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CHAPTER ONE

One more household chore to do and then she would have the rest of Sunday to prepare for her first job. And she had the house to herself.

Polly Marsh poured cold water onto the cake of black lead that stood in a jam jar by the kitchen sink and absentmindedly began mixing it into a paste. Every Sunday it was her job to blacklead the kitchen range until it shone. The range was the center of the Marsh household. It took up a complete wall of the little kitchen. There was the boiler on one side and the oven on the other. In the middle was the fire, with an iron bar across the top for hanging the kettle or the frying pan.

The range took an hour to polish and then the steel fender had to be scrubbed with emery paper and then buffed to a high shine.

Polly automatically went about her work, half listening to the cries and shouts of the traders in the street below. Stone Lane Market in London’s Shoreditch was in full Sunday swing.

The other members of the Marsh household, Polly’s mother and father, grandmother, and little brother and sister were all downstairs in the shop selling fruit and vegetables as hard as they could.

Marshes had been greengrocers in Stone Lane for as long as anyone could remember. Every morning, Polly’s father, Alf, would rise with the sun and push his wooden barrow to Covent Garden Market to get the best prices. It was hard work, but the Marsh family had been able to buy the two flats above the shop and convert them into one household. Polly had that unheard-of luxury in Shoreditch—a room of her own. And the Marsh family had one other luxury that was the envy of the neighborhood: The kitchen in the top flat had been converted into a bathroom with running water. The neighbors had shaken their heads and prophesied everything from pneumonia to tuberculosis as a result of this unheard-of cleanliness. But they envied them just the same. Hot baths suggested a world of luxury far removed from noisy, working-class Shoreditch.

Still dreaming, Polly gave the range a final polish and lit the fire. Tomorrow morning she would leave Stone Lane and walk across all those mysterious class boundaries to start work in the City of London. Not only in the City but in a company owned by a real-live duke.

Westerman’s was the name of the import-export firm that had graciously agreed to employ Miss Polly Marsh as a stenographer.

Polly could still remember the pale March sunlight sparkling on the ducal coat of arms over the door, the quiet musty interior, and the dreaded interview. She had acquitted herself well and had been inordinately pleased when Mr. Baines, the manager, had asked her if she was a foreigner, as her voice was completely without accent. Polly had smiled and shaken her head and sent up a prayer of thanks for her elocution lessons.

The elocution lessons had been the brainchild of her schoolteacher, Miss James. Miss James had assured Polly’s mother that a girl with startlingly good looks and superior intelligence should not be condemned to go through life with a hideous cockney accent. She had recommended a retired elocution teacher, who would give lessons for a small sum. In a more middle-class environment, Polly’s newly refined voice would have caused acid comment, but the cockneys of the market were proud of anyone who wanted to get on and simply called Polly “the duchess,” with their usual nonchalant friendly good humor.

Polly glanced in the oval mirror on the wall and shuddered. She seemed to be black from head to foot. That was the curse of black lead. No matter how careful you were, the stuff seemed to creep out of the cleaning rag and end up all over your body.

She scrubbed herself down vigorously in the bathroom upstairs and then began to carefully make her preparations for her working debut. First her hair had to be shampooed. She shaved a precious bar of Knight’s Castille soap into a cup and mixed it into a paste with hot water, then added a teaspoon of alcohol to remove any excess oil from her hair. Next, she added a teaspoon of cologne to perfume it. A large jug of chamomile tea stood ready for the final rinse.

Next came the manicure—the cuticles to be pushed back with an orange stick with a small piece of cotton on the tip dipped in cuticle acid and then the stick run under the tips of the nails in order to remove any stains. The nails had to be cut into an oval shape and smoothed with the emery board. And then Polly came to the final step in her manicure—the application of her precious hoard of nail polish. She carefully dipped the buffer into the powder and drew it back and forth across her nails, with light, even strokes, until they gleamed and shone.

With the daring purchase of nail polish, she had also bought rose-tinted rice powder—so much more expensive than the ordinary kind, which had a cheap metallic base—and real bone hairpins, instead of wire ones. She had toyed with the idea of buying a lipstick but a beauty article in Queen magazine had said that this cosmetic could thicken the skin of the lips, and who on earth wanted that to happen?

Now all she had to do was stitch sweat pads into her new serge business dress and brush up her best felt hat, polish her button boots, and leave her corset by the window to air. Thank goodness it wasn’t raining, otherwise the newly cleaned corset would have had to be hung up on the pulley in the kitchen and by now would be smelling of Ma’s roast beef and bubble and squeak.

These last chores completed, Polly sat down and gazed at herself in the mirror. Her damp hair was already springing back into its familiar golden curls. She had a broad forehead and well-spaced wide blue eyes, a straight little nose, and a perfect mouth. Beautiful, thought Polly, not for the first time. Absolutely beautiful.

She had once thought that perhaps she had been adopted. For how could the bent little Alf Marsh and the cottage loaf Mary Marsh have produced such a beauty? But Mary Marsh had only grinned and shown Polly a photograph of herself, Mary, as a young girl. She had looked exactly like Polly and Polly had pouted for days. Gone were her secret dreams of being the cast-off daughter of an aristocrat!

Her mother’s voice broke into her thoughts. “Come along, Pol. We ’as fish-and-chips from Bernie’s, as ’ot as ’ot. But if you sits up there much longer, luv, they’ll be bleedin’ cold!”

The Duchess of Stone Lane gave a disdainful sniff, but the thought of Bernie’s fish-and-chips with perhaps a big pickled onion or two was too much for her. She ran down happily to join the rest of her family, who were already gathered around the kitchen table.

Gran was inhaling her tea with noisy relish, baby Alf, a chubby five-year-old, was pleating the fringes of Gran’s shawl, and nine-year-old Joyce was trying to eat fish-and-chips and read a comic at the same time.

Mrs. Marsh eased off her shoes and gave a groan of pleasure. “Sit down, ducks,” she said as Polly came in. “That’s a luvly bit o’ fish. Yerse. Tell you what, Pol, I was a-talking to Lil—you know, ’er what ’as the junk store—’bout Westerman’s. Well, she says as ’ow the duke ’as got two sons and none of ’em is married.” Her small blue eyes twinkled wickedly at Polly from behind pads of fat. “Think you’ll marry one of ’em?”

Polly blushed with irritation. She had been thinking just that. She tossed her curls. “They’re probably too old.”

“Not a bit of it,” said Mrs. Marsh. “Lil says that the elder is Edward, Marquis of Wollerton, and ’e ’as bin disappointed in love when ’e was a lad. ’E’s thirty-six now. Yerse. And the young ’un is Lord Peter Burley and e’s only twenty.”

Polly licked her fingers. “How did Lil find out all this?”

“’Er reads them society columns,” said Mrs. Marsh. “Bring me my slippers, Joyce, there’s a luv.”

“Oh, Ma, I’d just got to the interesting bit,” wailed Joyce, clutching hold of her comic.

“Do as yer ma says or I’ll tear off yer arm and hit yer with the soggy end,” snarled her father. Alf Marsh was, in fact, a timid, gentle man but he had a habit of uttering really terrible threats that fortunately no one, and least of all his children, took seriously.

“When I was ’er age…” began Gran, and Polly drifted off into dreamland.

