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About the Book

Nell Watkins doesn’t appear to be the ordinary star-struck girl to the burly doorman barring her way to the dressing room of beautiful musical comedy star Melissa Hargreaves. ‘Tell her,’ Nell insists, ‘I’m the girl from Gadsby’s.’

Earlier in the day, Melissa’s petulant complaint to the management of Gadsby’s famous fashion store led to Nell being promptly and unfairly dismissed. And now Nell wants Melissa to know just what her thoughtless words have resulted in. But unknown to Nell, Melissa is engaged to Tom Gadsby – with whom Nell is in love from afar. Conscience-stricken and distressed, Melissa uses her influence not only to get Nell her job back but in a more senior position, as buyer in the fashion department.

Nell is consequently torn with conflicting emotions. She is thrilled with this opportunity to put into practice the innovative ideas she has to bring Gadsby’s back into the forefront of fashion retailing, in direct opposition to Jonathan Gadsby, the stubborn owner of the store, and excited at the possibilities her friendship with the glamorous Melissa brings. But her new life also brings a loss – for Tom is totally under Melissa’s spell, and even when she deceives him, he forgives her – time and time again. Yet, Melissa and Nell’s friendship seems destined to survive against all the odds.
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Chapter One

‘Not even Queen Mary gets in ’ere, miss, not before a performance.’ And especially not someone as humble as Nell Watkins, the doorman’s voice seemed to suggest, goodnaturedly enough. There was no need for more. Alfred Hughes, ex-sergeant major, the Buffs, had spoken. The way to the inner mysteries of the Albion Theatre was inviolate to those who did not receive his blessing. He knew his job, and he knew that the cloche hat that had seen at least two seasons and the home-made costume with large hems, denoting that they had been turned up to meet the calls for ever-rising hemlines, were unlikely to figure in clothes worn by Miss Hargreaves’ social circle. So that, Hughes assumed, was that.

But he had reckoned without Nell.

‘She’s going to see me,’ she announced pugnaciously.

Hughes blinked, unwillingly impressed by the lively, determined brown eyes; even the bouncy unfashionable curls escaping from under the hat seemed to suggest that Nell was no ordinary star-struck lass. Nevertheless, ‘Not even Queen Mary—’ he began. Then, ‘’Ere, where d’yer think you’re going?’

Nell had had enough. Taking advantage of the fact that the doorkeeper for all his majestic height and build was laying down his law from behind the window in his cubbyhole office, and that it would take him at least a few seconds to get into the corridor, she hurried straight past him, breaking into a run. She had not the slightest idea where she would find the dressing room of Melissa Hargreaves, beautiful star of the London musical comedy stage and at present in the hit London Lady, but it should be simple enough, provided she eluded the retribution thundering after her.

‘’Ere! Come back ’ere!’ he yelled furiously. A vain hope.

‘I’m going to see her,’ she hurled back, as she shot round a corner to the right.

‘She won’t see the likes of you!’ Hughes panted round after her, by no means as fit as he had been on parade.

Nothing here, no dressing rooms, and he was gaining on her. Seeing a small staircase to the left, Nell ran up two steps at a time, hoping that her quick young legs would outstrip his. She was going to find Melissa Hargreaves and confront her, no matter what. Hughes made a grab at her jacket and missed, causing him to stumble then swear with all his old fluency.

At the top of the stairs Nell almost collided with a young man. Surprised to see Hughes who never normally left his post he stood stock still, causing the doorman to pull up momentarily.

‘Miss Hargreaves?’ Nell shouted at the young man. ‘Where?’

Automatically he jerked a thumb. ‘Along there, miss,’ sidestepping the wrong way and cannoning into Hughes. He was pushed unceremoniously aside as the doorman hurled himself after Nell.

This was it. From the large sign on the door, there was no doubting it. Nell thumped hard as Hughes arrived. He pushed her aside and stood with arms outstretched across the threshold facing her, a Horatio defending his bridge against all marauders – to the great surprise of the dresser who opened the door. Hughes’ great bulk almost filled the space.

‘Miss Hargreaves,’ Nell shouted, making an attempt to duck under his arm.

‘Hoh, no you don’t, miss.’ An enormous arm restrained her. Behind him, she could hear the bewitchingly beautiful, hated voice saying languidly, ‘Whatever is it, Hughes? I hadn’t realised you were such an admirer of mine.’

‘It’s one of those Bolsheviks, miss,’ Hughes replied savagely, as Nell was forced to bob up and down in front of him trying to see inside.

‘I’m not,’ she shouted.

‘Oh, what a pity. I’ve never met a real Red,’ Melissa replied with amusement. Anything to while away this tense time before curtain up. ‘Who are you then?’

‘Who are you?’ repeated Hughes, as if Nell, barred from sight of the goddess, was also deaf.

‘Nell Watkins.’

‘She says she’s Nell Watkins, miss,’ roared Hughes grimly, keeping his eyes firmly on Nell.

‘Who on earth is Nell Watkins?’ Melissa asked lightly.

Nell’s patience snapped as Hughes began ponderously: ‘Who—?’

‘Tell her,’ she yelled, ‘I’m the girl from Gadsby’s.’

The day had begun ordinarily enough. The train had been five minutes late arriving at Charing Cross, but Nell had run most of the way to Regent Street so that she could still walk, albeit breathless, through the staff entrance at Gadsby’s two minutes before the prescribed hour of nine o’clock.

‘Good morning, Mr Perkins.’

‘Morning, miss.’ Perkins, doorkeeper of the staff entrance to Gadsby’s, gravely marked down her exact time of arrival. Another ex-soldier, though not as grand as Harbottle, Gadsby’s commissionaire, another ex-sergeant major. Even now, early in 1925, there were many ex-soldiers of the Great War who had found no jobs, a few still reduced to selling matches in the streets. Those more fortunate took their duties very seriously.

Nell made the usual face, unseen by Perkins, and sped on her way down to the basement cloakroom. It was full as usual, but at this tense hour with locker doors slamming shut and arms flailing as the junior staff changed their clothes for the Gadsby ‘blacks’, there was little time or energy for conversation. Their ‘blacks’ were neither fashionable nor unfashionable. With their long sleeves, hemlines neatly between the dowdy and the outré several inches below the knees, and their neat white Peter Pan collars, Gadsby’s junior staff, sales assistants and understudies, though at least spared the indignity of wearing overalls like the humble trotters and matchers, were as indistinguishable one from another as the six uniformed page boys.

This morning, daringly, instead of the staff stairs Nell used the customers’ grand staircase while the floorwalker’s gaze was fixed on the front entrance, awaiting their arrival. It amused her to pretend she was one of the the elect, A Customer, as she minced, nose in the air, up the ornate curved staircase to the first floor. Every inch of gold paint on the banisters proclaimed how unique, how special Gadsby’s was, and how fortunate the customer had been in choosing to be dressed there. Retribution awaited her, however, as the immaculate guardian of the first floor spotted her arrival.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Mather,’ she said brightly. ‘Miss Danzy wanted something from Umbrellas in a hurry. They hadn’t got it,’ she remembered to add belatedly. Catch him checking with the Dragon, she thought with satisfaction. Even Mr Mather avoided confrontation with old Danzy.

Every one of her five foot five inches held regally upright, she sailed graciously through the palatial spaciousness of Gadsby’s first floor. Welcoming soft pink-patterned carpets, Louis XV-style chairs covered in rose red plush and gold paint, and comfortable ottomans awaited their customers. To her left were the coat and costume showrooms, rejoicing in the departmental name of Mantles. To the right was the magic world of which she was such an insignificant part. First came Teagowns, where a few stands showed ready-made floating dreams of georgette and chiffon, the models bought from Paris this spring. Discreetly displayed were a few silk and crêpe de Chine nightdresses and pink camiknickers; the latter were the only modest concession to modernity. Even more discreetly displayed were old-style heavy boned corsets, bust bodices and garment shields, flanked by a once daring pair of tango knickers. In another alcove blossomed a row of ready-made blouses. This, and the goods of the Sporting Wear department on the ground floor, represented the limit to which Gadsby’s was prepared to pander to modern taste. For beyond Teagowns was the Fashion Department, centring on the showroom, spearhead to the core of Gadsby’s business. Here there were no models displayed, merely chairs, side tables and ottomans. Here was the setting for a daily ritual attended by some of the richest women in England and representing the acme of haute couture.

Taking a deep breath and winking at Cissie and Winnie, the other two understudies in the department, Nell said meekly: ‘Good morning, Miss Danzy.’

The saleswoman’s legs, so angular they seemed to be protesting at an exposure that had been none of their making as hemlines inexorably rose, turned their owner round from her discussions with her two counterparts, Mrs Amble (‘Old Ample’ as she was fondly known) and Miss Beeson (‘The Beesknees’) to the girls. Miss Danzy was unquestionably the most formidable of the three.

‘Good morning, Miss Watkins,’ her thin voice acknowledged. ‘No doubt now you have joined us you’ll be good enough to inform the model room that Lady Lenham is coming in this morning, and will wish to see the entire range of day dresses.’ Her beads almost clacked in their owner’s indignation at being deprived of the opportunity to accuse her understudy of being late.

Nell’s heart sank. Lady Lenham was one of their most exacting customers. Unfortunately she was also one of the richest. Why did she have to come to the Dragon and not Old Ample or the Beesknees? Life was very unfair. Nell had been understudy to Miss Danzy now for three years. Sometimes she wondered how she had managed to endure it for so long. Before that the Dragon had terrified a succession of girls into leaving after only a few weeks. Nell had come to Gadsby’s five years ago, in 1920, as a humble eighteen-year-old matcher, rushing round London stores to match such things as lining fabrics when Gadsby’s own Fabric Department could not oblige. After a few months she was promoted to trotter, go-between between the showroom and the workroom, and since she was assigned to the sleeves’ workroom, grew heartily sick of all such appendages, from raglans to dolmans, caps to bells. She had seized the promotion which had been offered when, bored beyond belief, she gave in her notice, and thus came to the heart of Gadsby’s. The only flaw was the Dragon that guarded this castle.

Here, so far as Nell could see, she would stay. One did not become a saleswoman at Gadsby’s until at least thirty-five. Thirty-five, another twelve years. She might be dead by then, she thought despairingly. Not that she particularly wanted to be a saleswoman, but it was at least promotion, and some of those ideas bubbling inside her head might get a chance to emerge. After all, Gadsby’s was the summit of the dreams of most girls of her age, a fashion house frequented by the richest in society. With its huge façade on London’s Regent Street, sufficiently far down to be removed from the hurly-burly of Oxford Street, it remained superior in its uncompetitiveness. Even Harvey Nichols and Harrods were selling a few ready-made fashion dresses now, but not Gadsby’s.

Gadsby’s would go on just as it was for ever, until like the dinosaur it just faded out. That’s what Nell was beginning to think, after the first stars had faded from her eyes in the Fashion Department. Surely there could not be money enough in the world to keep Gadsby’s alive for ever? Though at the moment, in April 1925, one might be forgiven for thinking so. The prices of these dresses made her blink. Thirty guineas for an evening dress? That was nearly a year’s wages for Nell.

