she was going to be able to earn her living, that she had bumped into young Tommy Day. ‘My Gran’s bin looking for you,’
         he said as he gave her a cheeky grin. Ellen smiled as she thanked him. It was obvious he hadn’t had a wash. His hair was uncombed,
         his short trousers too big for him, and his wide grin showed that his two front teeth were missing. Yet for all that, he was
         as happy as a lark and as fit as a flea.
      

      
      Ellen worked her way down the narrow passage, squeezing past the children whose names she didn’t yet know.
      

      
      Gran had her chair placed right up in front of the fireplace, a long-handled toasting-fork in her hand and a pile of thick
         slices of bread lying on the edge of the fender. ‘Ellen, come in. Come on, love, pour yourself a cuppa. Pot’s under the cosy
         on the hob. Could you eat a bit of toast?’
      

      
      Ellen had to smother a smile. When wasn’t the teapot on the go in this house? In the short time she had known the Day family,
         she had come to the conclusion that they drank tea day and night. Gallons of it.
      

      
      Ellen took a cup to the draining-board and poured milk into it from a quart bottle which stood in a bowl of cold water on
         the window-sill; that was the way to keep the milk fresh, Gran had told her. Having filled her cup with the strong brew from
         the pot, she sat down on a chair facing Gran.
      

      
      ‘Any luck?’ Gran demanded eagerly, knowing Ellen had been up to the builder’s yard after an office job.

      
      ‘No. My way of speaking wouldn’t suit the customers, the manager told me,’ Ellen said ruefully and shrugged.

      
      For a moment there was silence between them. Fancy putting the girl down just because she spoke a bit posh-like, Gran thought.
         Probably the old bugger was jealous!
      

      
      ‘You’re going to work for my boys,’ Gran stated emphatically, staring at Ellen, who couldn’t believe she had heard right. Gran wasn’t one for beating about the bush. She’d
         come straight out with it.
      

      
      Ellen’s head dropped. She couldn’t find words to answer Gran. The very thought of working in a marketplace terrified her.
         It wasn’t that she was too proud, but that she feared she would not be able to do the work. God knew she would try.
      

      
      Things worried her now which previously she had never even had to think about. She needed to buy coal; the rent had to be
         paid; food had to be bought; and her store of money was running low.
      

      
      ‘Ellen, did you ’ear me?’ Gran leaned forward and gave her cheek a gentle tap. ‘Look, love, it’ll be all right, you’ll see.’

      
      Ellen’s eyes were brimming with tears. Emotion clogged her throat. She hadn’t expected to feel grateful for charity.

      
      As if reading her thoughts, Gran lowered her voice, and said softly, ‘It’s not charity my boys will be giving you. Bleedin’
         hard, dirty work, that’s what it will be. All hours that Gawd almighty sends and grubby, grimy jobs. I know what I’m talking
         about. I worked on that market long before it was covered in. Yeah, and I ’elped my Jack push a barrow around these streets
         of an evening.’
      

      
      Watching Ellen trying to suppress her amusement, Gran said, ‘You can laugh my girl. Go on, laugh, it’ll do you good.’ Grinning
         broadly now, she went on ‘’Course, that was before me bloody legs swelled up like balloons.’
      

      
      ‘You’re having me on, Gran.’

      
      ‘Gawd’s truth, love. There was something else an’ all that put a stop to me working.’ She threw back her head and let out
         a great belly laugh. ‘Yeah, it were my Jack! Put me in the club regular as clockwork! He only had to hang his trousers on
         the end of our bed and I’d end up with another bun in the oven.’
      

      
      The expression on Ellen’s face set Gran off again. They were both clutching their sides and tears were trickling down their
         faces when finally they stopped laughing.
      

      
      Gran sighed. ‘I wish you weren’t so bleedin’ thin, Ellen. Like a rake you are. It’s a wonder you don’t slip down the drain
         ’oles out in the street.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be fine, Gran. I’m perfectly fit. If the boys will just show me exactly what I have to do, I’ll soon learn.’

      
      ‘Oh, my Queenie will see you all right. She’s a good ’un is my Queenie, you’ll see.’

      
      Well, see she had. She’d worked for the Day brothers in Tooting Market from that day to this, and had cause to be eternally
         grateful to the fat, coarse, common woman, known to all as Gran, whom she had come to love so dearly.
      

      
      Most evenings she came home with dirt-grimed fingernails and her eyelids dropping with exhaustion. Nevertheless, it had been
         a good life, good company, rough cockney humour, not many dull days!
      

      
      She had missed having a man, a husband, but Patsy had more than compensated her.

      
      Time to go. With grim determination, Ellen donned her coat. Wrapping herself up warm, even down to the woollen mittens she
         had persevered so hard to knit. Quietly she went into the back bedroom and bent low over her sleeping daughter. ‘I wouldn’t
         change a thing about you,’ she whispered as she placed her hand gently on Patsy’s head.
      

      
      A moment later she let out a long sigh. Patsy was so beautiful. The distinctive colouring of her chestnut hair and that healthy
         bloom to her skin set her apart. ‘Patsy, Patsy, Patsy,’ she murmured as she lightly pressed her lips to the top of her daughter’s
         hair.
      

      
      At the door she paused, staring backwards, as if to imprint the picture of her daughter firmly in her mind.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      AS ELLEN LEFT the house, the raw cold of that November morning struck her immediately. When the pain hit her, she panicked. She was gasping,
         drawing in great gulps of air. She stood still, clutching herself around the chest with both arms crossed. When the spasm
         eased, she cleared her throat, the rasping sound of her coughing echoing down the street.
      

      
      ‘That you, Ellen love?’