Life had always seemed sunny and easy. She had passed her exams at school with hardly any study and she had learned shorthand and typing in under six months. The road to the future stretched out in her mind, broad and sunny, all the way to the altar with one of the duke’s sons. Which one? The marquis sounded a bit old. But Lord Burley! Now he was only a year older than herself.

The remains of the fish-and-chips congealed in the newspaper as Polly pictured her first day at work.

“Oh, Lord Peter! How you startled me!” she would cry out when she turned to find him standing behind her.

“Forgive me,” he would mutter hoarsely. “I am enchanted by your beauty…”

“Wake up, Pol,” said her mother. “Yer ladyship ’as still got some cleaning up to do!”

I will, of course, hire her a maid, thought Polly as she cleared away the tea things with a faint condescending smile. Meanwhile, she must suffer, like the best of Cinderellas.

Tomorrow would be a whole new life….


CHAPTER TWO

The clocks of the City were chiming eight on a windy March Monday morning as Polly, clutching her hat, arrived at the worn front steps of Westerman’s offices. The walk had taken longer than she expected, since various dreams of marrying into the aristocracy had slowed her steps.

Once into the narrow winding streets of the City, London’s commercial hub, she had found herself wedged in a moving mass of men in tall silk hats and frock coats, all walking at a tremendous pace. Businesswomen were still a rarity in this masculine territory, and more than one paused his hurrying steps to stare appreciatively at the golden girl with the wide blue eyes and pink cheeks. Polly took it as her due. She was used to being stared at.

Mr. Baines was already there, fastening card-board protectors on his wrist bands, as Polly blew into the dingy offices on a gale of March wind that sent the papers flying.

The heavy glass door crashed behind her and the dim, religious silence, which can only be created by a group of people slaving to the gods of wealth and industry, surrounded her.

Mr. Baines looked at the clock with some irritation. One minute past eight. This was what came from employing females, but stenographers were “modern” and “up-to-date” and Mr. Baines was human enough to share the up-to-date craze that was sweeping London.

“Take off your coat, Miss… ah… and I will begin dictating letters immediately.”

Polly removed her coat with nervous fingers. Four clerks were already seated on their high stools, bent over their ledgers. One of them caught Polly’s eye and winked. She flushed and looked away. Cheek!

Mr. Baines was a small, slim, middle-aged man with a high celluloid collar and patent-leather hair. He had the small, twinkling humorous eyes of people who have usually no sense of humor.

“Now, Miss… ah… if you will follow me.” He led the way out of the outer office and along a long dark corridor, finally pushing open a door at the end.

“This will be your office, Miss… ah… I think it highly unsuitable that a young girl should have an office of her own but, on the other hand, it would be extremely unsuitable if you were to work with the men.”

Polly stared around her in dismay. The “office” was little more than a dingy cubicle with a small, chipped and battered wooden table on which stood a black and gleaming typewriter decorated with feminine scrollwork. The typewriter had been considered a female instrument from the day it was first invented and the manufacturers still made considerable efforts at gentility by decorating their machines with gilt-stenciled decoration.

There was a peg to hang her coat, a wooden filing cabinet, a pile of dusty ledgers from which protruded scraps of yellowing paper showing that the room had been previously used as a dump, a small gas fire, and wood-paneled walls, dark with age.

Polly did not know that Mr. Baines was as nervous as herself. It was a big day for him. Instead of scribbling his business letters and then handing them over to a clerk to make a fair copy, he would be able to sit and dictate. Very up-to-date. He had not yet told his business friends who he met daily at lunchtime in the chop house around the corner about it. But he fancied he might just drop a little word today.

Especially to Bloggs.

Bloggs with his beery face and large mustache would shout as usual, “Here comes our relic of the Dark Ages. What you been doing this morning, Baines? Sharpening up the quill pens?”

And in his mind’s eye Mr. Baines could see himself casually raising his tankard and taking a slow pull before remarking carelessly, “Oh, nothing special, old boy. Spent the whole morning dictating letters to my secretary.”

And wouldn’t Bloggs stare!

Not that he meant to tell Polly that she ranked as a secretary. That sort of thing gave girls ideas above their station.

Polly opened her bag and produced a large note-book and sat down primly behind the desk, while Mr. Baines prowled up and down. He cleared his throat. He said, “To Messrs. Thistlewood and Jamieson, 22 Victoria Street, Singapore. Dear Sirs…”

The working day had begun.

Mr. Baines dictated letter after letter, while Polly made a mental note to study her school atlas when she got home that evening. All the addresses seemed to be in the farthest-flung parts of the British Empire.

Mr. Baines droned on, the gas fire hissed and popped, and Polly began to think that lunchtime would never come. She had an overwhelming desire to go to the lavatory and did not know if she could last another minute.

She firmly crossed her legs under the desk and tried to concentrate as her face got redder and redder. There was nothing for it. Social conventions must be thrown to the wind. Mr. Baines had finished one letter and was about to start another when Polly spoke up. Her voice sounded to her ears as if it was coming from very far away.

“I beg to be excused, Mr. Baines.”

“Why?”

“I would like to leave the room, sir,” said Polly, feeling as if she were back at school.

Mr. Baines looked at her with dawning comprehension. Now it was his turn to blush. “Well, really Miss… ah… I’m afraid that is something that has been overlooked. Can you not contain yourself until lunchtime? There is a… er… place for ladies opposite the Bank.”

Polly shook her head firmly.

“Oh, dear, dear. Follow me,” he said, leading her back along the winding corridors and down a flight of twisty wooden steps to the basement. Mr. Baines lit a candle with maddening slowness. “No gas laid on here I’m afraid. There is the… er… yes, behind that door.”

Polly was in too much agony to be embarrassed. She dived into the lavatory, which was fortunately lit by a small barred window, since Mr. Baines had kept the candle.

She emerged a few minutes later to find a much-shaken Mr. Baines standing guard outside.

“I shall leave you to type those letters, Miss… ah… and in future, you will need to make your own arrangements. It would be very distressing if any of the gentlemen should find you here. You really must consider their feelings, Miss… ah…”

He extinguished the candle and fled up the stairs, leaving Polly to find her own way back to her room. She stared around in bewilderment and then slowly moved along the corridor. Was this it? Six men with bristling mustaches, looking for all the world like a meeting of walruses, were seated around a large mahogany table. They all stared at her with outraged expressions on their faces as she hurriedly closed the door. She turned around and nearly bumped into the cheeky clerk who had winked at her. But she needed help. “I’m lost,” she said. “Can you show me to my office?”

“Certainly,” said the young man. “I will even slay dragons for you. My name is Bob Friend, as in friendly. I am your servant. I fall at your feet.”

“Simply show me to my office, Mr. Friend, I have work to do,” replied Polly in chilly accents.

“Of course,” he answered with a grin. “This way, my lady. Will my lady be partaking of lunch? I would be glad to offer my humble escort.”

Polly opened her mouth to refuse. But the thought of venturing out into the masculine City on her own was frightening. She would never find out anything about the mysterious duke and his sons, locked away in her cubicle, either. And Mr. Friend was quite pleasant-looking, with a plump, cherubic face and an unruly mop of brown curls.

She forced herself to smile at him. “I should be glad of someone to show me to a place to eat.”