Today Lady Lenham was at her worst. Nell returned from a disgruntled model room, having ordered at the Dragon’s request all the day dresses to be ready – only to find her ladyship duly installed but demanding to see evening dresses. The Dragon however was equal to the occasion. ‘Certainly, Lady Lenham. Miss Watkins,’ a sharper note to her voice, ‘the Book if you please.’ Snap of the fingers.

Woof, woof, was always Nell’s muted reply as she rushed for the sacred Book giving details of all models with their respective numbers.

‘Numbers 8, 22, 32 and 40,’ the Dragon commanded of Nell, who resisted the temptation to touch her forelock as she rushed back to the model room.

‘Is that all?’ Lady Lenham’s deep voice enquired icily, after the last mannequin had paraded to silence despite the Dragon’s best oiliness. Her ladyship was cultivating the Queen Mary look today, Nell noted, with her upright back, almost ankle-length skirt and old-fashioned high-necked blouse.

The Dragon did not hesitate. ‘All that might be acceptable to madam. There is 21 of course, but perhaps not quite—’

Nell’s eyes opened wide. Twenty-one?

‘I’ll see it,’ Lady Lenham ordered contrarily.

‘Miss Watkins?’ Snap of the fingers.

Woof, woof.

Even the austere woman who ran the model room could hardly repress a smile when Number 21 had come in after the Paris spring parades. Everyone knew The Buyer was on the point of retirement, but this was proof she should have gone long since. The Buyer was the elderly personage in the neat black suit in overall command of the Fashion Department. She seemed to Nell ten foot tall, though reason told her she was only a few inches more than Nell herself. If The Buyer had a name, it was rarely used. Somehow The Buyer, like God, was above all that. The Buyer rarely made mistakes when she went to Paris on her twice, sometimes thrice yearly visits. Her taste was like Gadsby’s itself, on the conservative side, following a cautious distance behind the extremes of fashion, but sufficiently attuned to keep Gadsby’s of interest to the fashion journalists. While haute couture magazines like Vogue might not cover their shows, journals and newspapers for the general reader, such as the Daily Telegraph, Illustrated London News and The Lady did. But every so often, and increasingly now, Nell noted, she made mistakes. Normally these were glossed over in the general profitability of the Fashion Department. Number 21 was the exception. Since their own spring show two weeks ago, at the beginning of April, not only had no orders been received for it, but a distinct titter had been heard from some customers at its appearance. What was Paris thinking of? seemed the unspoken verdict. Full-skirted, full-bosomed and full-length, Number 21 stood out from mid-twenties’ fashion like a carthorse among thoroughbreds. Worse than its lack of adherence to modern lines was that it suggested pre-war days in its fussy ornamentation. Instead of one subtle use of feather, fur or ribbon, it poked them in at every opportunity, detracting even from the young mannequin’s beauty.

‘So unusual, Lady Lenham,’ was all the Dragon could find to say, in contrast to her usual eloquent pleadings.

‘I’ll take it.’

‘But—’

‘Exclusively, mind.’

‘Ah.’ This usually required delicate negotiation. Not today. ‘I think that could be arranged, Lady Lenham.’ Miss Danzy snapped her fingers. ‘Miss Watkins.’

‘Yes, Miss Danzy?’ Nell murmured deferentially as the fitter was summoned for measuring, and Nell noted down details of fabric and decoration. Miss Danzy was going to be pleased. The day was going well, Nell thought, relieved, as she hurried back from the Fabric Department having reserved a length of unfashionable moiré taffeta. Mr Polgarth, the buyer, had been only too eager to reserve it, especially when he heard whom it was for. She went back to the department in high good humour.

‘Good morning, Nelly Watkins,’ came a cheery shout, then long legs streamed past her in a most unGadsbylike way up the stairs, leaving her to answer weakly, ‘Good morning, Mr Gadsby,’ to the back of his immaculate sports jacket and incredibly wide, to her amazed eyes, flannel trousers flopping round the agile legs.

Her day was complete. Tom Gadsby, with his fair hair, blue eyes and happy laugh, had spoken to her. The heir to Gadsby’s itself and, in theory at least, general overseer of the store. But the latter didn’t seem to take up too much of his time. There was always plenty left, she deduced from the society pages, for his motor-racing and aviation projects. She had been in love from afar with him ever since she arrived as a starry-eyed eighteen-year-old to his then mature twenty. She told herself firmly that Tom Gadsby was a daydream, and had nothing to do with Real Life. Real Life was Joe Simpkins in Fabrics with whom she’d been ‘walking out’ – as it was still termed at Gadsby’s – for eighteen months. And, she was unpleasantly reminded as she reached the Fashion Department again, Real Life consisted of Dragons not fairy princes.

Whatever Tom Gadsby was saying to Miss Danzy was apparently pleasing her. He and Lady Lenham had managed the impossible. The Dragon was looking positively cheerful. Sometimes Nell dreamed that she would faint in Tom Gadsby’s path so that he would scoop her up and lay her gently on an ottoman where, unconscious, she would blurt out all her ideas for store management and the improvement of Gadsby’s. When she awoke, she would see his blue eyes, frank in admiration – and something else. Could it be the dawn of love? ‘By Gad, Nelly Watkins, you’re a wonder,’ he’d say, looking at her in quite a new way. Then Nell would laugh at herself. Firstly, she wasn’t the fainting sort. And, to be honest, so far as she could see Tom Gadsby had less interest in ideas for running Gadsby’s than in his motor-car magazines. Yet you could forget Rudolph Valentino and Douglas Fairbanks, in Nell’s view. Beside Tom Gadsby they were nothing.

Miss Danzy’s pleasure did not seem to extend to Nell, and her voice was as tart as ever as she commanded, ‘Miss Watkins, kindly escort Lady Lenham to the fitting room.’ Snap.

Woof, woof. ‘Yes, Miss Danzy. Would you come this way, Lady Lenham?’

By the time she returned there was no doubt that something was up. Everyone was running around like scalded cats, and the one customer still present, a new one, seemed to be receiving less than even old Ample’s full attention. There was no sign of the Dragon.

‘She’s in the model room,’ hissed Winnie, whisking by on her way to the internal telephone.

Wonders would never cease! ‘How did she know where it was?’ Nell whispered, daringly following her as unobtrusively as she could, lest her disappearance from her post be noted and reported.

‘The London—’ began Winnie, then broke off hurriedly as the Dragon swept through the doorway, firmly scooping up Nell in her wake.

‘Your place, Miss Watkins, is at my side, not engaged in idle chatter. I have been forced, in your absence, to carry out your work myself!’

‘But—’

‘But is not a word we use in Gadsby’s, Miss Watkins.’

‘No, Miss Danzy,’ murmured Nell mechanically, her mind still racing about what could be in the air.

‘Miss Melissa Hargreaves is arriving shortly.’

‘Yes, Miss D—Oh!’

Everyone under the age of seventy and most people over it had heard of Melissa Hargreaves, the beautiful talented star of London Lady. Nell rarely went to the theatre, but even she had queued up for the gods and seen this play, with its lively music and catchy songs. And the dresses! Shimmering silvers and golds, and a stage alight with colour and life in these new and exciting times. Melissa Hargreaves was known for her roles in romantic musical comedy, and opinions differed as to whether her singing, dancing or comedy acting technique were best. Women, just as men, took her to their hearts, her innocent blonde beauty stirring protectiveness in both, as she danced her way on stage from adversity to true love and marriage in plot after plot.

And this paragon was about to descend on Gadsby’s! Every time the bell went to alert the floorwalker that a new customer was coming up the stairs, or in the elevator, they jumped to attention like the gardeners preparing for the arrival of the Red Queen. There were five false alarms before Melissa Hargreaves eventually floated in. There was no doubt it was she, for that lovely face had been photographed in every magazine in England. Today, Nell saw, it wore a petulant frown. So she was not pleased to be here – unless she always looked like that of course. It contrasted oddly with her otherwise ethereal fairy-tale image: a slim sky blue coat trimmed with a narrow strip of white fur at the bottom, on the cuffs and the collar, and matching hat. Tiny delicate bar shoes in the same colour, white clutch bag and gloves . . . Nell’s eyes drank in the picture with the same admiration and look of envy that she had for the Royal Family or Mary Pickford.

Miss Danzy bustled forward. ‘Miss Hargreaves, such a pleasure. Do sit down. May we bring you some tea?’ She snapped her fingers.

‘Coffee,’ contradicted Melissa Hargreaves, slipping her coat from her shoulders into Nell’s eagerly waiting hands with one dexterous movement, revealing an incredibly short tunic dress in the same blue with a white trim. Snap of Dragon’s fingers. Woof woof. Nell ran to hang up the precious coat, and to order the coffee.

‘What can we have the pleasure of showing you, Miss Hargreaves?’ the Dragon was purring on her return.

‘Dresses, I suppose,’ the beautiful but sulky voice replied, crossing one leg over the other in bored fashion. How on earth did she judge it so precisely so as not to reveal her stocking tops? thought Nell, lost in admiration. It was a major preoccupation with most of her friends, though less with her since her mother kept a strict eye on the length of her skirts which shot up and down like yo-yos according to whether she was at home or not. Lucky she had learnt to sew so quickly.

‘Evening dresses, madam?’

‘Good heavens, no.’ The voice intimated that she would not entrust anything so vital to Gadsby’s. ‘Ascot, Henley, garden parties, that sort of thing.’

‘Ah, yes, we have a particularly fine range. And how many, madam?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. About twenty, I suppose.’

‘Twenty?’ Danzy shrieked almost uncontrollably, as Nell stifled a gasp. Twenty? Three or four was usually the maximum.

Melissa languidly raised her eyebrows. ‘Do you not have as many as that?’

‘Naturally, naturally,’ Miss Danzy murmured weakly, then rallied. Snap of fingers, and Nell removed the coffee cup as Melissa bestowed a brilliant smile upon her. But she’s not seeing me, Nell realised instantly. Why should she? She must meet hundreds and thousands of Nells.

‘Perhaps you might prefer to order them in groups of four or five at a time?’ the Dragon suggested helpfully.

Nell bit back a laugh. The helpful note was for the benefit of their workrooms already rushed off their feet by orders for the social season.

‘No, thank you. I will order now. And have them fitted altogether. Delivery by the middle of May.’ The charming smile that accompanied this astounding statement was implacable.

She’ll tell her to push off, she’ll have to, thought Nell, amused. Not even Danzy could get the workroom to agree to this outrageous proposal. But astoundingly the Dragon seemed to be submitting after a few words about consulting the fitters.

Nell was busy in the model room for the next twenty minutes as it was galvanised into activity. She rushed from department to department on behalf of the models borrowing shoes, hats, umbrellas that no one had expected to be showing today. Not to mention the surreptitious borrowing of a few ready-made tennis and motoring dresses to gloss over gaps.

Melissa Hargreaves regarded the parading mannequins in silence, puffing occasionally at a cigarette, to old Ample’s visible horror. Half an hour later she announced she liked none of them.

‘Perhaps in a different material,’ Miss Danzy announced in a steady voice. Snap, woof woof, and Nell was off, racing down to the Fabric Department to fetch the pattern book. Melissa Hargreaves flicked through it in silence, despite the Dragon’s increasingly desperate suggestions. Then she looked up, bestowing her brilliant smile once more on Nell. ‘I’m afraid,’ she said, sighing, ‘I still don’t like them.’

