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CHAPTER ONE


The autumn leaves whirled down from the trees in cascades of red and gold. Mossy, rounded gravestones leaned at crazy angles on the smooth-cropped turf of the churchyard like old drunken men hunched against the buffets of the wind. Far above in the steeple tolled the great bell, at times the sound bellowing down into the ears of the mourners, at others sent high in the gale to clamor over the dying countryside. Then with a final noisy peal the bell fell silent, and the funeral service for Meg Jones, wise woman of the village of Upper Batchett, began.


The mourners from the village had come to pay their last respects. They huddled on one side of the grave, leaving a lone figure with bent head isolated on the other. Polly Jones, who until Meg’s death had believed herself to be the old woman’s niece, brushed a tear away from one brown cheek and glared angrily at the group on the other side of the grave. It was only on Meg’s death they had told her she was a foundling and no relative of the old woman. They had always disapproved of Polly. She was too wild, far too beautiful, too wayward, and too amused and contemptuous of narrow village ways and spiteful village gossip.


But fear of old Meg’s charms and spells had kept their dislike well hidden. Now, with Meg gone, not one cared what happened to the girl.


Polly shuddered as the earth fell on the coffin. She had never felt so frightened or alone. Why would no one listen to her? Why would no one explain why Meg had had two cruel bruises on her neck the day she died? Why had old Meg looked up at her with dying eyes and whispered, “My lady, I am sorry”?


My lady. Polly had thought long and hard about that. Meg had gone to Meresly Manor on the day of her death to see Lady Lydia, wife of the earl of Meresly. The news that the earl had returned to Meresly, which he had not visited in years, had thrown Meg into a fever of excitement. Polly had assumed Meg meant to find employment for her at the manor. But Meg had returned dying, and Meg had said, “My lady,” and Meg had two wicked bruises on her old neck.


The sound of a procession of carriages making its way along the road outside the churchyard broke into Polly’s thoughts. “That’ll be them from Meresly Manor going back to London,” said one. Polly whirled about and ran to the churchyard wall and climbed up on it, oblivious of the cries of outrage from the villagers.


Lady Lydia sat up straight as her carriage came to a halt. “What’s to do?” she cried.


“A funeral,” said her husband laconically. He put his head out of the window and shouted up to his coachman, “Who is dead? Anyone I should know about?”


The carriage dipped and swayed as the coachman climbed down from the box. After a few moments, his round red face appeared at the carriage window on the earl’s side. “Some old woman of the village,” said the coachman. “A Mrs. Jones.”


Bertram Pargeter, Lady Lydia’s but recently dismissed lover, riding on her side of the carriage, noticed the sudden flush of relief on Lady Lydia’s face, saw the way her eyes began to sparkle, saw the fear of the last few days begin to leave her face. A quick movement to his left distracted him. He looked sideways. On a level with his face was a gypsy-looking girl, climbing up onto the churchyard wall. Her mass of chestnut hair was wild and tangled and her large violet eyes fringed with heavy lashes looked out of a nut-brown face. Something made him remove his hat and give her a slight bow. Her work-worn hands clutched the stones at the top of the wall tightly and she looked down and past him to where Lady Lydia sat in the carriage. Lady Lydia glanced up and saw the girl. She quickly raised her fan to shield her face and said something. The carriage moved on. Bertram touched his horse’s flanks with his red-heeled boots and cantered along beside it again. After they had gone a little way away, he slowed his mount and twisted in the saddle and looked back. The girl was still there, a solitary figure, her cloak whipping about her on the rising wind. He turned back and looked again into the carriage.


Lady Lydia was sitting very still. Her long jewelled fingers clasped and unclasped the sticks of her fan. Fear was back in her face.


Bertram, all his senses sharpened by jealousy and hurt, turned over that strange little scene in his mind. He scented a mystery, and that mystery might give him the means to torture his cruel mistress as much as she had tortured him.


After the funeral, Polly returned sadly to the little cottage in which she had passed sixteen years of her life with old Meg Jones. There were no funeral baked meats, no sympathizers. Without looking at her, the villagers had filed out of the churchyard and had gone their separate ways.


The cottage had very little left in it, Polly having sold the furniture and pots and pans to pay for Meg’s funeral. She had just slung the one remaining pot over the fire to make some fennel tea and was easing her feet out of her shoes—she had been wearing shoes for almost the first time in her life, knowing it would be regarded as disrespectful had she turned up at the graveside in bare feet—when there came a great pounding at the door.


Sure that it must be some villager calling to give comfort—for people could not really be so unfeeling—Polly went to answer it. Two small squat men stood on the doorstep. She recognized the squire’s bailiffs and her face hardened.