“Good!” said Mr. Friend. “I’ll call at your palace in half an hour.” He pushed open the door to Polly’s office, gave her a cheery wave, and bustled off down the corridor. Polly mentally resolved to draw a map or make chalk marks on the wall on the way out so that she should not lose her way again. Why, those terrifying men with the walrus mustaches could be complaining about her to Mr. Baines right at this minute!

She had typed half of the letters, neatly and rapidly, by the time Mr. Friend popped his curly head around the door.

Mr. Friend had decided to brave Spielmann’s, the chophouse where Mr. Baines usually ate. It was more than he could afford and he felt sure Mr. Baines would be furious to see him there, but one lunch with this gorgeous girl was surely worth eating saveloys from the street vendor for the rest of the week.

Mr. Baines was just savoring his triumph over Mr. Bloggs when Bob and Polly pushed their way through the crowd at the bar to find a table in the small room beyond. The crowd of men fell silent and all heads turned. To see a woman in Spielmann’s was rare enough, but to see such a beauty!

Crimson with pride, Bob found a corner table and drew Polly’s chair out for her.

“Well, bless my soul!” cried Mr. Baines. “That’s my secretary with one of my clerks!”

Mr. Bloggs wiped the foam from his mustache and stared at Mr. Baines in open admiration. “Why, Baines,” he said slowly, “you old dog.”

Mr. Baines drank his beer in a rosy glow. Never had anyone looked at him in admiration before. He stood primly and quietly as usual, but inside, his ink-stained soul swaggered with all the bravado of the veriest masher.

“Now, what would you like Miss… ah…” Bob Friend was saying.

“Oh, I’m tired of being called Miss Ah,” said Polly, picking up her soup-stained menu. “My name is Miss Marsh.” She looked at the menu. There was a businessman’s lunch special for one shilling and sixpence but it still seemed like an awful lot of money, especially as Mr. Friend would have to pay for her lunch.

Polly was vain, but she had a great deal of her mother’s maternal good nature in her character. “I suggest, Mister Friend,” she said in her clear, light voice, “that if I pay for my own, we could possibly afford another lunch together. I certainly cannot afford these prices every day and neither, I suppose, can you.”

“Don’t spoil my big moment,” pleaded Bob. “All the fellows in the room are envying me like mad.”

“It’s all right, really,” said Polly. “I’ll slip you the money at the end of the meal and nobody will be any the wiser.” She looked at him with her large blue eyes and Mr. Friend felt as if he were deliciously drowning in a tropical sea.

“Furthermore,” Polly went on, “if you don’t let me pay, I shall not have lunch with you again.”

“Oh, in that case,” said the much dazzled Bob, “I will—I mean, you can pay.”

The businessman’s special turned out to be very good value. They had Scotch broth followed by mutton chops, and rounded it off with large slabs of treacle tart and custard.

Demolishing it all with a healthy appetite, Polly still managed to find time to pick Mr. Friend’s brain. “How many staff has Westerman’s?”

“Hard to say,” said Bob. “I have only been working several months in the labyrinth. But there are the company directors with their various offices and secretaries—men, of course—then all the people who deal with the goods that pour in and out of the warehouses down on the Thames, as well as Mr. Baines, the clerks, such as myself, the office boys, the messengers, the accountants, the bookkeepers, and… oh… one other female.”

Polly stiffened. She was just beginning to enjoy being alone in this man’s world. The female was a Miss Amy Feathers who operated the small switchboard, but one hardly ever saw her.

“What is she like?” said Polly.

“Well, small and… well, all right,” said Bob Friend, callously forgetting that until this glorious morning, he had found Miss Feathers quite attractive.

With all the aplomb of a true businessman Polly waited until the last crumb of treacle tart was gone before she presented her all-important question.

Resting her small chin on her hands, she leaned forward and inquired as casually as she could, “The Duke of Westerman, now. Is it quite a thrill when he comes to the office?”

“Oh, he doesn’t,” said Bob Friend cheerfully, unaware that he was plunging a dagger of disappointment right through the new serge dress and into Polly’s heart. “Westerman’s was started by some younger son… oh, about fifty years ago. Great scandal it was… one of them sort going into trade. He traveled all over the Orient, setting up deals and buying up merchandise—made millions by the time he was thirty, so they say. Meanwhile, that Duke of Westerman and his family were going broke. So this younger son takes to smoking opium, but by that time Westerman’s had its board of directors and was running very well.

“Well, now comes the big scandal. This here duke, he inherits the title back in the 1880s and it looks as if the family estate is going to have to go up for sale. But the younger son, he dies in a den in Limehouse and the Westermans all turn up their long noses and say ‘that’s what comes of going into trade.’ ’Course, they soon sing a different song when they find he’s left them the firm and all the millions. So they live in luxury and don’t trouble their heads about the firm. The directors know their jobs and Baines is a good manager. Why should they?”

“Why should they, indeed,” echoed Polly in a hollow voice. “And the duke’s sons?”

“Them neither,” said Bob. “The young ’un’s at Oxford and a bit of a rip, by all accounts, and the elder, the marquis, he runs the estates. Mad keen on aggericultoor and hunting and fishing and all that. Them’s not going to come near the office.”

The crowded chophouse had seemed a warm, romantic place, with its shining oak and brass rails and warm smells of food and beer, only a moment before. Now, to Polly, it seemed nothing more than a dingy, greasy tavern.

She had entered like a princess. Now, she left, very much like Miss Polly Marsh, stenographer—wages, ten shillings a week.

The March wind whipped along the City streets, carrying on its wings a faint balmy suggestion of daffodils on lawns and crocuses in hedgerows, and pale-yellow sunlight gilded the dome of St. Paul’s and glistened on the bobbing sea of tall hats as the City returned to its afternoon’s work. Polly plunged into the gloom of the office, feeling as if she had left the whole of the world behind.

She finished the rest of the letters quickly and took them in to Mr. Baines to sign. The fact that he seemed startled at her speed and accuracy and that he actually smiled at her did nothing to lift the gloom from Polly’s heart. How on earth was she ever going to find her rightful niche in society now?

Mr. Baines gave her an enormous pile of invoicing as if to prove that no matter how quick she was, work at Westerman’s was never done. As she turned around to leave, he called her back into his large, musty office, which was off the clerks’ room.

“Oh, Miss… ah… I have already informed some of the staff of the honor that has been conferred on us. His Grace, the Duke of Westerman, has suggested that the annual staff picnic—that is usually held on the first of June—take place on the grounds of his ancestral home, Bevington Chase. Us gentlemen of the staff are allowed to bring our wives. The bachelors, like Mister Friend, can bring a lady of their choice. No mention, however, has been made of any lady in the firm bringing a gentleman…”

“Oh, that’s all right, Mister Baines,” said Polly, her eyes shining like stars.

“Very well, Miss… ah… you may go.”

Polly’s feet barely seemed to touch the floor on her way back to her cubicle.

It was nearly the end of March—two whole months to go. She found she had neatly typed, “To one consignment of Dukes,” and tore up the invoice and concentrated on her work. It would never do to lose her job before the picnic.

Back in Stone Lane that evening Polly’s great news was received with infuriating calm. “I’m trying to finish this story,” said Joyce, clutching a tattered edition of Young England. “This ’ere cavaleer is trying for to get away from them roun’eads. Leave me alone, Pol.”