‘Perhaps in the piece,’ said Miss Danzy firmly. She admitted no failure.

Resignedly Nell rushed down to Fabrics yet again.

‘Miss Danzy wants the lemon shantung, peach georgette, ivory silk.’ She reeled off a string of requirements, daringly adding one of her own which she thought might suit Melissa. Fortunately she got on well with Mr Polgarth – indeed she was popular with the whole department, especially Joe, whom it was widely assumed she would marry. This morning she wasn’t popular with any of them, however, as they obscurely seemed to blame her. Almost the entire departmental staff had to form a procession to carry the heavy rolls up to the showroom.

One after the other the young men threw the rolls of fabric on the carpeted floor, unrolling them with practised ease, to display their virtues at Melissa’s feet. The golden-haired goddess sat surrounded by her tribute of colour from palest ivory to bright greens and reds.

‘No,’ she said simply. A shudder ran almost visibly round the room, the word ‘time-waster’ in everyone’s mind if not on their lips. Every one of those rolls now had to be painstakingly rolled up again and carried down to the Fabric Department again. Perhaps something of their feelings communicated itself to Melissa. ‘Wait,’ she commanded and looked again.

‘That one,’ she pointed at a rose-pink georgette, ‘has possibilities for Ascot.’ It was Nell’s choice, a fact that most rapidly communicated itself to the Dragon and boded no good for Nell. But for the moment, sales came first.

Having yielded ground, Melissa then went all the way. Nell was kept busy as the Dragon snapped instructions at her for writing down in the Book. Number 26, as model, citron shantung. Number 51, no cuffs on sleeves. Otherwise as model. Allow ½ yd extra. Number 72, collar facings to be in contrasting material. Number 34 – no sleeves.

‘Oh, no,’ said Nell involuntarily.

Two pairs of astounded eyes were turned on her.

‘It wouldn’t suit you,’ Nell blurted out, conscious of her mistake yet blundering further in. ‘It would make your arms look fat.’

Melissa’s mouth fell open in astonishment. Tears welled up in her eyes. ‘I have not got fat arms,’ she cried pettishly. ‘Did you hear what she said to me?’ she shouted at the Dragon who did not disappoint her. A smile of triumph on her lips, she turned to her victim.

‘Kindly leave the room, Miss Watkins. You will report to the Fourth Floor in an hour’s time.’

So there was to be no reprieve. Fourth Floor was a fate reserved for the worst offenders. Minor misdemeanours were dealt with in the directors’ office on the ground floor, where two directors, ostensibly named Counting House director and Supplies director, in fact did the work of the usually absent Store director, Tom Gadsby. Head held high Nell left the showroom, watched in pity by her friends, to take refuge in the cloakroom for an hour, too much in shock to cry or even ponder on the rebuke that would lie ahead. It was so unfair.

At one minute to twelve she was on the Fourth Floor, the holy of holies. She walked past the board room, past the directors’ dining room, diving past Tom Gadsby’s own personal room. Heart sinking she knocked at the door which was the Fourth Floor.

‘Come in.’ A bark from within. Bracing herself, she opened the door and walked in. For only the third time in her career, she was face to face with Jonathan Gadsby.

Jonathan Gadsby would be seventy-five years old in August and had every intention of living another seventy-five to ensure Gadsby’s survival until at least the twenty-first century. He looked rather like Methuselah too, with his long white beard, old-fashioned side-burns and gleaming bright eyes. Age could not wither the governing director of Gadsby’s. Jonathan’s word was law. He might have directors, but he took care they owned no more than one share each. Power was firmly in the hands of Jonathan Gadsby, and in due course would pass (in the twenty-first century) to his grandson Tom. Tom’s father Nevil, destined for this mantle, had been killed in the Great War and since then Tom had been the lodestone towards which Jonathan’s plans were directed. Tom could do no wrong for he was a Gadsby. Indeed, since he was now the only (male) Gadsby save Jonathan himself, he had to be the heir, whether he showed aptitude or not. That he had not, and would not, was an unfortunate fact that Jonathan, astute as he was in every other way, succeeded in ignoring.

In 1870 Jonathan had come to help his uncle William Bush to run the thriving draper’s shop he owned in North Kent, not far from where Nell now lived. Within five years young Jonathan had added a thriving outfitting department, and within fifteen, leaving his uncle’s modest expectations far behind him, had expanded Bush and Nephew into a chain of such stores all over Kent.

In 1890 his uncle died and in grudging recognition of the role played by his nephew, left the empire to him. Ungratefully, Jonathan promptly sold it. With the proceeds he formed a company, appointed himself governing director for life in order to retain maximum control, and took a lease on two shops in London’s increasingly fashionable Regent Street. He realised that changing times brought new opportunities, and that while ladies’ bloomers and stockinette vests would sell steadily for ever, they were unlikely to bring the name of Gadsby the fame and fortune he craved. The new craze for cycling, however, brought a new need. Women were getting more adventurous, and their everyday clothes were not merely no longer suitable, but were positively dangerous. Fashionable women required a fashionable store to set this matter right.

So Gadsby’s opened up in a modest way to sell ready-made bicycling and golfing clothes and accessories; the idea appealed, the advent of motoring brought a new and younger clientele to Gadsby’s as it leapt whole-heartedly to meet the challenge and became a store for go-ahead young ladies. It seemed a natural progression to meet all their fashion needs. Jonathan promptly took a lease on as many buildings fronting Regent Street and adjoining Gadsby’s as he could; the future of the store was assured.

Jonathan was then fifty, and as full of fight and enthusiasm as ever. Gadsby’s became a fashion house, buying Maison la Ferté models from Paris and copying them for its customers with its own expert workrooms on the third floor, in which now buzzed and hummed nearly two hundred busy bees. The giddy young things of 1900 were now sober matrons, but equally fashion conscious, and remained faithful to Gadsby’s. The more conservative of them had emerged from the war with impaired finances that were speedily improved, the Gibson and Gaiety girls of Edwardian days married prosperously into the aristocracy, and in addition a whole new class of nouveaux riches was emerging. All conspired to ensure Gadsby’s prosperity in the giddy days of the early- and mid-twenties. Its wealthy customers were unaffected by the industrial slump of 1921, but shared fully in the reckless spending and gaiety that followed it in a country that, having survived the deprivations of the Great War, was fully convinced that it could never be threatened again. If Jonathan ever sniffed a hint of changing times he firmly ignored it. Gadsby’s would prosper no matter what; it had always done so and would continue to do so.

Sometimes now his eagle eye observed on his daily perambulation of the store, however staff tried to hide the fact, that customers on the premises were not quite so numerous as before; he saw from the books that increasing numbers of regular customers were too infirm to leave their homes or arrived in bath chairs, and that of the new customers, the younger ones tended to be the daughters of the older. He ignored the implications and so had not been pleased when three years ago a junior member of staff had brightly pointed this out to him, together with a few wild ideas from her Olympian height of saleswoman’s understudy as to how the situation could be improved. He had been on the point of reneging on the promotion he was about to offer her when he remembered that she was the protegee of Emmeline Parks, the sweetheart of his youth. Nevertheless, he decided to keep an eye on her. He didn’t want revolutionaries in Gadsby’s.

‘Come in,’ barked Methuselah.

The door opened. He never forgot a face, even if names sometimes eluded him.

‘It’s you again,’ he roared at her.

‘Yessir,’ Nell managed to admit.

‘You were the one bleating to me about encouraging younger customers?’ he informed her grimly. ‘This how you propose to treat them? Insult them?’

‘Yes, no, sir!’ She stumbled on the words.

‘Not at Gadsby’s, young woman. Dismissed. Get your wages from the Counting House and go.’

‘But—’ She stood her ground, stung with shock and injustice.

‘Go’.

‘But’ was not a word to be used at Gadsby’s.

‘I just wanted you to know, that’s all,’ Nell finished after her tirade to Melissa. How dare she so lightly play with the lives of others with no thought for the consequences? For it hadn’t been just the Dragon’s doing, much as she’d welcomed the chance no doubt of ridding herself of her turbulent understudy. Gadsby’s was fair, if strict. There would have to be a direct complaint from the customer before dismissal would be contemplated.

Melissa’s hand was poised in the air, still waving an eye-brush, as she absorbed the consequences of her visit. ‘You were sacked. Oh dear.’ Her eyes were full of tears, Nell saw with amazement. She surely could not be faking that. She was really distressed. ‘All the same you shouldn’t have said my arms were fat,’ Melissa added firmly.

‘I didn’t,’ Nell stated flatly, cheeks flushed. ‘I said if you had that dress sleeveless, they would look fat.’

‘It’s the same thing.’

‘It’s not,’ said Nell exasperatedly. ‘Look, this dress you’re wearing has cap sleeves, and your arms look slender and pretty. Now look.’ Somewhat nervously she pushed the flimsy silk back over the shoulder, with the shoulder bone showing. ‘Your slender neck, and the bone structure here, make the bare shoulders look—’

‘Like a hunk of beef,’ said Melissa entranced, turning from her mirror to laugh up at Nell, eyes sparkling.

‘I was going to say, “larger than they need”,’ said Nell primly, catching Melissa’s eye and bursting into laughter with her.

As they subsided, Melissa stared at Nell with troubled eyes. ‘Oh, but what can I do?’

‘You can’t do anything,’ she said defiantly, ‘and I don’t want you to.’ That wasn’t what she had come for. ‘I just wanted you to know what your bad temper resulted in.’

She held her breath as Melissa scowled. Would she explode? No. Suddenly the famous smile that had bewitched London shone out.

‘You’re quite right,’ she agreed. ‘I was bad-tempered. I didn’t want to go to Gadsby’s for my frocks.’ She made a face. ‘I wanted to go to Drécoll in Paris.’

‘Then why change your mind?’ Nell asked, puzzled.

‘To please my fiancé,’ said Melissa disarmingly. ‘and now see what I’ve done. Oh, Nell,’ she burst out suddenly, ‘I’ve had a splendid idea.’

‘I don’t want—’ she began alarmed, beginning to back out.

‘Stop,’ commanded Melissa fiercely. ‘Come here.’ She patted the seat next to her. ‘Wait while I get this make-up plastered on. Ugh. Bother beastly old greasepaint.’

Nell watched curiously, uneasily aware that she had no place in this room full of ordered racks of dresses and accessories, as much a working room as any at Gadsby’s.

‘You must stay to the performance,’ Melissa informed her. ‘I’ll arrange a seat. And afterwards I shall ask my fiancé to get you your job back.’

‘I don’t want my job—’ Nell began automatically, but stopped. Of course, she did. She couldn’t lie, however much pride urged her to. She needed her job and she wouldn’t get another easily after dismissal for insolence. ‘I can’t,’ she improvised. ‘I might miss the last train to Bexleyheath.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Melissa airily, waving this aside. ‘We’ll drive you home and on the way we’ll discuss what to do about the silly old job. Won’t that be top-hole?’

‘But what can your fiancé do about my job?’ Nell asked, bewildered.

‘Quite a lot,’ said Melissa offhandedly. ‘He’s Tom Gadsby.’

Nell had the box to herself, torn by conflicting emotions at the events of the day. Overriding them was firstly a sense of excitement and anticipation that she, Nell Watkins, should be sitting in grand style in a box at the Albion in her home-made checked costume, the guest of the famous Melissa Hargreaves. Secondly, the numbness of loss.