“You’ve got a week to get out,” said one, picking his teeth with a straw. “Tenancy o’ this cottage belonged o’ Meg for life, and seeing as you is no kin to her …”


Polly slammed the door in their faces. “We’ll be back in a week,” she heard them call. “You’ve only got a week.”


Tears, thought Polly, could wait. She must plan what to do. She must find work. Why had Meg never sent her out to work in the fields like the other village girls? That was what had caused the village people to dislike her; she had been allowed to run wild and do as she pleased. Why had poor Meg paid for her education at the parish school? Of what good was book-learning to the penniless? Polly remembered one of the servants from Meresly Manor when the earl was in residence bragging in the village that London servants could live like kings.


“So London it is,” said Polly aloud. And with that decision, a little of the pain eased at her heart. London was surely a glittering city full of palaces and gardens where people ate off gold plate all day long. London would mean escape from the sneers and stares of the villagers. “Foundling,” their eyes accused. “Foundling and bastard, most like.”


The pot began to boil. She put some dried fennel leaves in a cup and scooped boiling water on top of them with a ladle. She put her bare feet on the hearth and sipped her tea.


No, thought Polly, I cannot leave for London without going up to Meresly Manor. Something happened to Meg that day. Mayhap there is something there to give me a clue.


The blind eyes and curved smiles of the marble statues which lined the drive to Meresly Manor looked down on the figure of Polly Jones an hour later as she hurried toward the great house, her skirts flying about her in the chill wind.


In answer to her knock, a caretaker, a gruff London servant, told her curtly he had never heard of Meg Jones and slammed the door in her face.


Polly stood huddled against the wall of the manor, Meg’s old shawl wrapped tightly about her shoulders. She turned at last and walked off down the drive. But once out on the road, she made her way along the wall of the estate and climbed back into the grounds at a point where she could not be seen from the house.


By slow and circumspect degrees she crept toward the manor. She made her way round the back and crouched below a terrace until the dark autumn evening set in.


Shivering, she waited and waited. Then she cautiously crept up to the French windows and tried the handle. To her relief, the windows were not locked, the caretaker being lazy and secure in the knowledge that none of the locals would risk a hanging by breaking in. Polly felt all fear of discovery leave her.


She cocked her head and listened. The murmur of voices came faintly from somewhere downstairs. Polly felt at her waist for the dark lantern she had tied there. She fumbled with her tinder box, wincing as each noise of the striking flint sounded unnaturally loud in the silence of the drawing room in which she found herself.


At last, a faint light shone on her surroundings.


But she realized she did not know what she was looking for. The clue to what had happened to Meg surely lay in London, in the earl’s town house among his family and staff of servants, not here. She had overheard someone in the village saying that the earl was not expected to return to Meresly Manor, and although he had a great mansion and estates in Norfolk as well, Lady Lydia would not live there either, but preferred to spend the year round in Town.


Polly raised the lantern high. A portrait caught her eye, a long portrait which dominated the room. She gave a superstitious shiver, thinking for a moment she was seeing herself, then looked down at her shabby clothes to reassure herself that the silken-clad creature in the picture was another being entirely. She looked closer. Violet eyes like her own, looking out of a face like her own, stared haughtily down at her. But the lady in the picture had black hair, and her gown was panniered and elaborate, her skin white, and her hands with their long tapering fingers delicate and blue-veined. It was a portrait of Lady Lydia, the lady in the carriage which had passed the churchyard, the lady who had covered her face with her fan.


Feeling uneasy, Polly turned her back on the picture and once more looked about the room. Her eyes fell on the soft gleam of gold on a small table. She picked up the gold object and looked at it. It was a snuffbox. She hesitated, holding it in her hand.


Some fear of God had come to her with Meg’s death. Then it struck Polly that surely there was no God, or certainly not any God of love as preached from the pulpit. There were so many precious trifles just lying around while such as she faced starvation. What was so very wrong in taking what would mean so much to her and so little to the earl of Meresly?


She slipped the snuffbox into a capacious pocket, more like a deep pouch, in her petticoat which had recently served to hold a rabbit she had poached from the squire’s estate. The weight of the gold snuffbox in her pocket gave her a warm feeling, as if the glow from the polished gold had managed magically to spread its radiance through her whole body.


Her sharp eyes spied a pretty china shepherdess and then a pair of silver candlesticks.


“Enough!” she told herself after she had stowed them away. She made silently for the window.