“Sit yourself down, luv,” said Mrs. Marsh. “I’ve got some nice pigs’ trotters saved for you. I’ll ’ear all about your dukes when you’ve eaten.”

Polly sighed. Would her family never appreciate the aristocrat in their midst? But Mrs. Marsh was waiting with her plump red arms folded until Polly finished the last of her meal. “The bread queues are getting wurst,” she said, shaking her frizzled hair. “If some of them poor souls could see you, Pol, a-picking at your food. Well, I dunno wot they would say.”

“Yerse. Eat up,” admonished her father, “or I’ll tear yer ’ead off.”

“Now,” said Mrs. Marsh, sitting down beside Polly. “Wot’s it all about?”

Trembling with excitement, Polly told her about the picnic, the stately home, the invitation, and the date. “Oh, Ma! Could I… could I have a tea gown to wear?”

Mrs. Marsh narrowed her small eyes thoughtfully. They had once been as large and as blue as Polly’s but rosy pads of fat had diminished their size and hours of needlework had faded their color.

Perhaps in a more genteel working-class environment Polly’s suggestion would have been greeted with horror. After all, she had two good dresses for winter and two for summer, not to mention the latest in long corsets. What girl could ask for more?

But among the traders of Stone Lane Market there was a good bit of the theater. When they emerged from their dark, cluttered shops on Sunday to sell their wares at the stalls outside, they competed for customers as hard as any circus barker. Everyone in Stone Lane knew that it was always possible to find what you wanted if you gave it a bit of time.

“Let me see,” said Mrs. Marsh. “I’ve got it! Lil’s stepsister, Edie, ’er wot ’as arthuritis, used to be a theater dresser. Went with the road production of Lady Something-or-Other’s Fanny.”

“Lady Windermere’s Fan,” corrected Polly faintly.

“Anyway,” pursued Mrs. Marsh, “Edie kept some of them there costumes for sentimental reasons, like, yer see. I’ll ask ’er termorrer if ’er still ’as that lacy thing from Act Two, she said it were.”

“But a stage costume!” protested Polly.

“Oh, it’ll be same as the real thing. It waren’t the Hippodrome yer know. Edie did luvly work afore her arthuritis got ’er.”

Gran surfaced from her cup of tea to say hoarsely, “Don’t you go dressin’ above your station, Pol. They’ll think you’re a tart, that’s wot.”

“No they won’t,” snapped Polly. “No one knows I come from…” Her voice faltered.

“No one knows yer comes from a dump like this,” her mother finished for her, with unimpaired good humor. “But ’ave a care, my girl. Gran’s right. Go careful.”

“Of course,” said Polly, practicing a haughty stare.

“What’s ’appened to your face?” asked Joyce, looking over the top of Young England.

“It’s them pigs’ trotters,” said Alf Marsh. “I’ve bin belchin’ and fartin’ like a locomotive.”

Polly rose from the table defeated. She would practice her haughty stare on young Mr. Friend in the morning.


CHAPTER THREE

No matter how much Polly fretted, the months of April and May seemed to crawl along as they had never done before. The days grew longer and longer and the asthmatic old clock on the wall of Westerman’s office hiccuped and coughed and wheezed, reluctantly surrendering each minute up as if to belie the TEMPUS FUGIT written on its yellow face.

At last the glorious day of the first of June arrived. It was a Saturday, of course, since frivolities such as staff outings were not allowed to take place during business hours.

Bevington Chase lay ten miles outside Chelmsford in Essex. The office party was to take a special train to Chelmsford and then proceed by charabanc to the duke’s home. Polly had other travel plans. She meant to make a grand entrance. She had lied to Mr. Baines, telling him that she would be spending the night with an aunt in Chelmsford and that she would make her own way to the party.

Polly had then traveled to Chelmsford on the Saturday before the picnic to arrange the hire of a smart brougham and pair to drive her in style to Bevington Chase. It had taken all her savings but she felt it was well and truly worth it.

In her mind’s eye Lord Peter would rush forward to assist her from the carriage, his eyes gleaming with admiration.

Saturday morning dawned sparkling and sunny. Polly carefully dressed herself in Lady Windermere’s tea gown (Act Two). It was a beautiful thing made of cobweb-fine blond lace over a rose silk underdress and—miracle of miracles—Lil’s stepsister, Edie, had produced a long pair of elbow-length pink kid gloves to go with it. Polly dressed her blond curls low on her brow in the current fashion and then placed an enormous hat of swathes of pink tulle on top. Her family had presented her with a pink lace parasol with an ivory handle, bought for surprisingly little money from Alf’s second cousin, who was in the rag-and-bone business, and who had collected it from a dustbin up in the West End. It had obviously been thrown away because it wouldn’t open, but a few delicate touches from old Solly, the clock repairer on the corner of Stone Lane, had made it as good as new.

Her pink kid reticule had been lent for the day by Mrs. Battersby in the tenement next door, who worked fourteen hours a day to make leather goods for the West End stores. And Bernie’s fat, cheerful wife, Liz, who worked day and night behind the frier in the fish-and-chip shop, had lent a string of cultured pearls.

Feeling very strange and quite unlike herself, Polly descended the narrow stairs to the kitchen, where her family were assembled to see her on her way. “Pwitty,” screamed little Alf, trying to grab her dress with jammy fingers and being seized in time by Joyce. Gran and Mrs. Marsh stared at her, their eyes filling with sentimental tears and even Alf Marsh cleared his throat. He was sweating in all the misery of his black Sunday suit and hard bowler hat, for he was to take Polly in a hansom to the railroad station.

“Come along, girl,” said Mr. Marsh, holding out his arm. “Cor, it feels like I was father of the bride!”

They made their way downstairs and out into Stone Lane, where all the friends and neighbors had gathered. They sent up a resounding cheer as Polly appeared on the arm of her father. And Polly, who had meant to be very grande dame indeed, felt her eyes filling with grateful tears, and smiled and thanked them all instead.

Alf saw Polly into a third-class compartment when they arrived at the station. “Don’t speak to any mashers, now,” he cautioned. “And ’ere, these are for you,” he added gruffly. He pulled a bag of bull’s-eyes out of his pocket.

It was a strange present to give such a well-dressed young lady but Polly remembered how, when she was a child, her father would always sneak up to her room when she was in disgrace and give her a bull’s-eye—one of those gigantic sweets that lasted for hours and changed all colors of the rainbow when you sucked it.

She gave him a fierce hug. The whistle blew and Alf climbed out of the railway carriage.

“Keep the window closed,” he said, as the train began to steam out of the station, “or you’ll get soot all over that dress.” The train gathered speed and she clung onto her hat as his last words faintly reached her—“And don’t damage that there dress o’ Edie’s or I’ll cut yer ’eart out.”

Polly was alone in the compartment. She had taken a later train than the rest of the office party. She gave the leather strap a jerk and pulled the window up and then sat back on the worn seat, watching with dreamy eyes as the houses of London Town swept past to be replaced by green rolling fields.

The train puffed on, belching a great column of black smoke that rolled and writhed across the summer fields.

By the time Chelmsford was reached, Polly of Stone Lane had been left somewhere along the line and that well-known debutante, Miss Polly Marsh, shook the dust of the third-class carriage from her French heels and moved along the platform to take her rightful place in society.