Melissa had struck her yet another blow, albeit this time not her fault, when she told her of her engagement to Tom Gadsby. The trouble with daydreams, Nell thought ruefully, was that like bubbles they punctured all too easily. Of course Tom Gadsby would be in love with someone like Melissa Hargreaves. Especially Melissa. He had fallen under her spell, just as she had herself by now. How was she going to bear seeing them together?

The rise of the curtain took her mind off Tom Gadsby temporarily. Although she had seen it before, it seemed entirely new to her. Melissa played the chauffeur’s daughter who is forced to stand in for her father when he is taken ill and drives Binksie Fullilock, the son of the household, with whom she is hopelessly in love, to see his fiancée, the Honourable Winifred Hunt. Naturally all comes well in the end, with Binksie realising that true happiness lay with his lady chauffeur, not with the Honourable Winifred. The plot was slight, the effect was not when the songs, music and dancing were added together. ‘Raising the bonnet,’ the daring ‘Love-all, deuce it’ and the wistful ‘You were but a dream’ had the audience humming as they left. Nell grinned ruefully as she watched Melissa singing plaintively of her love. Tom was real enough for Melissa. Well, surely now she knew he was engaged, Nell would be able to forget him? Perhaps she’d even marry Joe . . . Perhaps together they’d be able to impress old Gadsby with their ideas. With a jerk, she realised that at the moment there was every likelihood she would never see Tom, Joe or Gadsby’s again. Nevertheless Melissa had said . . . Pulling herself together she imperiously demanded entrance at the stage door afterwards, grinning at her triumph as with barely concealed rage Hughes admitted her. Not personally though. He scored his revenge by putting her in charge of a bell-boy.

‘By Jove, if it isn’t our Nelly Watkins,’ announced Tom, astounded, opening the door to her.

‘Not yours any longer, Tommy darling,’ Melissa called, still changing behind a screen. She popped her head up over the top to shout a joyous hello and shortly emerged wearing a flimsy copper and green tissue dress, its metallic threads sparkling and highlighting the gold of her hair. ‘I have done the most terrible thing, and you’re going to put it right for me.’

Tom’s eagerness changed to slight wariness.

‘I got her sacked but she needs her job back. You see, Tommy,’ a break in her voice, ‘her family depend on her. You have a starving, weakly mother, don’t you, Nell? And a baby sister dying of consumption?’

‘By Jove, I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Tom uneasily. ‘Er, where’s your pater these days?’

‘Very much alive and maintaining the household, which is entirely healthy,’ said Nell firmly. ‘But I do want my job back, Mr Gadsby.’

‘Leave it to me,’ he said grandly, looking at Melissa devotedly.

‘That’s all right, then,’ Melissa said happily. ‘Now we’re motoring to Bexleyheath, Tommy.’

‘Bexleyheath?’ he bleated. ‘But we were going to the 43 Club. Dash it, Melissa, I haven’t had supper yet.’

‘I don’t need—’ Nell began.

‘Nonsense,’ said Melissa happily. ‘It’s nothing in the darling Fanny-Lea, is it, Tom? Not to my dear old Tommy Atkins.’

‘Nothing at all,’ Tom agreed fervently, as she brushed her lips against his cheek.

The night was April enchantment. Even from the dicky seat of the Lea-Francis, even suffering from the pangs of lost love. Nell held her face up to the cool breeze, savouring every moment. In front of her two blond heads were close together, singing lustily and alternately ‘Always’ and ‘The Robbers’ March’. At the moment they were the two beings she loved best in all the world, bent towards each other in adoration yet including her in their enchantment, engulfing her in their own happiness. South London seemed almost beautiful as the Lea-Francis sports car glided through it; the Old Kent Road was imbued with a special magic all its own; New Cross, seen only from the crowded train in the mornings, suddenly seemed romantic, and up on to Blackheath.

‘Hope we don’t meet any highwaymen,’ shouted Nell ridiculously, holding on to her hat. ‘That’s what it’s known for.’

‘I’d love to meet a huge, dark highwayman,’ shouted Melissa happily. ‘He’d sweep me off just like Valentino in The Sheik. You wouldn’t mind, would you, Tommy?’

‘Yes, I would.’

‘Silly old pooh-bear. I’d come back to you, after he’d had his wicked way. You’d look after him while I’m away, won’t you, Nell?’

‘Yes,’ she yelled happily, her role somehow now delineated. She took her hat off and let the wind blow her unruly curls as it would. She did her best with kirby grips and bandeaux to make them conform to current sleek hairstyles, but when they refused she gave in to them, acknowledging that sleek shingles and bingles were not for her. All the same, she admired the back of Melissa’s wavy but sleekly shingled hair a little wistfully.

‘I say, I recognise this,’ said Tom suddenly.

‘It’s Shooter’s Hill,’ Nell told him.

‘Thought so,’ he said, pleased. ‘Isn’t there a big park near here?’

‘Yes,’ she told him. ‘Danson Park. It’s being opened to the public by the council this year.’

‘I used to stay there before the old girl who owned it died. Landed the old Avro in the park, hauled out the old bag and into the mansion. Nice little pile. Grandfather knew the family. Did you ever meet the old girl?’

‘Not socially,’ Nell said a little drily.

‘You’d have liked her,’ Tom assured her over his shoulder.

Ten minutes later they drew up outside ‘Watkins’ Draper and Outfitters next to the Crook Log Post Office, and Nell jumped out, painfully aware of the difference in the window display compared with Gadsby’s. Where Gadsby’s displayed a single garment in stately splendour, Watkins’ stuffed every nook and cranny with its wares.

‘Jolly little shop,’ pronounced Tom approvingly of her mother’s lovingly ordered selection of cambric handkerchiefs, dishcloths and curtain nets, and her father’s bolder display of long-johns and vests.

Nell caught Melissa’s eye. Melissa looked innocent, and Nell laughed.

‘Come in on Monday,’ said Tom casually. ‘Elevenish. I’ll have sorted something out for you.’

She stood and watched as he cranked up the Lea-Francis and off they roared into a magic world of their own, a world that she had briefly shared. She was still in love, this time with them both, as Melissa’s voice singing ‘If you were the only boy in the world’ floated back in the night air. Later, she was to remember. Remember how true, how false.

Miss Emmeline was the tall one, Miss Gertrude the short one. They were both in their early seventies, but Nell never thought of age in connection with them. To her they had always looked the same, ever since as a child of about ten her mother had taken her on the tram to Welling to have her first dress made for her. Parks’ Dressmakers was infinitely more respectable than ready-made cheap stores elsewhere. They lived then above the store. In the windows only a few stuffed canvas models with a sad-looking frock or two were displayed. One had to know about the Misses Parks, who disdained cheap publicity. Their work, painstaking, respectable, reliable and thorough, was done in the fitting and workrooms beyond, a business involving infinite tact and integrity where in a village such as theirs trade mostly depended on the wives of rival shopkeepers and traders.

‘Nell, you have been sitting in that chair for fifteen minutes without speaking,’ Miss Emmeline informed her.

‘I’ve got to tell Father I’ve got the sack.’

‘The sack?’ said Miss Gertrude, shocked at this colloquialism more than the news. ‘Dear Jonathan dismissed you?’

‘I suppose he couldn’t really do much else,’ said Nell fairly.

Miss Emmeline looked severe. ‘Did you deserve it?’

‘No, but—’

‘Then I shall have words with Jonathan,’ she announced. She looked as if she were about to don her old wide-brimmed flowery hat straight away. The two Miss Parks still wore full-length skirts and high-necked blouses, and the demise of their shop had undoubtedly been hastened since in modesty they could not bring themselves to adapt to rapidly shortening hemlines. They were getting on in years and their day was over, they concluded. They closed the shop at Easter 1920 and with it went the old-fashioned mid-Victorian dressstands with their modest lack of shape, over which lengths of fabric were displayed for decency’s sake when not in use; the smell of damp woollens being pressed into shape; the rows of pincushions, the button-boxes and pieces box. All of these Nell had loved.

It was to Miss Emmeline and Miss Gertrude she had come to ‘learn her trade’. Her father had assumed she would help her mother serve in the shop when she left school at fourteen, as she had done all her life. Her mother was called down from their upstairs rooms when ladies required to purchase intimate garments, and from her earliest years Nell would follow curiously to see the matrons of Bexleyheath and Welling sitting in the straight upright wooden chairs in line, waiting to be served. How she had loved as a child sorting out cottons and pins, braids and ribbons and above all buttons. Buttons of all shapes and sizes – bachelor buttons for men, buttons for ladies with butterflies.

As she grew up she became interested in other aspects, however: how the shop worked, its profit, its weak lines. Was it not uneconomic to stock those huge bloomers for Mrs Waites when she was the only one who ever bought them? And, yes, she realised that it was a service to please a customer, but there was only a certain amount of room in the shop and could they not start stocking brassieres for instance, to attract a wider trade? But her father wasn’t interested. He had a son to whom to leave the shop, Nell’s older brother Alfred. She could serve under him if she liked, but as for running things, no. Women, he explained kindly enough, did not understand business. That Nell patently did while her brother did not, much preferring to fiddle with the excitements of electricity, passed him by.

When she left school, Nell refused point-blank to work in the shop. Perplexed at this ugly duckling in their nest, they asked what she proposed to do. She would go to work in London, she told them. At Gadsby’s, she added with pride. Her father had laughed her to scorn. Without training? Impossible. This was something she had not considered. Her mother had then had a brilliant notion and apprenticed her awkward daughter to the Misses Parks in Welling High Street, who had taken a fancy to her. They were growing old, possibly even – her imagination ran riot – Nell might run the business for them in due course. She did not communicate this brainwave to Nell’s new employers, which was just as well since the Misses Parks, proud as they were of their fledgling, were as intransigent in their way as old Gadsby himself. They would make up dresses for the more affluent of their customers from sketches in ladies’ magazines, and that was as far as fashion would go for them. Nell had four years’ hard apprenticeship; sewing, learning to make toiles and patterns, making-up, fitting – and less successfully in tactful negotiations with customers.

‘You will never make a fitter, dear,’ Miss Emmeline informed her after she had stuck pins into Mrs Pilker’s large bottom.

‘You will never made a needlewoman, dear,’ Miss Gertrude clucked over her fingers blooded in the fray of making a toile on the dress stand, forcing needles through the stiff mull.

But they kept her on for they knew what Nell could do, which was far more important. She had an eye. She knew instinctively what would suit and what would not. With her endless poring over fashion pages, she knew what went with what, what current trends were, and where they might lead; she became adept at persuading customers into buying what suited them, and not what didn’t. She learned to sew and fit well enough to pass. She learned about materials; what they could achieve, how they could enhance or detract, where and if they would give.

But even Nell could not keep the Misses Parks in business. The more affluent of the ladies of Welling now went to London to buy their dresses by the railway which had come to Welling in 1895, and as soon as the war ended travelled up to ‘town’ far more freely than hitherto. A small faithful core remained with the Misses Parks and grew old along with them, until their energy came to a standstill. They shut up their shutters for good, leased the shop to a draper and moved to a house in the Bellegrove Road. First, however, they thought of Nell. Miss Emmeline put on her hat one day and paid a venturous trip to London to see her old suitor, Jonathan Gadsby. Gadsby summoned Nell, looked her up and down, assessed her as a potential troublemaker, but unable to refuse Miss Emmeline anything, took her on as the lowliest of the low, a matcher.