But just as she was about to blow out her lantern, it occurred to her that selling shabby household goods, pots and pans and Meg’s old clothes, in Hackminster, the nearest market town, was one thing; turning up dressed as she was to sell precious objects was another.


She would need suitable clothes.


Then she froze.


A man’s voice called, “Jist making sure them doors is locked,” and she heard the faint voice of a woman answering. The caretaker and his wife.


Polly blew out her lantern and crouched behind a chair. For the first time it struck her that being found with the stolen objects would send her to the nearest gibbet. She gently drew out everything and placed it under a chair. She waited while she heard the caretaker rattling about, checking the locks and bars. Surely he would come in to lock the drawing-room windows.


But after a short while, she heard him clattering down the stairs to the servants’ quarters.


Polly waited for an hour after that.


Then she lit the lantern again, went quietly out of the drawing room and began to ascend the shallow oaken stairs to the bedrooms above.


The old stairs creaked and she had to wait and wait, heart pounding, to make sure the caretaker did not come running.


She wandered about the great bedrooms, looking in wardrobes and closets. There were a few beautiful gowns left by Lady Lydia, but after longingly fingering the material, Polly decided she would attract too much attention with such fine clothes. No one without a carriage and a train of servants wore such clothes. She climbed on up until she reached the attics—and luck was with her. In a large wardrobe on the very top landing were a few maids’ caps and gowns and one warm black wool dress. Polly took the dress and a cap and apron. Bolder now, she searched the servants’ rooms until she found a thick cloak. It was a man’s cloak, but it would serve well. The sight of these servants’ clothes gave Polly courage. London servants must be very well treated to be able to leave any clothes behind in a place to which they might never return.


She tied up the bundle of clothes with string and inched her way back down the stairs, the sound of her own heartbeats so loud that she feared the drumming might wake the caretaker.


She nearly stumbled and fell when she reached the drawing room, so great was her haste to escape, but she did not forget to pick up the snuffbox, candlesticks and china figure from under the chair. Then she blew out her lantern and fastened it back at her waist.


Once out in the cold night glittering with frost, Polly forced herself to go slowly, making her way out of the grounds by the way she had come in.


The wind had died. Everything was frosty, sparkling and glinting in the moonlight like marquesite.


The heavy weight of stolen goods bumped against her thigh. Polly felt a tremendous sense of exhilaration which grew and grew as she walked rapidly down the road toward home—that home so soon to be taken from her.


She leaned over the bridge which spanned the River Mere and looked at the rushing water. “I shall beat them all, Aunt Meg,” she whispered. “You’ll see. I’ll get to London and find out who marked you. Who was it? Lady Lydia? Did you think I was her when you was dying and you called me my lady? Or was it one of them grand London servants?”


An owl hooted from the trees, sending a shiver of sound over the whitening landscape.


Polly heaved the bundle of clothes up onto her shoulder and strode out down the road. She began to whistle a jaunty, military air. For she felt as brave and elated as a soldier who had just fought his first battle.


*    *    *


Two of society’s “pretty fellows” met at White’s Club in St. James’s Street, London—that haunt of High Tories, adventurers and hangers-on—to turn their weak brains to a problem.


The Honorable Jonathan Barks was the owner of the problem. His friend, Mr. Percy Caldicott, was the gentleman who was to solve that problem.


Both were still exhausted after the brain-straining of the previous day. It had been spent in playing that intellectual game of Inventing the Lie. One started at a coffee house over at, say, the Temple, where one delivered oneself of the lie—in this case that the French had secretly taken over Dover—and then followed the lie as it spread from coffee house to coffee house and club to club. They had followed it all over London and watched with glee as it grew in magnitude, only to find to their chagrin that their beautiful lie had been exploded by evening by none other than the marquess of Canonby, who had damned it as rubbish. And what the great marquess damned as rubbish was promptly accepted by the rest of the beau monde as being just that.


“Pity about Canonby,” drawled Mr. Barks. “Curst spoiler of sport.”


“What’s yar problem,” yawned Mr. Caldicott, revealing a large mouthful of shattered teeth like the shelled ramparts of a besieged town.


“Him.”


“Who?”


“Canonby.”


“Oh. Want to get revenge of the fellow for shooting down our lie?”


“Strap me vitals! No! Want his favor.”


“At court?”


“Yas.”


Mr. Caldicott nodded wisely. He had often heard the moans of Mrs. Barks that she had not yet been presented in the royal drawing room. Everyone knew the marquess of Canonby had great influence.