      
      She heard the voice before she saw the man. Harry Watkins – so familiar was she with his routine and daily greeting, she knew
         his voice well. ‘Morning, Harry. Nippy, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘It sure is,’ he agreed.

      
      It was not yet daylight, and the lampposts positioned at regular intervals still shed their ghostly yellow light. More out
         of politeness than anything else, Ellen watched as Harry, the lamplighter, raised his long pole shaped like a shepherd’s crook.
         He carefully wielded the hook to catch in a brass ring that hung at the end of a long chain. Harry then applied pressure and
         pulled. The mechanism gave a loud click and at once the area where they stood below was plunged into darkness.
      

      
      
      ‘Think they’d leave the lights on, dark days like this, wouldn’t you?’ he grumbled as he mounted his bicycle and precariously
         wedged his pole across the handlebars.
      

      
      ‘Bye, Harry,’ Ellen called, moving off quickly for already her feet were freezing cold.

      
      ‘Ta-ta, Ellen. Take care, gal, and git yerself something for that cough.’ His words came back to her through the foggy darkness,
         and she smiled to herself. What a nice old man Harry was!
      

      
      When she turned the corner into the Broadway, the accustomed sight stimulated Ellen. Whereas at first, all those years ago,
         the activity and commotion each day as the preparation for trading got underway had horrified, even appalled her, she now
         felt excitement stirring within her. It was here that she had been given the opportunity to earn her own living. If the Day
         family hadn’t taken her under their wing, and Florrie hadn’t taken them into her home, what then? Where would she and Patsy
         have lived? How would they have lived? She pushed these questions to the back of her mind.
      

      
      What about Ollie, the very first person to have befriended her when she had first arrived in Tooting? Over the years his love
         and companionship had meant so much. He had been the nearest thing Patsy had ever known to a father.
      

      
      Oh, if only Peter hadn’t been killed, if they could have been married, things would have been so different. She just couldn’t
         imagine life without Patsy, but had she done the right thing? Had she been selfish wanting to keep Patsy, giving her a life that hadn’t held many privileges?
      

      
      This was no time to be having nagging doubts, she reprimanded herself. It would be far better to be thinking how she could
         safeguard Patsy’s future, but she was still struggling with her conscience as she stood at the edge of the kerb.
      

      
      The fog obscured the entrance to the market on the other side of the road. Once safely inside, she saw the large, naked gas
         jets were going full blast, giving out not only light but some degree of warmth. Hissing blue flames, with no protective covers,
         were positioned over every stall and at intervals the length of the market. On a day such as this they would be burning continuously
         until the market closed in the evening.
      

      
      Although it was only a little after six a.m., the hustle and bustle which preceded every day’s trading had begun in earnest.
         There were vans, barrows, handcarts and drays. Horses stood stamping and pawing the ground with their iron-shod hoofs, their
         breath coming from wide nostrils, hanging stagnant for a moment before mingling with the swirling fog. Then this warm vapour
         rose, as if from a boiling kettle, momentarily forcing the murkiness away, clearing a space around the huge horses’ heads.
      

      
      Men jogged and jostled each other, shoving and thrusting their way through. Everyone was anxious to get unloaded. The prospect of the market café and a good hot breakfast added weight to their vigour and strength. The task
         of unloading fell to the younger men, ferrying the goods from vehicle to stall. Hurrying to and fro, burdened down with bulky
         boxes and crates, some preferred the freight to be humped on to their backs, while others heaved their loads on to one shoulder.
         Hand on hip and breathing heavily, they slanted their strides because they carried their burdens on one side only. God help
         anyone who got in their way.
      

      
      ‘You silly born bugger! Wait for the ice blocks before you unload that fish. How many more times do you need telling?’ Blower
         Day’s voice rang out sharp with authority. Ellen removed only her top coat, putting first her wrap-around pinafore over the
         top of her woollen jumper and cardigan. Then in front of that a bibbed apron, which she tied securely around her waist.
      

      
      Queenie Day was a beauty and to her parents and her brothers none was her equal. Extraordinary-looking, she was of medium
         height, buxom, with thick, wavy blond hair. She had marvellous skin and a colour to her cheeks which came from her outdoor
         life.
      

      
      Queenie had been eighteen when Ellen first came to Strathmore Street. What had most impressed Queenie about Ellen was her
         gentle face and form, her soft-toned voice and her obvious good breeding. Queenie had never before come into contact with a young woman such as Ellen. A kindly mateyness had developed between the
         two right from the start. As the years passed, their friendship had grown to become great affection.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Queenie,’ Ellen said to Queenie’s bent back.

      
      ‘Morning, Ellen.’ Straightening herself, Queenie looked directly at Ellen and for a moment she was startled. Her friend’s
         usually fine features looked gaunt. Indeed, her whole appearance had changed. Haggard was the only word Queenie could think
         of to describe Ellen’s looks this morning.
      

      
      ‘You all right, Ellen?’ she asked, concern apparent in her voice.

      
      ‘Yes, thank you, Queenie.’

      
      ‘You sure? You don’t look all that great to me.’

      
      Ellen smiled, pleased that Queenie cared. ‘I’ll be fine. I just didn’t sleep very well last night.’

      
      ‘Well, if you’re sure. Would you get some beets going in the copper?’

      
      ‘Right away.’ Stooping, Ellen picked up a wooden box full of dark, dirty, raw beetroots and walked towards the rear of the
         market. Reaching the end door, which led into the outside yard, she was about to put the box down in order to have a free
         hand to push the iron bar upwards and so unfasten the door, when suddenly it opened. The man about to enter stepped back quickly,
         allowing her to pass, and at the same time murmured ‘Okay, Ellen?’
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