‘You can tell Mr Jonathan Gadsby,’ announced Miss Emmeline now, ‘that I shall visit him myself if he does not reinstate you immediately.’ She paused and went pink. ‘If all else fails, you may mention The Hat.’

‘The Hat?’ repeated Nell blankly.

‘The Hat.’ Miss Emmeline pressed her lips together firmly.

Nell dressed with care, vigorously trying to sleek down her hair with a little brilliantine in the hope of keeping it subdued. She must be ready for whatever might face her at Gadsby’s. Of course Mr Tom Gadsby might have forgotten. So might Melissa, she thought without rancour. Or perhaps his father would just refuse to reinstate her? No, probably not, for Jonathan’s blind adherence to Tom’s decisions was a byword in the store.

When his father was killed, Tom, then seventeen, had been rapidly deflected from his chosen career of pilot and ordered to train to be the heir to Gadsby’s. He was given a whirlwind tour, working a month in each department, beginning in the Fashion Department (not a success), Teagowns and Lingerie (even less), Mantles (moderate success), the Counting House (he survived), the workrooms (blank incomprehension), Fabrics, Men’s Department (only slightly less of a disaster than Fashion), Hats (surprisingly, he took to this), Umbrellas and Scarves, Sporting Wear (his favourite, for Gadsby’s had always kept a strong line here and augmented it keeping a careful eye on new fashions in sports), Shoe Department, Gloves and Hosiery, Haberdashery and Jewellery.

After all this, the directors knew, the staff knew and Tom knew that he would never make a manager. The only person who did not was Jonathan Gadsby and he was the only one that mattered. Tom’s every hesitant suggestion was put into instant effect, to the despair of his fellow directors who took comfort in the fact that he made very few. Tom’s roving brief of Store Manager meant nothing, except when he chose to exert his influence, which was virtually never – save on this Monday morning.

Nell found herself automatically walking to Gadsby’s though it seemed odd to be arriving at eleven o’clock. She had not dared tell her parents, comforting herself that if she was lucky they need never know, but was she customer or staff? she puzzled. Which door should she use? In the end she elected boldly for customer and brazenly walked past the head commissionaire, an act which in itself could ensure dismissal for junior staff.

‘Good morning, Miss Watkins.’

Nell almost stumbled on her new high heels in shock at the unexpected greeting. This was very strange. She hurried to the main staircase and with head held high marched up the stairs, aware that the ground floor walker who had never hitherto given her a second look was staring at her. News of her dismissal had obviously travelled quickly. She hurried along to the next flight lest her old friends from Teagowns notice. They did, amid a curious and sudden hush.

And up to the workroom floor; through a glass panel she saw Mr Bolton staring at her, second only to directors in authority. Mr Bolton’s Room, as it was always known, was the clearing house for every transaction between showroom and workroom in theory, and in practice, it seemed, everything that was anything at Gadsby’s. All events and all persons were known to Mr Bolton. Including the fact that Nell Watkins had been sacked, she thought wrily, and now had the temerity to be walking past his office. She almost ran now up the last flight to the hallowed sanctum of the Fourth Floor, and nervously knocked on Tom Gadsby’s door. He opened it himself.

Beyond him she could see the formidable figure of Jonathan Gadsby, standing with his back to her, staring out of the window. She gulped.

‘Ah, Miss Watkins, come in,’ Tom said cheerfully. ‘We were just talking about you.’ Judging by the look on Jonathan’s face it was not an enjoyable talk, but Tom looked happy enough, she thought cautiously.

Jonathan swung round. ‘My grandson, Mr Tom, tells me you want your job back,’ he boomed without preamble.

‘I would be most grateful, sir. I can promise you—’

‘You aren’t getting it,’ he cut in.

Her heart plummeted and she flushed with shock.

‘Dash it, sir, you’ve frightened the girl,’ Tom said reproachfully.

‘Nonsense, you couldn’t frighten Miss Watkins if you tied her to a dozen wild horses,’ Jonathan replied testily.

‘What Mr Gadsby means, Miss Watkins,’ Tom hastened to say, ‘is that we’ve given you another job instead.’

A trotter? A pin-picker-upper? Tea girl? Her imagination roamed wildly.

‘We want you to be the Buyer in the Fashion Department. The old girl’s retiring,’ Tom continued matter-of-factly.

The Buyer? Nell goggled at him. The Buyer was God. You had to be at least sixty to be God. The Buyer was law, The Buyer was it. The Buyer was the fashion. She couldn’t have heard properly. She, Nell Watkins, twenty-three, of only five years’ experience, plus four in the Misses Parks’ workroom in Welling, to be buyer for Gadsby’s Fashion Department? The store’s plum job in buying and in prestige? She was dreaming. She must be.

Tom seemed to be suggesting she wasn’t. ‘Got a hunch about you,’ he said complacently. ‘Besides, Melissa thought I ought to do something. She was very upset,’ he told her almost reproachfully. ‘Told me I must do something big. So I did.’ He looked like a puppy dog wagging his tail for a biscuit, thought Nell disloyally to her fairy prince.

‘I can’t,’ she stuttered.

Tom looked anxious. ‘Why not?’ he asked cheerily. ‘Only a matter of buying a few frocks, ain’t it? You can choose. Young blood.’

‘But I’m too young,’ she heard herself bleating. Was this her saying this, she wondered.

‘Doll yourself up a little,’ he told her offhandedly. ‘That will make you feel better. Look,’ he had a sudden idea, ‘take the rest of the day off and come in again tomorrow. You’ll feel better.’

Did buyers take buses? she asked herself. Or taxis? Unable to answer, she decided to walk, despite the heavy new shoes. She felt uncomfortable and ill at ease, for the first time wondering if she had been entirely right to rely on Miss Emmeline’s and Miss Gertrude’s advice. True, she wanted to look older, more ‘respectable’ and conventional, and so they had ransacked the remains of their stock and added a postiche of hair in a chignon. She had surveyed herself in the mirror doubtfully at home. She certainly looked older, but somehow the effect was not Nell Watkins. Yet that was the point, wasn’t it? She advanced cautiously on the new Lily Langtry shoes. Could these really be this year’s fashion? And this high-waisted dark black dress, nearly down to her ankles, with the long rows of diamante beads out of Miss Gertrude’s collection – they might pass as real or at least look good, she told herself firmly. Did they really make her look authoritative?

Mr Perkins frankly stared (he’s impressed, she tried to convince herself) as he recognised her and automatically took out his notebook, then remembered that buyers did not expect to have their time of arrival noted. When the news had come round from Mr Tom’s secretary yesterday morning, eager to break the gossip even before Nell had arrived, it had seemed frankly incredible. Now it was not only incredible but downright disastrous. Where was Gadsby’s going? The old man had gone mad, that was for sure.

Nell advanced. In for a penny, in for a pound. No staff staircase this morning. Never had it seemed so far from the cloakroom to the staircase. Without looking left or right she knew that all eyes were on her, that as soon as she had embarked on the staircase the secret bell had been pressed to announce to the next floor that someone of importance was on the way. Well, so she was important, wasn’t she? She was The Buyer.

Teagowns let her pass through in silence, their faces either blank or flabbergasted. And so she moved into her new kingdom, risen from the ashes of her old. Fashion. There waiting for her were Miss Danzy, Old Ample and Beesknees, and their understudies, plus a new girl hastily promoted in her place from the workroom. They stood in two rows almost as if drawn up in military order to be inspected. As she came through the archway Nell drew herself up to her full five feet five inches.

‘Good morning,’ she greeted them.

Startled silence as they took in their new boss’s appearance from head to foot.

Then it began. Began as an uncontrollable snort of laughter from an understudy, a titter from Beesknees, a smirk from Miss Danzy, then a joint uncontrollable hysterical laughter as, with tears streaming down their faces, they welcomed The New Buyer.


Chapter Two

Were these lumps of bread pudding her legs? If she did not act now, it would be too late, the moment gone for ever, and with it her only chance to succeed in this job. Well, she might look like a clown, but by golly, she wasn’t going to act like one. There they were, all smirking and tittering. Even Old Ample, whom she had thought quite liked her. Nell drew herself up on the uncomfortable Lily Langtry shoes and stared at them, obliterating with great force of will everything but a certain disdain from her expression.

‘Is this how you intend to behave to new customers?’ she asked them haughtily. ‘Not in my department, you don’t.’ A sudden hush as surprise temporarily quelled laughter. A moment’s breathing space to marshal her strength, to take control of the situation.

‘I thought,’ she steadied her voice, sensing a slight quaver, ‘by dressing this way I’d be able to judge how far your standards of politeness reach. A test,’ she informed them loftily, ‘and you’ve all failed it.’

An astounded silence now. It was a gamble, for surely they would not really believe her? But if she could inject enough confidence in her voice to make them doubt their assessment just for a moment, she might win. If she could hold their attention . . .

‘I intend to make this department the best in London – not just one of the best, but the best – and that means beginning with the staff. I could have the best ideas in the world,’ she rushed on, lest astonishment at her own gall overcame her, ‘buy the best dresses in the world, and it’s no use if you all have preconceived ideas about customers just from what they’re wearing. You’ve got to want to help everyone, so that anyone can come in here, no matter how they look, and be treated like a duchess and go out looking like Melissa Hargreaves. Then I know when I go to Paris . . .’

The Dragon at last found her voice, albeit a strangled one, almost yelping with venom and shock. ‘Go to Paris?’ she ridiculed. ‘You think you’ll still be here? You won’t last five minutes.’

Nell held her eye. ‘I can dismiss a lot of people in five minutes,’ she told her matter-of-factly.

‘You wouldn’t dare,’ sneered the Dragon. ‘Only the directors can do that.’ The others shifted uneasily.

‘On my recommendation,’ Nell said flatly. ‘And dare? Oh, I would dare, Miss Danzy. You needn’t doubt that. It’s just a question of whether it’s in the interests of Gadsby’s to sack you. You’re a good saleswoman –’ she informed her, as the Dragon’s eyes flashed at this new impertinence ‘– and I want my department to have lots of good saleswomen. Polite saleswomen!’ She looked round at the six faces watching her expressionlessly. They were cowed but not won, instinct told her. Oh no. They were just being cautious at the moment. The battle was merely under starters’ orders, waiting for her to fall at the next fence.

A few minutes later Nell closed the door of the small office that was each buyer’s own domain; each senior buyer had their own cubbyhole for which she was thankful. It would be lunchtime before she had to face them all. She drew breath, looked at herself in the mirror and made a face at the pale image looking back at her under its picture style hat with the artificial violets which she had told herself looked so smart only this morning. Smart on a matron of fifty perhaps. But on her? Nell Watkins? What should Nell Watkins wear now she was buyer for Gadsby’s Fashion Department? She couldn’t wear her old understudy’s dress, couldn’t wear her own clothes, for they had to be black and black was not a colour that featured highly in her private wardrobe.