“Wife complaining again?” he asked. He gave a spasmodic jerk of his head, took the implement euphemistically called a back scratcher out of his pocket, and applied it vigorously to his high-ladder toupee. A small gray louse rattled onto the table between them. Mr. Caldicott caught the insect between finger and thumb, popped it in his silver lice box, and snapped shut the lid with the satisfaction of a deer stalker bringing home a stag.


“Never stops complaining,” said Mr. Barks gloomily. “That’s why I keep her in the country. But she writes to say she’s coming to Town next month and if she ain’t presented at court, she’ll move her mother and herself up to Town permanently.”


“Gad’s ’oonds!”


“I found out that Canonby will be thirty-one at the end of the month, so I thought if I could hit on a present for him that would really please him, then I could ask him for a favor.”


“True. Vary true.”


“Well, think of something.”


Both men furrowed their brows in thought, making little cracks appear in the white enamel on their faces. Had they been washed and scrubbed, both men would have appeared different, Mr. Barks being fair and Mr. Caldicott swarthy. But blanc, rouge, wigs and powder, tight-lacing, high heels and the same affectations made them appear peculiarly alike.


“He’s got everything,” said Mr. Caldicott slowly. “We must hit on something rare, something that’s hard to come by in this day and age.”


“What about a virgin?” tittered Mr. Barks.


Mr. Caldicott looked at his friend in awe.


“Strap me. Blessed if you ain’t got it and with no help from me.”


“Got what?”


“The present. Get him a virgin. Not one of those pretend-virgins, not one of those whores, not a child neither, but a real slap-bang untouched fresh-as-day virgin.”


“Where in God’s creation do you find one of those?”


“Mother Blanchard.”


“Ah. But she’ll charge high, that abbess will. Very high.”


“Let me put it this way.” Mr. Caldicott leaned forward and rapped his friend on his embroidered knee with the ivory sticks of his fan. “It’s either a high price for a virgin, or it’s the wife and mother-in-law in Town—for life.”


“You have convinced me. We had best go and see the abbess now.”


Outside the club, the gentlemen climbed into two sedan chairs, Mr. Caldicott with his tall wig poking up through the trap at the top. The Irish chairmen with their exquisite burdens hurtled along the pavements in the direction of Covent Garden at a great rate, shouting, “Make way! Make way!”


That famous “abbess,” Mrs. Blanchard, listened carefully to the gentlemen’s request. She looked more like a country housekeeper than the owner and manager of one of London’s most notorious brothels. She had a round apple-cheeked face and blue twinkling eyes, and wore a sober gown of lilac silk with a decorous cap of white linen.


“I want beauty as well as virginity, mother,” said Mr. Barks after he had agreed to her staggering price. “And no money until I have inspected the goods!”


“Of course not, my dear gentlemen,” cooed Mrs. Blanchard. “I shall go on the hunt this very day.”


Polly Jones decided that her days of crime were over. As she sat on the London-bound wagon beside the waggoner, Mr. Silas Brewer, she thought with some wonder of how dangerously easy it all had been. She could not depend on such luck again. Now, she had enough money. She would never steal again. The day after the robbery, she had walked halfway to Hackminster before hiding behind a hedge and putting on her maid’s disguise and wrapping herself in the stolen cloak. Her hair was scraped up on her head in a demure knot under the white cap. She buried her old clothes in the field.


Then into Hackminster, seeking a jeweller in the back streets rather than one where there might be too many curious people about. With maidenly lowered eyes, she produced candlesticks, snuffbox and figurine, saying meekly that her mistress, who wished to remain anonymous, was in sore need of money. Native cunning made Polly refuse the first two offers as being too low and she settled for the third.


In case their loss had already been reported, she decided it would be risky to find a place on the stage coach, although she could easily have afforded it. She had walked several miles along the London road before she had hailed the wagon she was travelling in now and persuaded the genial Silas to take her up.


By the time the wagon lumbered over the cobbles of the City of London, Polly had heard most of Silas’s life story and the two had become fast friends—although Silas, a wizened little man who had talked for hours about his home in Shoreditch and his wife and three daughters, did not realize he had learned very little about his pretty companion.


“Can ye write?” he asked, as Polly swung down from the wagon, carrying a basket with her money and a few belongings.


“Yes,” said Polly.


“See here. I’ve got this scrap of paper.” He held out a grimy piece. “Write down me name and address, and if you’re ever in need o’ a friend, come to me.”


Polly wrote down his name and address and thrust the paper in her bosom.


“I’m going to find work as a servant, Mr. Brewer,” she said proudly. “I’ll come and call on you and Mrs. Brewer, for you’ve been ever so kind to me. But I won’t need help. I can take care of meself.”