Soon she was seated in the open brougham with her pink parasol unfurled as the carriage clattered over the sun-dappled cobblestones of Chelmsford.

Shortly after, the carriage had left the old town and was traveling along a succession of long green lanes, their hedgerows so high that it was like plunging into cool green tunnels. The leaves still had the fragile, translucent green of spring. White bramble flowers starred the rough grass on the steep banks and the air was heavy with the smell of lime and lilac.

The carriage came to a stop before a square lodge house and the lodge keeper ran out to open the gates. Polly bowed her head in a stately manner and the gatekeeper touched his forelock. She settled back in the carriage with a sigh of pure pleasure.

The two glossy brown horses clopped up the long avenue of limes. An ornamental lake came into view with swans floating elegantly across its smooth surface. Then the trees disappeared and the driveway came to a fork. One road led to a huge mansion. Polly blinked. It was like a palace.

The once elegant Palladian mansion had grown considerably since the Westermans had taken over the younger son’s riches and added on service wings, bachelor wings, vestibules, and porte cocheres with careless abandon.

The other road led to a white-and-red-striped marquee with tables spread out on the lawns. The whole of Westerman’s was already gathered and Polly’s sharp eyes could see no sign of any ducal personage, young or old.

A footman in claret-and-silver livery stood at the fork of the road. His task was to make sure that the members of the office party went toward the marquee and that the duchess’s guests went to the house. His practiced eye took in the glossy brougham and the fashionable young lady. “Straight ahead to the house,” he said.

The driver cracked his whip and the horses clopped forward toward the imposing porticoed entrance.

Polly could feel her heart thudding against her stays. She knew somehow that she should have taken the other road to the marquee. But, then, was it her fault that she had been directed to the house?

A magisterial butler in a striped waistcoat opened the door and led her across a vast black-and-white-tiled entrance hall. He held aside a peach-colored portiere and opened a heavy mahogany door. “Name, miss?”

“Miss Polly Marsh,” said Polly, feeling as if she had just burned her boats behind her.

“Miss Polly Marsh,” announced the butler in awesome tones.

Mary, Duchess of Westerman, rose to her feet, hoping that she did not look as puzzled as she felt. She had no recollection of having asked any Miss Polly Marsh, but then she had gone and got slightly squiffy at the Cartwright’s breakfast the other day and God only knew what she had said or who she had invited.

She sailed forward with her usual aplomb. “My dear Miss Marsh. We thought you were never going to get here. But now you are here, you’re still in time for tea. You know everyone, don’t you?” She realized her other quests were looking slightly bewildered. “No? Then let me introduce you. Miss Tracy Otis from New York, or do we say Noo Yawk—such a quaint accent—so piquant. Colonial people are such a joy. Just my little joke, Miss Otis.” Miss Otis, a pretty brunette, had had just about enough of happy English jests about colonials but she smiled frigidly and inclined her head. “And let me see, Daisy Jennington and Mrs. Farthington-Bell and dear, dear Bubbles.” Bubbles was an elderly dowager who raised her lorgnette and surveyed Polly from head to foot. Polly could not imagine anyone less than a duchess daring to call her “Bubbles.”

Polly sat down and was handed a fragile teacup and saucer. There was a little silence and then the other ladies began to talk. Polly refused the cake stand and then looked around the room. It seemed to be the beginning of a long succession of rooms stretching out into infinity. This one was crowded with photographs in silver frames. They were crammed onto every available space from the top of the piano to the fragile whatnots in the corners.

There was a portrait over the fireplace of a high-nosed lady in Regency dress who was wearing a purple turban. Her protruding blue eyes stared straight at Polly with cold hauteur.

Polly glanced up at the high painted ceiling. Various gods and goddesses were disporting themselves with the eighteenth century’s interpretation of Greek abandon. A man with horns and goat’s feet had one brown and muscular hand firmly clasped around the enormous breast of a simpering female. Polly felt her cheeks grow hot and wished she could find the courage to announce that she was in the wrong place and belonged with the office party. She eyed the duchess covertly and her heart sank.

The duchess was a formidable-looking lady with a great heavy head and a great heavy figure, which was draped in a sulphur-yellow tea gown. Her shoulders were covered with a dirty lace shawl and several of the sticks of her tortoiseshell fan were broken.

Bubbles, the dowager, again brought her lorngnette into play and transfixed Polly with two hideously enlarged eyes.

“Don’t know any Marshes,” she said suddenly, “except the Sussex ones. That your lot?”

“No. Kent,” said poor Polly, improvising wildly.

The duchess narrowed her eyes. She must have been very squiffy indeed to have asked this girl. She wished people would stop calling these afternoon affairs where one drank too dreadfully much, “breakfasts.” Well, she had better be extra nice to her in case the mysterious Miss Marsh realized that her hostess had been… well, had had a little too much to drink.

“Darling Miss Marsh,” she ventured. “I do adore your gown. Du-veen. And how are the Cartwrights?”

Polly sighed to herself. In for a penny, in for a pound. She gave her pretty laugh. “Oh, the same old Cartwrights.”

“What was the name of that terribly funny German singer they insisted on dragging along? Sounded like a sneeze… Frutz… or Nitz… or something.”

“Nietzsche,” said Polly desperately.

“I say, what an intellectual conversation,” drawled a voice from the doorway, and a languid young man ambled in.

“Now Peter. What do you mean by interrupting my tea party? You’re supposed to put in an appearance with your brother at that Westerman picnic.”

“Oh, I’ll join the ink-stained wretches later,” he laughed. He looked straight at Polly. “Will someone introduce me?”

“This is Miss Polly Marsh, a great friend of the Cartwrights.”

Lord Peter bent over Polly’s hand. “Charmed,” he said. “I’m really most awfully charmed.”

He was a tall, slim young man with glossy black hair worn rather long. His skin was very white and his eyes under their heavy lids were a vivid emerald green.

Polly’s heart sang with happiness. Nothing could go wrong on this splendid day. The door opened and the duke himself bustled in. Ah, well, she would charm him too….

“Sorry to be so long, m’dear,” he was saying to his wife. “But some damned stenographer female is missing from the party and Baines is worried that something might have happened to her. She lives in some infernal place… I’ve got it written down somewhere… going to phone the local cop shop and get them to send a bobby round to her address and find out if she left home this morning. I’ll just go to my study.”

Polly got to her feet. Miserable, frightened, and quaking, she faced the room. Visions of an officer of the law arriving at her home and then telephoning back to say she had left and even—who knows?—giving a description of Stone Lane flashed across her terrified mind.

“I am that stenographer, Your Grace,” she said firmly. “The footman in the drive directed me to the house. As I am practically the only lady at Westerman’s, I thought Her Grace was going to entertain me separately.”

“But you said you knew the Cartwrights!” snapped the duchess.

“Obviously not the same family,” said Polly faintly.

“I should think not,” said the duchess. “Fetch Jenkins,” she called to some servant out in the hallway. The ladies stared at Polly in frigid disdain with the exception of the young American, Miss Otis, who gave her a flicker of a wink.

The footman of the driveway, Jenkins, came into the room.

“Tell me, Jenkins,” said the duchess awfully, “how it comes about that this person was shown to my tea instead of to the Westerman party?”