Why had old Mr Gadsby agreed to his grandson’s suggestion? she wondered. It must be because he had thought a lot of her ideas when she expressed them. True, he had not appeared to be impressed at the time. She was right though. They must have younger customers to survive. How to keep the old but attract the new?

She thought of that cover from the French edition of Vogue last November, which she had pinned up at home . . . Just a woman and a car, but what a woman, what a car – and what a dress. The fluid lines of all three seemed to merge into one another, all softness and straight flow, emphasising the new age by the zigzag pattern on the dress, suggesting speed, progress, cool acceptance of the future. And now she was the buyer of Gadsby’s fashion, she could take the department in the direction she chose. That direction.

Of course she’d be earning more – this happy thought struck her for the first time. How much? Some of the buyers were rumoured to get £10 a week but she couldn’t believe she would be so lucky. Perhaps £8. The enormity of this beside her previous 18s Od suddenly became real. She grinned at the reflection in the mirror.

‘You can look like Frankenstein’s monster for all I care,’ she told it perkily. ‘You’re going to be rich!’ She stuck the bunch of artificial violets between her teeth, held her arms up at right angles, turned her face askew and executed a neat Valentino-like tango with the chair just as Miss Danzy, hardly bothering to knock, entered.

‘I wonder,’ Miss Danzy asked blandly, apparently deferentially, ‘if you could spare a moment to advise a customer . . .’

‘Mrs Willoughby would like to know, Miss Watkins, what line you expect the current trends to be following in Paris this autumn?’ The Dragon had waited until they reached the customer before springing this on her.

Nell’s heart sank. She might have known it would be a trap, and could hardly say she’d never been further from England than the end of Margate pier. But no dragons were going to beat her. She didn’t need a St George. She put on her brightest expression for the 40-year-old fashionable woman with the oh-so-bored look – at least it had been bored. Now that she had taken in Nell’s youth, horror was replacing it. ‘I thought . . .’ She turned crossly to the Dragon.

‘Motor-cars,’ said Nell quickly. Anything to get her attention.

‘Motor-cars?’ echoed Mrs Willoughby blankly.

‘Aeroplanes,’ Nell rushed on firmly. ‘This is the age of technology. We’re forging ahead. New boundaries – new horizons.’

‘And what does this have to do with haute couture?’

‘Everything,’ Nell said desperately. ‘Like Tutankhamen’s tomb and the Egyptian look two years ago. Now it’s fluid clean lines. Everything functional, easy to wear, like a tube.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t quite see myself as a water sewer,’ Mrs Willoughby announced haughtily and dismissively, rising to her feet.

Round One to the Dragon, thought Nell savagely.

‘Darling!’ The sweet high voice projected over the showroom. Thank heavens! Round one was not quite over, she was saved by the bell, Nell realised gratefully as Mrs Willoughby sank unobtrusively back into her seat with a renewed interest in Gadsby’s models.

‘Melissa!’ Grandly Nell excused herself from Mrs Willoughby and went to meet her as she floated in in a grey face-cloth coat trimmed with the new and fashionable chinchilla with a chinchilla hat to match.

‘I just wanted to say how absolutely right you were, darling Nell, about the sleeves on the yellow foulard, with the heavenly handkerchief points on the skirt. I want them changed. You’ll do that for me, won’t you?’ She turned to Miss Danzy, flourishing the famous smile like a weapon.

‘Oh, what a perfectly ducky little dance dress,’ she cried, whirling round and seeing the model parading before Mrs Willoughby in a full-skirted royal blue satin dress, completely backless and doing its best to repeat this achievement on the front of the bodice too. ‘Now why didn’t I order that?’

‘You did, Miss Hargreaves,’ Miss Danzy told her eagerly. ‘But in green silk.’ Then looked aghast as she realised she had flouted the strict rule of the showroom, that each lady should believe (though not be promised) that the dress she was ordering was exclusive to her. Such was the diversity of figure and of materials that this had rarely been proved an embarrassment. Gadsby’s economics were after all at stake. There had, of course, been the unfortunate occurrence when the wives of the two most prominent political leaders of the day had appeared at the State Opening of Parliament in the same gown, and Gadsby’s clientele had taken some time to settle down thereafter.

‘Did I?’ Melissa looked vague. ‘If you say so, dear Miss Danzy.’ The smile flashed again, and Danzy looked quite human. ‘Nell darling, I really called, apart from seeing dear Miss Danzy again, and all of you –’ she said, throwing her arms wide ‘– to sweep you out to lunch. Would the Ivy suit you?’

Nell stared, flabbergasted. ‘But I can’t . . .’ She became aware of listening ears.

‘Oh, Nell!’ Real disappointment in Melissa’s voice.

‘I only have three-quarters of an hour for lunch,’ she explained.

‘Even for an important client?’ Melissa reminded her innocently.

Nell took a deep breath. ‘I would like to, Miss Hargreaves, but I ought to see my fellow buyers at lunch. It is the first occasion that I can discuss rather important matters. I would have loved to come though,’ she added wistfully.

‘Then come to Old Ma Meyrick’s with us tonight,’ said Melissa warmly, ‘or I shall be hurt. Come to the theatre after the show. And if you’re worried about that silly old train, you stay with me in Charles Street. There’s plenty of room in my flat. You’ll love it.’

‘Thank you,’ Nell stuttered.

‘And have you a beau to bring?’ Melissa added offhandedly. ‘That nice young man who showed me the rolls of cloth. I saw him winking at you.’

‘Joe,’ said Nell dazedly. ‘Yes, I’ll bring Joe.’

It was like going down the helter-skelter at the Blackheath funfair, she thought as she hurried to catch the Bexleyheath train to go home to change. You got on your little mat at the top and away you went, whizzing round corner after corner, with nothing to do but imagine you were flying through the air. Until you hit bottom, she thought soberly. And the bottom so far had been the buyers’ dining room.

More by instinct than reason she had decided to try to subdue her usual impulse to grasp a problem by its horns and to appear meek and anxious to learn. Having removed the false tonsade from her curls and subdued them with a plum-coloured bandeau and a few kirby grips, she felt more able to cope with the forthcoming ordeal. She fixed an expression on her face which she told herself was confident but humble, and sallied into the room. She was the last. Eleven pairs of eyes greeted her. Miss Copsy from Teagowns (rumoured to be living with an ageing White Russian prince), Mr Langer from Mantles (every other department store in London called this department Coats by now; Mr Langer clung obstinately to the term of his youth), Mr Johnson (Men’s Made-to-Measure Suits), Mr Polgarth (Fabrics), Mr Dickens (Umbrellas and Scarves), Miss Hogarth (Hats), Mr Santos (Sporting Wear), Miss Routledge (Gloves and Hosiery), Mr Jacks (Shoes), Mr Paxton (Haberdashery) and Miss Marchant (Jewellery). They were the twelve Gadsby buyers, some ranking higher in the hierarchy than others; each knew his place and jealously guarded it. Just how jealously she did not then appreciate. She only knew that her allotted place seemed to be between Mr Dickens and Mr Johnson, whom she hardly knew, squashed up against the far wall under the draughty window.

‘Good morning,’ she said brightly, determined not to be intimidated.

‘Good afternoon, Miss Watkins,’ returned Mr Langer gravely and resumed his conversation with Fabrics. The men seemed undecided whether to rise to their feet or not, and compromised with scrabbling their feet and bowing over the soup plates. Nell looked at the unattractive lump of meat pudding in front of her and wondered if the angry tears she was holding back would do anything for the unappetising congealing gravy.

‘I see Miss Hargreaves was in again,’ said Miss Copsy kindly at last, taking pity on her, woman to woman.

‘Yes,’ Nell replied gratefully, on safe ground here. ‘I hope she will become a regular customer when she marries Mr Gadsby.’

What on earth had she said wrong? Something, that was quite obvious. Miss Copsy went red, and the men studied their meat puddings with great interest, and there was a distinct titter from the other women. Did they not know of the engagement?

‘I wonder whether Gadsby’s will make her wedding dress?’ she ventured.

Another silence.

‘Hardly likely, is it, Miss Watkins, in the circumstances,’ said Umbrellas and Scarves, smirking.

Nell looked at him, puzzled, for she could make nothing of this remark, and as both her neighbours appeared preoccupied with tales of budgets and projections far above her head, she chewed her way through the meat pudding in silence.

Thank goodness Joe was there waiting as promised under the clock, she thought gratefully, running towards him at Charing Cross, now transformed in her one evening dress of cream satin with a (for her) daring V-neck. Joe had been unexpectedly hard to persuade into coming with her. ‘It isn’t right now,’ he had said. ‘You’re a buyer, Nell,’ he said awkwardly.

She had been astounded. ‘But Miss Hargreaves had asked you to come, and what’s not right now I’m a buyer?’

‘It’s different,’ he’d said mutinously. Nevertheless he had come. He too was looking transformed in an evening suit borrowed from his father and consequently somewhat on the large side. But Joe was so good-looking that no one would notice that, she thought fondly. Night clubs were not their usual haunt. They seemed to have been going out for ever, and she supposed one day she’d marry him, as everyone expected. Joe seemed to be dropping rather a lot of heavy hints about when he could expect promotion. He was twenty-five now, but his salary of £1 a week wasn’t enough to wed on, he told her. A faint relief had been her first reaction – not because she didn’t love him, she told herself, but because there was no need to make a decision yet. Besides, she liked working; she wasn’t going to give it all up and settle down before she had to. She certainly didn’t love Joe in the way she loved Tom Gadsby, and sometimes when he was kissing her goodnight she had a treacherous fantasy of what it would be like to be in Tom’s arms.

Joe was a very correct young man, and never tried to go further than a goodnight kiss. There had been a tacit agreement that there was ‘time enough’ for that. Sometimes she would awake unable to sleep, wondering what came next. Not all her beaux had been as reticent as Joe, but as the morals of Bexleyheath were not those of the Bright Young Things, they were easily deflected from their explorations. Often, however, she tossed restlessly, imagining how it might be if Tom were with her, but failing, for his image was as elusive as the dream she had.

Normally she and Joe would meet at weekends, to go rambling, play tennis, and cycle into the countryside. He lived in North London and it was a fair trek down to Bexleyheath by train, but he never seemed to mind, even when it meant escorting her home late at night if they went to a theatre. Once you were on a train, he told her, you were as good as there. That her promotion might make a difference to their relationship was a new and unwelcome thought. Marriage had seemed a long way off, but nevertheless had provided a milepost towards which she gently ambled. Now it was threatened, and not by her wish.

Melissa’s blonde head was hard to spot in the crush in her dressing room at the Albion, and they hovered, daunted, on the threshold. Then with a sudden quickening of her heartbeat, Nell saw Tom pushing his way through.

‘Evening, Nelly,’ he waved a glass at her, and turned to Joe. ‘I say, haven’t we met?’

Joe gulped. ‘In the Fabric Department, sir,’ he muttered.

‘Oh.’ Tom looked relieved that the problem was so easily solved. ‘At Gadsby’s then?’

‘Yessir,’ Joe replied woodenly. Nell could see he was hating it and squeezed his hand comfortingly.

Melissa suddenly emerged like a daffodil amid the crocuses. ‘Darling!’ Flinging her arms round Nell, and her eyes sliding to Joe. ‘What a handsome beau you have, hasn’t she, Tom?’