She gave him a cheeky grin and a wave of the hand, and the restless, shifting London crowd swallowed her up.


But when Polly had gone a little way, she stopped and looked about her in bewilderment. She was sure this was not the real London. That other London of parks and palaces must lie elsewhere. Where should she start looking for work?


Fog was coming down, blurring the streets. The roar of the great carriages and brewers’ sleds rumbling over the cobbles was deafening. “Make way!” yelled a gouty-legged chairman, forcing her to dart off to one side. “Make room there!” screamed another fellow, driving a wheelbarrow full of nuts straight at her legs. Shouting voices in the streets assaulted her ears with a cacophony of sound. Have you brass pot, iron kettle, skillet or frying pan to mend? Two a groat and four for sixpence, mackerel! Stand up there, you blind dog. Will you have the cart squeeze your guts out? Buy my flounders. Turn out there, you country putt. Kitchen stuff, ha’ you maids. And above all the shouts, the terrifying blasts of a trumpet, the trumpet player carrying a placard advertising the rare sight of a calf with six legs.


Polly found herself near a church. She retreated up the steps to the shelter of the porch and looked out over the bustle of the City of London. The streets presented a picture of luxury and dirt, color and grime, rags and riches. The brilliant clothes of men and women of the upper class, the colored and gilded coaches, the liveries of the footmen and of the Negro pages, the gaudy signs which hung above every house and shop—these wonders were offset by the thick mud of the streets, the overflowing filth of the kennel, the sore faces of the beggars, the reeling drunkards, and the draggle-tailed hawkers and ballad singers.


But there was an excited, restless, strung-up excitement in the air which seemed to emanate from the very stones. Polly, defeated and dazed, nonetheless loved it all.


“Excuse me, my dear,” said a motherly voice at Polly’s ear.


Polly started and turned round.


A plump, pleasant woman stood there, smiling at her.


“You look lost,” she said. “May I be of some assistance?”


“Oh, yes,” said Polly gratefully. “I want employment as a servant and I don’t know where to start.”


The woman smiled again. “Just up from the country, are you?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Well, now, we are both lucky. I am housekeeper to a certain noble lord and am looking for a bright and willing girl. There’s a comfortable tavern near here. Why don’t we go along together and find out if we shall suit each other?”


Dazed with her good fortune and reassured by the woman’s motherly appearance, Polly agreed.


Soon she was drinking her first glass of gin and confiding in this comfortable woman who was so attentive and easy to talk to.


“It seems to me,” said the woman, “that you are just what I am looking for. What is your name?”


“Jones, ma’am. Polly Jones. My real name is Mary, of course, and I am nicknamed Polly.”


The woman patted her hand, her little blue eyes twinkling in her round apple-cheeked face.


“And my name is Blanchard. Mrs. Martha Blanchard of Covent Garden. Now, we’ll just have another gin and we’ll be on our way …”





CHAPTER TWO


The fact that this housekeeper had a carriage to take her home did not surprise Polly in the slightest. She assumed grand servants such as housekeepers must be on an almost equal footing with their masters.


Mrs. Blanchard had fallen silent. Polly gazed eagerly out of the carriage, always looking for the palaces and gardens of her dreams. But the fog was closing down as the carriage made its way under the ghastly severed heads of executed criminals stuck up on the gate at Temple Bar. Then, before they swung off the Strand to enter the crowded lanes of Covent Garden, Polly had one little glimpse of heaven.


A lady was alighting from a carriage, holding out her hand to take the helping hand of a young gentleman. The carriage lamps were lit and so the little tableau was surrounded with a soft circle of gold light. The young gallant was wearing a flowered waistcoat, tight to the figure, under a white satin coat. He had lace ruffles at his wrist and a foam of lace at his neck. He carried a gold-laced three-cornered hat. His sword had a gold hilt sparkling with jewels, and a sword sash of white silk embroidered with gold lay across his chest. He had silk stockings and gold-buckled shoes. His young clean-shaven face smiled out from below the shadow of an exquisitely curled and powdered Ramillies wig. But it was his lady who held Polly’s fascinated gaze.


Her gown had a flowered silk body and cream-colored skirts trimmed with lace. She had light blue shoulder knots, an amber necklace, brown Swedish gloves, and a silver bracelet. Her flowered silk belt of green, gray and yellow was tied to one side in a large bow. Her white powdered hair was covered with a large straw hat decorated with large green and yellow flowers. The carriage jolted on and the scene was lost to view. But it was a picture out of a fairy tale and Polly no longer saw the filth and grime or flinched at the noise and roar of the streets.