“She came in a private carriage, Your Grace,” said Jenkins glaring at poor Polly. “I says that the Westerman party is over there and…”

“You did not,” said Polly. “You told me to go straight to the house.”

“Well, well, no harm done,” said the duke jovially. “I must say that Miss Marsh looks every bit as fetching as one of our society beauties. Jenkins, run along and tell Mr. Baines that his stenographer has been found and, Peter, it’s time you helped your brother at the party. Escort Miss Marsh to the marquee.”

“Delighted!” said Lord Peter. “This way, Miss Marsh.”

Jenkins had unfortunately collared Mr. Baines before Polly’s arrival and had given Mr. Baines and the listening audience of Mr. Friend, Miss Feathers from the switchboard, the three other clerks, and sundry message boys a venomous description of Miss Marsh’s presumption.

“Oh dear! Oh dear!” sighed Mr. Baines. “Now I shall have to dismiss her. And she is such a good worker. Why, she has halved the office work. What got into the girl?”

His wife, Gladys, a bad-tempered-looking matron in cerise velvet, gave a contemptuous sniff. She was fed up with hearing nothing but Miss Marsh this and Miss Marsh that. Why, the girl was no better than she should be. “You’d best tell his lordship, the marquis,” she said importantly.

“But, my dear, he is over there with the directors. I can hardly—”

“It’s an excuse to put yourself forward,” hissed his wife. “Go on!” She gave him a little push so that he half tottered toward where the Marquis of Wollerton was standing.

One of the directors, a choleric man called Sir Edward Blenkinsop, who had lost his digestion and his temper in India at Westerman’s Bengal branch, eyed the unfortunate Mr. Baines.

“Well, Baines, found your girl yet?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Baines, turning his new gray bowler around and around in his clammy hands. “There was a misunderstanding and she went to the house by mistake and the duchess thought she was one of Her Grace’s guests.”

“She must be quite an enterprising young lady to have fooled Mama,” said a husky pleasant voice. Mr. Baines looked nervously at the Marquis of Wollerton. A pair of light-gold eyes looked amusedly back. Then the marquis glanced from the empurpled face of Sir Edward to the green-faced distress of Mr. Baines and added, “I am sure you will find there has been some misunderstanding. Is this girl good at her work?”

“Oh, y-yes, my lord,” bleated Mr. Baines. “Extremely competent girl, and a very hard worker.”

“You’ll have to dismiss her,” barked Sir Edward.

“Come now, Sir Edward,” said the marquis lightly. “You are assuming the girl to be vulgar and pushing. She is probably some quiet little thing who was directed to the house by mistake and was too overawed to open her mouth. Is that not so Mister Baines?”

“Yes, indeed,” said Mr. Baines gratefully. Without his beautiful secretary he felt that he would return to being a mere nobody in the eyes of Bloggs & Co. He looked over the marquis’s shoulder. “Here comes Miss Marsh now.”

The marquis swung around and caught his breath. Escorted by his brother, Peter, Miss Polly Marsh floated across the smooth green lawn toward him. An errant breeze sent the blond cobweb lace of her tea gown swirling around her beautiful body, Danae in a shower of gold. Lord Peter carried his silk hat in his hand and his head was bent toward Polly’s. They made a handsome couple—the epitome of young England on a summer’s day.

The band of the Grenadier Guards had started to play selections from Gilbert and Sullivan on an improvised stand beside the marquee. Servants from the Chase bustled about laying out tea. All the smells of an English summer reached the marquis—hot tea, melting sugar, strawberries, methylated spirits from the stoves, roses, and freshly mown grass.

He was almost reluctant to hear Polly speak. An ugly voice would ruin such a pretty picture.

“Hullo, Peter, my boy. I see you’ve found the missing stenographer.”

“Oh, it was a riot,” said Peter boyishly. “There was Mama, all social bristles like a porcupine. A stenographer at one of her teas!”

Polly flushed delicately and studied the ivory tip of her parasol.

She raised her eyes fleetingly to the marquis’s face and then dropped them again. He did not look at all like his brother. In fact he looked quite terrifying. More people than Polly had found the marquis’s looks awesome.

He had eyes of a peculiar light gold and heavy drooping eyelids. His nose was thin and high-bridged and his mouth long, thin, and mobile. His heavy brown hair was streaked with gold. He was well over six feet and carried himself with a languid hauteur that belied his muscular athletic body.

The more mischievous of his friends gleefully pointed him out to visiting Americans as “the perfect British aristocrat.” The Americans were quite delighted with him as, before they had set eyes on the splendid marquis, they had been terribly disappointed to meet dukes who looked liked plumbers and plumbers who looked like dukes.

“Miss… ah…” began Mr. Baines severely. “Have the goodness to go and join the other members of the staff. I will have a word with you later. How came you to make such a mistake?”

“I’m very sorry, Mister Baines,” said Polly miserably. “But I was directed to the house and I thought that, as I was about the only female in Westerman’s, I was being… er… segregated.”

All the men, except Sir Edward, gave indulgent laughs but Mr. Baines had been joined by his wife, Gladys, whose small eyes darted jealously over Lady Windermere’s tea gown.

“You should be taught a lesson, my girl,” she said bitterly. “Aping your betters, that’s what. And I’d like to know where you got the money for that frock.”

Now, somewhere, Polly had read that the only social defense in this sort of situation is complete honesty.

Gathering her courage, she smiled sweetly at Mrs. Baines.

“Oh, it isn’t my frock,” she said. “It’s Lady Windermere’s.”

The marquis looked amused. “You mean Mr. Oscar Wilde’s Lady Windermere?” he asked.

“Yes,” replied Polly sedately. “Act Two. I have a friend who was a theatrical dresser.”

All the gentlemen burst out laughing, including Mr. Baines, who received a fulminating glance from his wife.

Mrs. Baines did not know when she was defeated. “And to say ‘the only female’ is pure impertinence. I am here and all the other wives. There are plenty of ladies present.”

Polly’s cool blue eyes drifted across the scene. “You must forgive me, Mrs. Baines,” she said gently, “I really had not noticed.”

The marquis was beginning to feel heartily sorry for Mr. Baines. A shrew for a wife and a minx for a secretary.

“I am sure you must be looking forward to a cup of tea, Mrs. Baines. Why don’t you take Miss Marsh over to the tables and your husband and I will refresh ourselves with something stronger,” he added with gentle malice, sliding his arm through the arm of the much gratified Mr. Baines.

“My Bert don’t drink,” said Mrs. Baines.

Mr. Baines opened his mouth like a fish out of water.

“Oh, but we gentlemen have to discuss business. I insist,” said the marquis firmly.

“Don’t worry about Miss Marsh,” said Lord Peter hurriedly. “I’ll escort her.”

He swept Polly off, leaving Gladys Baines alone with Sir Edward. Sir Edward’s bad temper had returned. “Harrumph!” he said to Mrs. Baines and stomped off.

The chatter at the tea tables stilled as Polly and Lord Peter approached. Amy Feathers, the switchboard girl, felt her heart sink right down to her little white spats. Bob Friend had been ever so attentive and now he was staring at that Polly girl as if no one else in the world existed. The staff had been freely maligning Polly and her stuck-up ways in her absence and they, with the exception of Mr. Friend, felt it very unfair that, not only was she remaining unpunished for her cheek, but that she was being escorted to tea by a lord.