Tom surveyed him. ‘Lucky dog,’ he informed him carelessly. ‘Our Nelly’s a corker, isn’t she?’

‘Darling.’ Melissa looked worriedly at Nell’s cream satin. ‘I don’t think that dress will quite do.’ Her simplicity robbed the words of offence as Nell glanced at Miss Emmeline’s best efforts in concern. ‘Now what can we find?’ She slipped her arm confidingly through Nell’s. ‘First, Tom, we can get rid of all these people.’ She waved her hand at the gathering now into their second case of champagne. ‘You’re even skinnier than me,’ she told Nell matter-of-factly, ‘but we’re much the same height though my legs are longer . . . yes!’ She dived at the rail of dresses, hurling the protective sheet off it. ‘Now, this one should fit.’

‘But that’s your dress from the play,’ Nell stuttered, recognising the wispy silver tissue dress.

‘So what? It’ll be back for tomorrow. Now, there’s a screen there if you’re modest.’ And she pushed Nell towards it, turning back to pour Joe a drink despite the fact he already had one.

‘It won’t fit,’ cried Nell, in an agony of embarrassment, struggling with buttons and hooks.

‘Nonsense,’ called Melissa gaily, not moving.

‘It really won’t.’

Melissa, shrugging, went behind the screen and burst out laughing. ‘Not over that brassiere, darling. Not nearly flat enough. And so visible. Now that would be a new fashion. Take it off.’

‘I haven’t another,’ hissed Nell, wretchedly aware how embarrassed Joe must be listening to this now that the hubbub had died down.

‘What does that matter? You just need this. Look.’ She taped Nell’s breasts as tight as she could with a piece of sturdy ribbon, held in place with strips of sticking plaster.

‘There,’ said Melissa. ‘Off you go.’

Feeling almost naked, Nell walked out defiantly, avoiding Joe’s eye, catching sight of a new Nell in the mirror – certainly a lot more of Nell both in front and behind, not to mention her legs, than had ever appeared in public before. The silver tissue threw a sparkle into her face, set off her brown hair and heart-shaped face, so that for a moment she forgot her awkwardness.

‘Doesn’t she look pretty, Tom?’ Melissa said, delighted at her efforts.

‘A stunner,’ he replied obediently. Joe remained silent, just staring at her. He could say something, Nell thought crossly, as he squeezed in beside her in the Lea-Francis and Tom roared off on the way through to Gerrard Street.

So this was the famous 43 Club. She had passed the entrance often enough for Gerrard Street was near the heart of the fashion world. Not the fashion world seen by the public but the behind the scenes industry in which hundreds of small firms made accessories or wholesaled goods to keep the fashion houses supplied, not to mention an even wider network of home workers. In front of her at the doorway Melissa had slipped her arm through Joe’s – who had, Nell noted, leapt out of the dicky seat to hand her out of the car, leaving Nell to clamber inelegantly out alone. She couldn’t blame him, she supposed ruefully. Melissa’s fragile beauty positively demanded it, though fragility was not a quality associated in other ways with Melissa, she was beginning to realise.

Having yielded her coat Nell felt vulnerable in the low dress – until she saw the crowd inside. In the haze of tobacco smoke, women flocked like glittering, twinkling lights around the black-suited men; long cigarette holders, bandeaux, close-shingled hair, ropes of beads adorning skimpy frocks, whirling out from the hips as they danced. Not a waist in sight – but plenty of knees visible as the short skirts flared, Nell noticed instantly; she would indeed have looked out of place in the cream satin and was grateful now to Melissa for her forethought. Even if her breasts were bobbing up and down despite the tape.

Although there seemed not a square inch of space, one sight of Melissa (or was it Tom?) and an empty table was miraculously found, followed one minute later by drinks. ‘White Ladies,’ Melissa informed them. ‘We’ll get champagne if you prefer.’

Cocktails! Nell chose excitedly. Bexleyheath was not known for its cocktails.

The small dance floor was packed with jigging figures, shrieks of pleasure occasionally drowning the orchestra’s jazz rhythms.

‘You’re very quiet, Joe,’ Nell said at last, taking a gulp of this extraordinary drink as they watched Melissa whirling on the dance floor, her twirling feet bobbing up and down to the syncopated rhythm, the fringe of her dress and beads flying wildly.

‘Not your sort of place, this,’ he replied simply. ‘Nor mine. Nor her.’ He glanced at Melissa.

‘You haven’t been able to take your eyes off her,’ laughed Nell, ‘you old hypocrite.’

‘She’s a beauty, that’s why,’ he said, flushing, ‘but she’s not our sort. We’re both seeing her with stars in our eyes, or rather you are.’

‘I’m not. You’re seeing her all wrong. I’m just seeing a kind, generous and beautiful girl.’

‘She’s not of our world.’

‘Our world is what we make it,’ she retorted, suddenly angry that he was not as swept away by the excitement of the evening as she.

‘No. Look at the dress. It’s all right on her, but on you it’s disgusting.’

‘It is not,’ she glared at him. ‘It’s fashion.’

‘Come on, you two, why aren’t you shimmying? Joe, come here and do the Gadsby Gallop with me,’ Melissa commanded imperiously.

‘What’s that?’ Nell laughed, as Tom sank back in his chair.

‘Darling, I don’t know. Joe and I will make it up, won’t we?’ She started a wonderful imitation of old Jonathan, hands behind back, slowly marching to the floor, then leapt around her stolid partner bowing unctuously on her points before whirling into action. ‘Now you, Joe,’ she shouted. ‘You do the Gadsby Gallop too . . . Throw me those rolls of fabric.’ She imitated his actions, looking rather like a picador. But Joe could not be bullied and after a while she came close to him, dancing cheek to cheek, her arms inexorably round his neck.

‘She’s a good dancer, isn’t she, Nelly?’ Tom remarked suddenly, snapping his fingers at the waiter to order more champagne.

‘Wonderful,’ agreed Nell fervently, for he seemed anxious for reassurance. Perhaps he would ask her to shimmy. Perhaps they too could dance like that. And at last he did.

Nell firmly put out of her mind all thought of Melissa and Joe – just to enjoy the sensation of being in Tom’s arms. Very well, he’d rather be with Melissa, but tonight in this dress she felt like Melissa. Unfortunately very little of the dance was in his arms. He was a superb dancer, if not so outrageous as Melissa, and trying to follow his complicated manoeuvres kept her fully occupied. She enjoyed being whirled high in the air, exhilarated, not thinking it a bit strange to have Tom’s arms clasped firmly round her thighs, and among the forest of females hoisted aloft she waved happily at Melissa. However had she prevailed on Joe to lift her up so? she wondered hazily.

This was indeed a new age. Recovered now from war, the country looked to the Flappers for the future. The world was theirs to do what they liked with – provided it did not include war.

At last Tom brought her down, shouting something at her.

‘What?’ she yelled above the noise.

‘Like being buyer, do you?’ He brought her close so he could shout in her ear.

‘Yes,’ she replied, anxious to please but wondering if he had any idea of the problems, petty and major, that faced her. ‘It’s a wonderful opportunity,’ she added, irrationally deflated. But he did not notice anything, only beamed happily. ‘Good,’ he said, jerking her back into the dance, his eyes straying to Melissa, her fair head against Joe’s shoulder now. Joe looks as if he’s enjoying it, Nell thought suddenly, pleased for his sake. So much for his ‘this is not our world’ stuff. This was her world. The Edwardian days had passed forever. Women could do anything now, even become a buyer at Gadsby’s at twenty-three, and tonight she would be sleeping in Mayfair, at Melissa’s house.

‘Look at me, look at me,’ Melissa called joyously to them. Her fringe was whirling so fast her stocking tops and suspenders were on full display as her flying feet twinkled their way round her maypole partner. Though even Joe was getting into the way of it now, Nell saw amazed, as he executed a few movements of his own. ‘What’s this, Nell? What am I doing?’

‘I give up,’ she shouted back, watching Melissa’s extraordinary movements.

‘The Danzy Dipso . . . Do you think she drinks, Nell?’

‘Not now,’ shouted Nell full of exhilaration. ‘Not now I’m buyer.’ Then she glanced at Tom nervously, remembering who he was, and wondering if he would disapprove of this disloyalty to his staff.

‘Tommy darling, Nell looks tired,’ remarked Melissa as she returned at last to the table. Joe’s eyes were fixed on her in adoration now.

‘No, I—’

‘It’s past one o’clock,’ said Melissa firmly. ‘And you have a job to do. It was selfish of me to want you to stay tonight, when I don’t have to get up till midday. So Tommy will take you home to Bexleyheath in the Fanny-Lea and Joe can take me home by taxi when we’re ready.’ She smiled brightly.

‘But—’ Nell stared aghast, torn between the rival delights of a journey home alone with Tom and disappointment at not staying in Mayfair with Melissa.

‘Of course,’ said Tom quietly. ‘Good night, darling.’

‘But the dress—’ Nell began, remembering it had to be back at the Albion for tomorrow.

Melissa considered, then smiled brilliantly. ‘Your bag’s in the car. You can change in the cloakroom here.’ It was an order.

Fifteen minutes later Nell climbed into the front seat of the Lea-Francis, clad in her old cream satin.

‘If it wasn’t for this,’ she gestured at the car, ‘I’d feel I was Cinderella,’ she joked. ‘But this is still a wonderful coach. You won’t turn into a mouse, will you?’ She laughed.

‘Sometimes I think I have,’ he began savagely, and then stopped, clearly remembering who Nell was. ‘Not me,’ he amended cheerily. But he fell silent again despite her best efforts, until she turned the subject to cars.

‘Do you race this motor-car?’ she asked awkwardly.

He looked at her as if in surprise that anyone should be interested.

‘No, not this old lady. First I had an Alvis, a 10/30, lapped Brooklands at 93 in ’20.’ This was double-dutch to Nell. ‘Know Brooklands, do you? Have to take you sometime,’ Tom assured her. ‘I’ve got the new 12/50 now. Racing version of course. Guarantee of 90.’

‘Oh,’ said Nell, resolutely determined to keep her end up without betraying her ignorance. ‘Only 90 are to be made, you mean?’

He shot a look at her, grinning. ‘You’re a nice little thing, Nelly. I’ve been bad company this evening. Things on my mind.’

‘Gadsby’s?’ she asked sympathetically.

‘No,’ he replied sharply, ‘not Gadsby’s,’ leaping from the car outside Watkins’ Outfitters. ‘And it’s ninety miles an hour to those who know about motor cars, Nelly Watkins,’ he added laughing, as if to make up for his curtness. Then, perhaps seeing he had disconcerted her, he bent down from his lofty six foot and planted a quick kiss on her cheek. ‘We won’t forget Brooklands, Nelly,’ he called, tooting the horn as he drove off into the silent night.

Was Joe avoiding her? Nell had visited the Fabric Department twice to make an arrangement to see him that evening and on each occasion he had apparently been fully occupied with a customer who seemed to be doing quite well on her own. At lunchtime Melissa swept in, insisting that she must take Nell out for ‘a quick delicious bite,’ only for Nell to find that the ‘bite’ was a visit to Stagg and Mantle in Leicester Square to buy her a new black dress suitable for the buyer of Gadsby’s Fashion Department.