“Here we are, dear,” she realized Mrs. Blanchard was saying. Polly stepped down and Mrs. Blanchard followed. The house was tall and narrow with overhanging gables. Mrs. Blanchard produced a large key from her pocket and opened the door, then ushered Polly inside.


The hall was in darkness. There was a scraping of flint and then an oil lamp blossomed into life. Picking it up, Mrs. Blanchard pushed open a door that led off the hall. “Come into my little parlor,” she said over her shoulder to Polly.


Polly walked in and looked about her in amazement. Surely a housekeeper could not possibly be allowed such a principal room on the ground floor. Mrs. Blanchard was lighting branches of candles. Long, heavy brocade curtains were hung at the windows. The room boasted three red silk sofas and even had a thick carpet on the floor.


Then Polly’s heart began to race. Her country upbringing had given her an almost animal sense of danger. She felt it in the closed and scented air of the room.


“I do mind, Mrs. Blanchard,” said Polly carefully, “that I left some of my traps over in the City. I’ll just be off to fetch them.”


Mrs. Blanchard smiled and pulled hard on a bell rope. “As you will,” she said, “but first, let us take a dish of tea.”


“No, I thank you, ma’am,” said Polly firmly. She walked to the door, which opened before she reached it. Her way was blocked by two men in footmen’s livery. One was very tall and thin, and where his left eye should have been was a mess of criss-crossed scars. The other was small and broad with broken teeth, a blue chin and a low forehead.


“Come back and sit down, Polly,” said Mrs. Blanchard.


“No,” said Polly. “I …”


She broke off as she saw the smaller of the two men was holding a pistol, and that pistol was pointed straight at her.


She backed away, collided with a sofa and sat down abruptly. “She looks galleyed,” grinned the man with the pistol. “Introduce us, mother.”


“Certainly, my dears. This is Polly Jones. Polly, the smaller gentleman is Barney and the tall one with the beautiful eyes is Jake.”


“You don’t want me as a servant,” said Polly, fighting for calm. “Am I to be raped?”


This caused much hilarity. “No, no, my chuck,” said Mrs. Blanchard, wiping her streaming eyes. “I promised you you would go into a nobleman’s service and so you shall, if you’re a good girl. Take off your cap.” Barney raised the pistol menacingly. Polly slowly took off her cap.


“Unpin your hair.”


Polly drew out the wood pin from the knot at the top of her head. Her heavy chestnut tresses cascaded about her shoulders.


“Better and better,” murmured Mrs. Blanchard. “Now take off your cloak.’”


“Aren’t we at least going to play cards?” asked Polly sarcastically. She had heard gossip from the village boys that in London some of the grand folk would play cards, the loser each time having to take off a piece of clothing.


“A wit, i’ faith,” said Mrs. Blanchard in a hard voice. “Do as you’re told, girl.”


Polly took off her cloak. Over her black gown she was wearing the leather tight-laced bodice of the country girl.


“I think she could do with a dish of tea, mother,” said the man called Jake, drooping his one good eye in a wink.


“You are become soft-hearted, Jake,” grumbled Mother Blanchard. Her two henchmen sat down on one of the sofas facing Polly while Mrs. Blanchard got out the teapot, took out cannisters and pot, and then put a small silver kettle to boil on a spirit stove.


Polly’s mind raced. She must be calm. She must wait and watch for a means of escape. At last, Mrs. Blanchard handed her a cup of tea. Polly drank it, grateful for the taste of the refreshing, scalding liquid.


“You must tell me why you have brought me here,” she said loudly.


Neither of the three said anything. They watched, and waited. Polly saw Barney lower the pistol. She stood up to make a dash for the door but her head whirled, the ground rushed up to meet her, and she plunged down into a great black pit of nothingness.


Mrs. Blanchard stooped over her. “Off with you,” she said to Barney and Jake. “I want to examine the goods in peace and quiet.”


Polly Jones came slowly awake. She felt sick and groggy. At first she did not know where she was and wondered why her surroundings were so unfamiliar. Then it all came rushing back—London, Mrs. Blanchard, Barney and Jake, and the tea!


She sat up and groaned and clutched her stomach, feeling dizzy. After a while, the sickness passed. She found she was in a narrow bed and that she was naked. A blush of shame crept over her from the soles of her feet to the top of her head. She pulled a blanket about her and climbed out of bed and looked about. The small grimy window was barred. The door was locked. Apart from the bed and one chair, and one chamberpot under the bed, there was not another piece of furniture.


Gone were her money and her belongings.


From downstairs came noise and music. Polly threw back her head and screamed “Help!” at the top of her voice. No one came running. No voice answered.