“I say, I don’t feel like joining that mob,” said Lord Peter cheerfully. “Hey, Jenkins. Fetch a little table over here under this tree for me and Miss Marsh.”

Jenkins brought a small card table over and spread it with a white cloth. He looked as if he would have liked to bundle Polly up in it and take her away and throw her in the lake.

Mrs. Baines glared across at Polly who was now seated tête-à-tête with Lord Peter. Polly’s table under the spreading branches of a great oak tree looked deliciously cool, unlike the rest of the tables that were broiling in the sun. If Bertie Baines doesn’t dismiss that girl on Monday morning, she thought, I am going home to mother.

“Where do you live, Miss Marsh?” Lord Peter was asking.

Polly thought desperately. She knew she belonged in this setting. What harm would a few lies do?

“I live with my foster parents in a quaint little cottage near the City,” she said airily. “They are very rough people, but honest. Old servants of my family, you know.”

“And your parents… ?”

“Oh, poor Mama and Papa. Such an unworldly couple. Never any money, you know. But they were great travelers. They were killed when I was just a baby. A typhoon… Indian Ocean, you know.” Here Polly produced a wisp of handkerchief and applied it to the corner of one dry blue eye.

“Oh, I say! I’m frightfully sorry. ’Course I knew you were good family the moment I saw you. Mama’s a ridiculous snob. After all, Maisie Carruthers—you know, the Sussex Carruthers—is working as a stenographer. Secretary to Lady Jellings. Poor thing! Her family hasn’t a bean and she lives in this businesswoman’s hostel in Euston.”

Polly’s brain was working overtime. Marriage to Lord Peter would be out of the question with the background of Stone Lane. But, now, an anonymous hostel for businesswomen!

“Is it very expensive?” she asked.

“What?”

“The hostel.”

“Can’t be. Why?”

“I think it might be a good idea if I lived on my own,” said Polly slowly. “I don’t want to be a burden to my foster-parents… poor old souls.”

Lord Peter’s brain began to work as well. It would be one step nearer to having an affair with this dazzling girl if he could encourage her to leave home. Get her into the hostel and from there… who knows… a little maisonette in St. John’s Wood?

“I say. If you’re interested, I’ll have a word with Maisie.”

“Thanks most awfully,” said Polly, looking into his eyes.

“Do you know, your eyes are the color of the summer sea,” he said.

“What a pretty compliment,” said Polly. “But you are just flirting.”

He took her little gloved hand in his. “I never flirt. I mean every word,” he said with boyish sincerity. Although he was only twenty, Lord Peter already had a small collection of broken hearts thanks to his air of boyish sincerity.

“He’s holding her hand,” screamed the duchess, putting down a pair of binoculars. Her guests had left and she had just been joined by her elder son, the marquis. “Edward! Go and tell Sir Edward that the picnic is finished and they all must go home. And tell Peter I want to see him immediately.”

“They’re packing up anyway,” said her son indolently. “But I shall fetch Peter for you.” The marquis was dressed in a white linen suit with a scarlet silk cravat. He looked cool and comfortable, unlike the poor members of Westerman’s who had all put on their best frock coats and hard collars in honor of the occasion and were suffering accordingly.

He reached the tree with easy athletic strides and gave Polly a slight bow and a mocking look from under his heavy lids. “Mama wishes to see you immediately, Peter.”

“Oh, rats! What does she want now?” said Peter crossly, getting to his feet. He had, however, just been sent down from Oxford for pouring bottles of champagne from the roof of New College onto the heads of the proctors below, and was still nervously awaiting his parents’ decision as to his future.

“I’ll drop in at Westerman’s on Monday, Miss Marsh,” he said. “And let you know”—here he glanced quickly at his brother—“oh, well… I’ll let you know about what we were talking about.” And with that, he ran away across the lawns.

The marquis stared down thoughtfully at the top of Polly’s pink tulle hat. “Since your cavalier has deserted you, Miss Marsh, may I escort you to the charabanc?”

Polly raised her head and the marquis looked startled. The girl was really incredibly lovely. “Thank you, my lord,” she said quietly. He offered his arm and she rose and placed the tips of her pink kid-gloved fingers on it and moved across the lawn with him, her silk underdress making a soft swish-swishing noise on the grass. Polly tried to think of something to say to this awesome aristocrat. After all, he was going to be her brother-in-law. She glanced timidly up at the high-nosed profile but could think of nothing to say.

Oh, how she wished she had been able to afford to pay for that lovely brougham for the road back! The directors and their wives were leaving in their carriages. Even Mr. Baines had a little fly pulled by an overfed pony. But for the lower ranks the charabanc stood waiting, pulled by two enormous shaggy horses.

Polly turned to the marquis hesitantly and held out her hand. “Until we meet again, my lord,” she said softly.

He took her little hand in his and looked down at her thoughtfully. “Are we going to meet again, Miss Marsh?”

Her eyes flew to his face. “But of course. I mean…” She fell silent.

Oho! thought the marquis. So that’s the way the land lies. Damn Peter! Philandering little monkey. The last time it had been that barmaid at Oxford, and now this!

“Good-bye,” he said, firmly releasing her hand and turning abruptly away.

Polly climbed to the upper deck of the charabanc and sat down on the hard wooden seat next to Bob Friend and Amy Feathers. As the charabanc clattered down the drive, and the low branches of the trees began to brush the heads of the passengers on the upper deck, Polly took one long look back.

The duke and the duchess and their two sons were standing on the terrace. They seemed to be arguing.

About what—about me? wondered Polly. I belong here! she thought fiercely.

But as Mr. Oscar Wilde so rightly pointed out, “All the world’s a stage, but the players are badly cast.”

Polly turned back and settled herself down for the long journey home. She decided to practice her charm on Bob Friend and absolutely ruined what was left of the day for poor little Amy Feathers.

The staff picnic had left several of the travelers in cross and upset frames of mind.

Sir Edward Blenkinsop burst into his wife’s boudoir in their Putney mansion, choleric blue veins standing out on his forehead.

“Women these days just don’t know their place,” he began.

Lady Blenkinsop gave a delicate sigh and raised her Japanese fan to cover the look of boredom on her face. Lady Blenkinsop had been ill for as long as anyone could remember. Doctors could do nothing to cure her because there seemed to be nothing wrong besides an ever-present lethargy and general lack of spirits. She dragged herself from the bed in the morning, only moving as far as the chaise longue in her boudoir. She was a thin, faded woman in her forties.

“Do stop picking up things and putting them down, Edward,” she said with a slight trace of animation. “If you wish to complain about something, by all means complain and get it over with.”

Sir Edward needed only this cold encouragement. He burst forth with a long tale of the iniquities of Polly, ending up with “… and I shall see that she is dismissed first thing on Monday morning.”

“Oh, really, my dear,” said his wife in her quiet, frail voice. “Do you consider that wise?” Lady Blenkinsop was beginning to feel interested in something for the first time in years. She had once meet the Duchess of Westerman and had been terrified.

Imagine a little office girl taking in Her Grace like that!

“What d’ye mean ‘not wise’?” barked Sir Edward.

“Well, my dear,” said his wife plaintively, “since this office girl seems to have enchanted young Lord Peter… I mean, wasn’t there a rumor of Lord Peter going into the business after that scandal at Oxford?”

“Yes, of course. But what’s that—”

“And,” pursued his wife with unaccustomed vigor, “don’t you think he would be a little upset to find out that his chère amie had got the boot, so to speak?”

“‘Got the boot!’ Where do you pick up these common expressions? Pshaw. The duke would never stand for such goings on.”

“Oh no? What about that little actress from the Hippodrome who enjoyed the marquis’s favors for some years? The duke didn’t seem to mind.”

“If you mean Daisy Sharp… she was not employed by Westerman’s.”

“But the duke never concerns himself with Westerman’s,” said his wife sweetly. “He told me so himself. Said trade was an awful bore.”

Sir Edward looked suspiciously at his wife from under his bristling eyebrows. “Harrumph!” he said, taking a few more strides around the room and setting the pretty Dresden ornaments on the mantel jigging and bouncing.

He finally stopped his pacing and stood in front of his wife with his hands behind his back and his legs apart. “Quite,” he said obscurely, staring at the carpet.

“So what will you do?” said his wife, raising herself up on one elbow.

“Well, well… harrumph. Do the sensible thing. Turn a blind eye. Aristocracy has no morals,” said Sir Edward, who had paid for his knighthood.

His wife smiled faintly. “I knew you would do what was right. But do let me know more about this Polly female.”

The eyebrows went up again. “Good God, woman. Don’t go concerning yourself about a female who is nothing more than a… than… a—a—tart.”

“Oh, absolutely,” drawled Lady Blenkinsop and sank back into her customary torpor.

Amy Feathers took off the black-and-white-striped poplin dress that she had worn to the picnic and hung it in a closet with sad, reverent movements of her thin, freckled arms. She could almost have been laying it to rest. She had had such hopes of that dress!

Before Polly had arrived, everything had been marvelous. Bob Friend and the other chaps from the office had teased her about how smart she looked. She had had quite a little court around her. Then Polly Marsh had arrived and they had all lost interest, particularly Bob Friend, who had looked at Polly with a lost, hungry look.

Amy unfastened her Liberty bodice and popped her serviceable flannel nightgown over her head. How could any girl compete with someone as dazzling as Polly? But Polly had no eyes for Bob Friend… only for that young Lord Peter.

All she could do, reflected Amy sadly, was wait until Polly Marsh had well and truly broken Bob Friend’s heart and then, she, Amy, would be right on hand to pick up the pieces. Damn Polly Marsh, thought Amy, with unaccustomed venom. She hoped Lord Peter ruined her!

Polly and her mother were left alone in the kitchen in Stone Lane. The battle was over.

Polly had announced her decision to move to the businesswoman’s hostel in Euston. Father Marsh had told his eldest daughter roundly that there was only one reason why single girls left home and had told Polly that one reason in very graphic terms. Then he had stomped off to the Prince Albert, Stone Lane’s public house, to drink his fill with all the enthusiasm of the stag at eve.

Joyce had shouted at her, “You ain’t nuthin’ but a rotten snob,” and had gone out, clutching little Alf, who was crying because of all the loud, angry voices. Through all the rumpus, Gran had carried on a long monologue about the shames and diseases that could befall any young maiden hellbent on taking the primrose path, ending up with a lugubrious saga of a young girl called Rita who had once lived in Stone Lane and who had plunged into such a life of vice that “’er whatsit fell off.” She finally ambled off to bed after throwing her teeth, with a resounding clash, into a water glass by the sink.

Mrs. Marsh eyed her scarlet-faced daughter and took a deep breath. “I’m a-lettin’ you go, Pol. I knows why you’re doing it. Cos you’re ashamed of yer ’ome.”

“It’s not that, Ma,” lied Polly desperately. “I’d just like a bit of independence.”

“Well, let’s hope you know wot to do wiff it,” said Mrs. Marsh heavily. She suddenly felt very old and her feet hurt.

“Remember this, my girl,” she said, struggling to her feet. “The good Lord above ain’t going to give you any more until yer learns to appreciate wot you’ve got.”

• • •

Hampstead Heath swam in the dusky blue twilight of a perfect summer’s evening but Mrs. Gladys Baines was blind to its beauty. For once, the solid comfort of their villa overlooking the Heath with its heavy, highly polished mahogany furniture and dark, red plush portieres between the rooms did little to ease her anger.

She paced their sitting room with much the same lumbering, choleric gait as Sir Edward Blenkinsop, stopping occasionally to address the bald spot on top of her husband’s bent head. Mr. Baines crouched forward in his armchair, miserably cracking his knuckles. “For the last time,” grated his wife, “why won’t you get rid of that girl?”

“I’ve told you and told you,” sighed her husband. “The girl is good at her job. The Westermans certainly seem to have forgiven her. It would cause an unnecessary fuss.”

“And that’s your last word?”

“The last word on this subject, I hope,” said Mr. Baines meekly.

“Then, Bertie Baines, let me tell you this. I am going home to mother. And I am not returning until that girl is no longer employed in your office.” She rang the bell. A trim parlormaid appeared. “Maisie, see that my things are packed,” said Mrs. Baines. Maisie bustled off with a crackle of starch and Mrs. Baines looked hopefully at her husband. He hadn’t moved. She went slowly from the room and upstairs to supervise the packing.

When she descended some time later, he was still sitting as she had left him. Mrs. Baines tried again. “I’m going, Bertie,” she said.

“Go if you must,” said Mr. Baines, getting to his feet, “but I am not going to do anything that will jeopardize my position with Westerman’s after all these years.”

His wife’s answer was a monumental sniff of disdain. She swept out in a flurry of taffeta and, some minutes later, Mr. Baines heard the clop-clop of the carriage horses as they bore their infuriated burden off down the street.

Mr. Baines crouched back down in his chair. He felt immeasurably alone without his wife’s domineering presence. The shadows were lengthening. He had been an utter fool. What was a chap supposed to do on his own? The heavy furniture seemed to be massing for the attack. “You catch him on the left flank,” the table seemed to be saying to a hard, high-backed chair.

But the little imp who looks after henpecked husbands seemed to whisper in Mr. Baines’s ear, “A chap could take a nice promenade across the Heath on this beautiful evening. A chap could have a pint of mild and sit out over the pond at the Vale of Health pub and watch the ducks. A chap could…”

With a tremulous feeling of excitement, Mr. Baines hurriedly collected his tall silk hat and his best malacca cane. He pushed open the heavy, gloomy, stained-glass door, walked through the pocket-sized garden and stood for a moment on the pavement outside.

The gas lamps had been lit along the walk across the Heath and a faint mist had descended turning the lamps into great hazy, magic globes of light.

He walked across the road and ambled hesitantly along the walk. Above him, somewhere in the trees, a blackbird began to sing. “Past your bedtime,” muttered Mr. Baines to cover the sudden rush of emotion he had felt at the bird’s song. The greenish-blue misty light was turning to black and the lights of the pub were dimly reflected in the pond.

Above the pub door was a sign to tell all and sundry that the establishment had been licensed by George the Third for singing and dancing.

Slowly, Mr. Baines raised his cane and tilted his silk hat to a slightly rakish angle. He pushed open the glass doors and went in.
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