She sat down on the edge of the bed, feeling tears prick at the back of her eyes. “No, Polly Jones,” she said aloud. “Now is not yet the time for weeping.”


There came the scrape of a key in the lock. Polly scrambled under the bedcovers and pulled them up to her chin.


Jake came in with a pile of clothing over one arm and a tray of food. “Eat this,” he said curtly, putting the tray on the floor. “There’s wine and it ain’t drugged. I’ll be back for you in fifteen minutes. Be ready.”


“What for?” demanded Polly.


“For yer eddication.”


“Education? What in?”


“Geography,” said Jake, and fell about laughing at his own wit.


Then he went out and shut the door behind him and locked it.


Polly got out of bed and examined the clothes. There was a sack gown made of tabinet with box pleats forming the straight back, a muslin shift and a lawn petticoat with huge bell ruffles at the end of its three-quarter-length sleeves. Polly put on the clothes, pulling the ruffles of her petticoat out of the sleeves of her gown. The gown was cut very low, exposing the top halves of Polly’s round firm breasts. In the summer at Upper Batchett, she had worn only her leather bodice and petticoat and had exposed just as much skin. But Mrs. Blanchard was the serpent who had entered Polly’s garden of innocence, and for the first time she felt immodest. She bent down and, lifting up her skirt, tore a long strip of lawn from her petticoat and tucked it into the top of her gown to form a kerchief. She looked at the food and wine, wondering whether it had been drugged. But she was ravenously hungry and knew she must keep up her strength for whatever lay ahead. There was a large piece of cold meat pie, a heel of bread, and a jug of wine. Polly demolished the lot. She sat nervously on the bed, waiting anxiously to see whether she would become dizzy again, but time passed and she began to feel remarkably well.


There was a fumbling and scraping at the lock, the door swung open, and both Barney and Jake stood there. “Come along o’ us,” said Barney, brandishing his pistol.


Polly walked before them, her head held high. Somehow she would escape this terrible place, out into that magic world peopled by wonderful creatures such as the couple she had seen in the Strand.


They urged her in front of them down a narrow staircase and into a room on the first floor. It was small and dark and lit only by one candle. Mrs. Blanchard sat on a stool next to a curtain which covered one wall.


“Now, my dear,” she said on seeing Polly, “you are to be trained to please a fine gentleman and you must learn our arts.”


“What did you do to me when I was drugged?” asked Polly harshly.


“Nothing,” said Mrs. Blanchard calmly. “I had to make sure you were a virgin, and you are, still. That is your worth. Come here, girl, and kneel on the floor by me.”


“Virgins ought to ’ave virginal minds,” said Barney suddenly from behind Polly. “Don’t see no reason for this.”


“Stow your whids,” grated Mrs. Blanchard, her voice coarse and sharp. “Keep her covered. Polly, kneel by me or you get your brains blown out.”


With a defiant shrug, Polly did as she was bid.


Mrs. Blanchard drew aside the curtain over the wall, revealing a small peephole. “Put your eye to that, Polly girl, and keep it there.”


Kneeling, Polly put her eye to the hole. She found herself looking directly into another room, at a sofa on which a man was lying while a female, naked to the waist, lay across him. He was drinking from a bottle of wine, occasionally setting it on the floor to fondle the girl’s breasts. The girl was about Polly’s age, and her eyes had a dead-fish look about them. Then the man stood up and said something and the girl got up as well. She hitched up her skirts and then lay down inelegantly on the sofa, one thin stick-like leg over the back. The man fumbled in his breeches and then mounted her.


Polly watched them indifferently. Had she been a town girl, the scene might have horrified and disgusted her. But she had seen animals mating too many times to find anything unusual and interesting about the spectacle before her. She had stumbled over too many coupling bodies on the hayfields to be alarmed. And yet a part of her mind, as innocent and untouched as only a virgin’s can be, wondered what all this had to do with love and honor. Her knees hurt from kneeling on the floor. She wanted peace and quiet to think. Obviously these people would expect some sort of reaction. So Polly cried out, “I cannot bear it!” and pretended to fall over in a faint.


“Oh, the pore thing!” she heard Jake exclaim.


“Don’t seem right,” grumbled Barney.


“Figs. What has come over you gallows-birds,” snarled Mother Blanchard. “You’ve been with me only two days and already you are turning soft. Do you know how much I’m going to get for handing this lovely into the marquess of Canonby’s bedchamber? A fortune!”


Polly lay very still. So she was to be sold. She thought hard. If she could not escape from this brothel—for she knew beyond all doubt where she was—then all she had to do was bide her time until she was delivered to this marquess. Neither Barney nor Jake nor Mother Blanchard would be expected to follow her into the nobleman’s bedchamber. There would be only Polly, and one aristocrat who would not expect any resistance.


Jake spoke from somewhere behind her. “This marquess wants a bit o’ novelty, mother. Stands to reason he wants a proper virgin, not one versed in the tricks o’ the whoring lay.”


“’S right,” drawled Barney.


“But if she knows how to please him,” said Mrs. Blanchard, “she may be in the way of putting some more money our way. If she don’t know how to please him, he may be shot of her quick.”


“Naw,” said Jake. “Them lords can get all the whoring they want. Like to do the eddicating themselves, if you ask me.”


“When did you turn philosopher,” grumbled Mrs. Blanchard. “Oh, very well. Lock her up in her room. My buyers are coming soon to see her. Her skin’s still tanned. I could cover her up with blanc, but she’d look better natural. Throw a jug of water over her.”


Polly quickly pretended to recover consciousness.


Barney escorted her up the stairs to her room. “A poor life for a man,” said Polly, confronting him, her hands on her hips.


“If you’d faced transportation as I ’ave, you’d not sneer,” said Barney grimly. “The law don’t bother Ma Blanchard and so they don’t bother me.”


“What was you arrested for?” asked Polly.


“Thieving wipes.”


“Stealing handkerchiefs. Pooh!” said Polly airily. “I did better’n that.”


“Go on, a child like yourself!”


“’S true. I took two silver candlesticks, a china piece and a gold snuffbox and sold ’em, ’cept your mistress took the money away with my basket.”


“You kin hang for that.”


“Why wasn’t you hanged?”


“Ma Blanchard was looking for workers so she hired witnesses outside the court to say I hadn’t done it. Did the same for Jake. Jake and me’s bin together since we was in the orphanage. So we come to work for her just this week. Don’t you go thieving, Poll, ‘cause that road leads to Tyburn.”


“You mean I ought to lead a clean and decent life by becoming some nobleman’s whore?”


Barney shifted his squat bulk uneasily. “Ain’t too bad,” he said. “You gets food and pretty clothes. Save all them baubles he gives you, if you like, and then me and Jake’ll take them to a fence for you.”


“A what?”


“A chap that buys stolen goods.”


“Fiddle-de-dee. I’ll sell ’em to a regular jeweller like I did the last.”


“Yes, but what if his nibs ups and says you stole them? And what was you about to pop stuff at a proper jeweller for? When it’s found missing, they’ll ask the jewellers and they’ll give a description o’ you.”


“Barney!” Mrs. Blanchard called from downstairs. Barney darted from the room, locking the door behind him.


In the long and weary days of her imprisonment that followed, Polly tried to engage Barney and Jake in conversation but they answered her curtly and refused to stay longer than necessary.


Christmas came and went, the event marked for Polly by a small sprig of holly placed on a slice of plum pudding. She looked sharply at Barney, knowing that Mrs. Blanchard would hardly have added this frivolous touch, but he only looked away and said gruffly, “Won’t be long now, Poll.”


The reason for the long delay was that the marquess of Canonby had decided to go out of Town and celebrate his birthday in the country. But he was to hold a party at the end of January, and Mr. Caldicott and Mr. Barks planned to present Polly to him then.


At the turn of the year, Polly was at last brought downstairs. Mr. Barks and Mr. Caldicott were going to call to inspect her. Her now-white skin was bathed in lemon juice to make sure it stayed that way. Her long tresses were twisted up in hot clay rollers. Then a little hairdresser who appeared terrified of Mrs. Blanchard unwound the rollers and proceeded to backcomb Polly’s hair up over a black silk cushion. When it had reached the desired height, it was dusted with a cloud of white scented powder. Then she was strapped into long stiff stays which pushed up her breasts. Over a blue quilted petticoat went a white satin stomacher laced from side to side with blue cord. The exquisitely frilled three-quarter-length sleeves of the petticoat were drawn through the sleeves of a gown of blue lutestring, looped up at the hem with garlands of silk daisies to show the petticoat. Blue shoulder knots ornamented the sleeves at the top and three strands of pearls were tied around her neck with a white satin ribbon. Small posies of daisies were placed in her hair just above her ears. She wore fine white silk stockings and black pointed shoes with high red heels. One of the prostitutes who was acting as lady’s maid for Polly’s embellishment muttered jealously in her ear, “Enjoy it while you may. You’ll soon be one of us,” and Polly looked at the girl’s young-old face and wasted figure and shuddered.
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