‘But why?’ she asked when Melissa insisted on paying the, to Nell, incredibly expensive 69s 6d for a dress of black marocain. She hadn’t got used to the fact that her buyer’s salary of £8 made more possible than her previous wages of 18s a week. This dress, with its front skirt draped up to the hip-line join with the bodice, was simple yet wonderfully elegant. Melissa replied seriously, ‘Because you’re my friend, Nell.’

‘Am I?’ she asked, bewildered.

‘Oh yes, darling, my one true friend. Now how about this delicious little hat?’ Melissa rammed it down over her own golden curls and made a face.

‘You look rather like a snail,’ Nell informed her, laughing.

‘Now that’s a good idea,’ said Melissa, tossing the defamed hat aside. ‘Let’s go to the Café Royal.’

So it was not until six o’clock that Nell finally managed to accost Joe. He was supposed to finish at 5.30, but had clearly manufactured an excuse to be late leaving.

‘You’re avoiding me, aren’t you?’ she accused him.

‘No,’ he said, shutting his mouth obstinately. ‘And it’s not right for you to be hanging round waiting for me, like a—’

‘Like a what?’ she retorted angrily.

‘Like a shop-girl,’ he snapped, lengthening his stride to get away.

‘I am a shop-girl,’ she retorted fiercely. ‘I’m a girl and I work in a shop.’

‘No, you’re not. You’re different now. And you’re bewitched by that woman. I heard – out to lunch with her ladyship today. Your breath smells.’

Nell stiffened. She couldn’t deny there’d been some strange taste with those snails. Garlic, Melissa had said. ‘And what about you? You danced with her long enough. Couldn’t have got a piece of gauze between you, you were so close.’

He flushed. ‘Maybe. But she’s not your sort.’ And stopped suddenly.

‘Why not?’ she said angrily. ‘She’s been kind to me, says I’m her friend.’

‘And you believe her?’ he said scornfully. ‘You’re simple, Nell Watkins. You’d believe the Prince of Wales if he said he wanted to marry you.’

‘Why not, if he loved me?’ she replied. ‘What’s Melissa done that you’re so rude about her?’

He stared at her, drawing her into a doorway of Swan and Edgar’s as they approached Piccadilly Circus.

‘She’s marrying Mr Gadsby in the summer,’ he said in a rush, ‘but she made me go back to her home with her last night and go in with her – said she could never sleep till she knew there weren’t any burglars in there.’

‘What’s so terrible about that, you nincompoop? You are an old prude, Joe.’ She laughed unwisely, relieved that was all.

He flushed angrily. ‘I’ll tell you what’s wrong. She wanted me to – kiss her.’

‘Actresses are like that, Joe. It means nothing,’ she told him impatiently. ‘She told me I was her one true friend, but that’s just an exaggeration.’

‘You don’t understand,’ he muttered angrily. But he was beyond explaining now, so switched back. ‘Do you know what they’re saying about you, Nell?’ he demanded. ‘About how you got the job?’

‘No.’ She looked at him suspiciously, suddenly alarmed.

‘Well, I’ll tell you. They say you got the job because you were Tom Gadsby’s fancy woman and it was a way of paying you off before he marries Melissa Hargreaves.’

‘What?’ The blood drained from her face as she looked at him, standing in judgment over her, his jaw stuck out truculently. Then the humour of the situation conquered outrage. ‘Me? A fancy woman. Oh, Joe, who’d want to fancy me? Where are the diamonds? Where is my chinchilla coat? Where’s the Mayfair flat?’

But Joe was not laughing. ‘You got the job, didn’t you?’ he said slowly. ‘Why if not that way?’

‘I told you,’ she began, then stopped. Why should she have to explain herself to Joe? Why should he assume she didn’t deserve it? He was as bad as the rest of them. Worse, because he’d been her friend for eighteen months now. He should know her. Believe her. But he didn’t. Sharply, Nell drew in her breath. ‘Anyone who has to ask whether that rumour’s true doesn’t know me. You’re right, Joe, you’re not of their world. You belong to the curtain-twitching brigade. I’d rather have Melissa’ (and Tom she would have added) ‘even if she forgets me tomorrow, than you and all your sort. Goodbye, Joe.’ And she marched across Piccadilly Circus bound for Charing Cross.

‘You fool, Nell, you fool!’ he shouted after her. But she chose not to hear.

‘Of course, Miss Watkins, you are young—’ Mr Lorrimer, the kindlier of the two directors and the one in charge of supplies, informed her at the buyers’ fortnightly meeting, ‘and thus perhaps do not fully appreciate the extent of the division between the generations at present – quite unprecedented in my experience. Gadsby’s clientele is often, I am afraid, rather shocked at this so-called modern age, or rather at the way it demonstrates itself in shorter hemlines, backless frocks and –’ he cleared his throat ‘– freer figures. Were we to follow your suggestions and follow these giddy fashions, we would soon have no clientele at all.’

‘You soon won’t anyway,’ said Nell, ignoring her fellow buyers’ shocked looks, ‘because Gadsby’s clientele will be dying off.’

‘Come, come,’ Mr Lorrimer was determined to keep his temper in the face of the most trying circumstances. ‘Not quite yet. And slowly, slowly catchee monkee.’ He waggled his finger. ‘Change certainly, but little by little. The tortoise and the hare, you know.’

‘Tortoises live a lot longer than Gadsby’s clients,’ she rejoined. ‘Hares have fun, and everyone wants to have fun, whatever age they are. It isn’t just hemlines,’ she rushed on, ignoring the expressions that suggested fun was not top priority for the Lorrimers and Langers of this world. ‘Everything needs to be streamlined now. Elegant but comfortable. Corsets will go for good soon, as old-fashioned as tea-gowns. Gadsby’s must fall in with that, as with everything demanded by a new generation.’

‘Must, Miss Watkins?’ retorted Miss Copsy tartly for her, as Nell belatedly realised how tactless she had been. It was an open secret that sales of her full-length flowing gowns were falling rapidly, and her old-fashioned lingerie following the same trend. Hardly surprising, thought Nell ruefully, but she was upset at having hurt Miss Copsy, particularly as she was her one ally among the buyers.

And how she needed allies there. Their pettiness still amazed her. The first area of contention was the table arrangement, as she came to realise they regarded the placement as a matter of strict hierarchy and complacently thought themselves clever to have reduced Nell to well below the salt instead of at the head of the table. As soon as she realised, she knew with sinking heart she too must play the game or she would never have their respect. Nothing so crude as arriving first and sitting in the honoured seat would do. She thought about it, arrived first one day, and when the others assembled they found her sitting in her accustomed place by the draughty window.

‘Oh,’ she then cried in vexation, ‘I see your napkin ring has been laid here by mistake, Mr Langer. We shall have to change places.’ She held his eye. The gold napkin ring was his alone. Silently, unwillingly, he did so, and she was not challenged thereafter. The minor annoyances of which peg to use in the cloakroom, the correct order of precedence when entering and leaving and speaking at the buyers’ meetings she left them to work out as they would. Her point had been made.

‘Gadsby’s leads fashion, it does not follow it,’ Miss Copsy continued tonelessly.

‘But where’s it leading?’ asked Nell desperately. ‘You run a wonderful department, Miss Copsy, but we are all bound by what we buy from Paris. Are we buying the wrong things? Is it our choice what we buy or is the house we buy from – I think we now have an exclusive contract? Not providing a wide enough range?’

‘What do you intend to buy, Miss Watkins, when the time comes for you to go to Paris in September?’ the other director, Mr Charles, asked smoothly, avoiding the question.

‘I don’t know till I see it,’ replied Nell, in so far now she might as well go on. ‘But I shall know then.’

‘I do beg you, Miss Watkins –’ real anxiety in his voice ‘– to take care. Fortunately you cannot go far wrong with Maison la Ferté,’ he added with some relief. ‘They understand exactly what Gadsby’s requires. We have always been in accord.’

‘We’ll look after Miss Watkins when the time comes, Mr Charles,’ Mr Langer cut in firmly. Miss Copsy nodded vigorously. ‘Naturally she can’t make decisions alone at this stage. We will—’

‘If I’m to bear the responsibility,’ said Nell firmly, ‘I must make the decisions alone.’

They looked at one another. ‘Fortunately,’ said Mr Charles, retreating to base position, ‘you will have an excellent teacher in the count.’

‘Count?’ asked Nell, bewildered.

Miss Copsy smiled in response. ‘The Count Guy de la Ferté, my dear. You mustn’t be nervous. I’ll look after you.’

The summer became a kaleidoscope in which Nell was tossed between the excitement of life with Melissa and Tom, and the depths of despair as she wrestled with one ordeal after another, battling not only with the job itself but with the hostility of those ranged against her. They were like crocodiles waiting for her to spill blood before they leapt to crunch her between them. There was nothing they could do until she had shown her hand, and that would not be until early September.

She visited current exhibitions hoping she might gain ideas from it much as she gathered people were from the Art Deco exhibition in Paris. But she came away totally bewildered, for once unable to spot trends in anything, let alone what might take place in the fashion world. Wasn’t there some old Greek god who spent his time suspended between heaven and earth? Well, that was just how she felt, she reflected dizzily: shot out of heaven, and unable to come down to earth again. Her parents, unable to appreciate her change of status, had politely congratulated her and turned to matters more within their ken – the new underclothes she would now need from their stock, for instance. She had hugged them, accepted their gift – and resolved tactfully to replace it at the earliest opportunity.

Occasionally Melissa would descend, a veritable goddess ex machina, to sweep her off on a shopping expedition, sometimes for advice on her own clothes, but generally to teach Nell about choosing her own. She had no illusions on this. What she could see so easily for others, she could not apply to herself.

‘Now, look at your hair, Nell,’ forcing her to stand in front of a mirror. ‘Really, look at it!’ Melissa stood behind her, sweeping it off the face. ‘See how this suits you? How the shape of your face emerges? Why cover it up? And you’ve a high forehead. Why not a ducky little fringe? I shall send you to Maison Nicol in New Bond Street.’ She waved aside Nell’s protestations at this still novel idea of attending an establishment merely to have one’s hair cut. ‘Nonsense,’ she told her firmly, ‘Marcel will look after you.’

And look after her he did. Instead of fighting the rebellious curls, he induced them to flick off the face. ‘It is not the shingle, it is not the bingle, it is not the Eton crop. But it ees Miss Nell.’

And the same with dresses. What had been a chore before now became a pleasure as she trotted in Melissa’s wake through Harvey Nichols, Woollands and Dickens & Jones in search of a new Nell.

After much thought, she moved up to London into a ‘small but ducky’ little flat in Chesterfield Street to the dismay of her parents, plus a certain relief that unconventional though this might be, they would not longer bear the anxiety of her return in the small hours, only to rise again at seven day after day.

The run of London Lady was at last to end in July and Melissa laughingly parried all questions as to what she would do then. Now was always more important. What to do this evening? They would go to dinners after the show, to clubs, gatecrash private bottle parties, to debutante dances. Usually Tom was there, sometimes just a haze of unfamiliar faces. On Sundays they would drive out in the Lea-Francis to the countryside, boating or picnicking. Nell loved it best when there were just the three of them, but Melissa grew bored all too quickly without a crowd and usually therefore several motor cars would set off in cavalcade in fine style, their occupants singing their way through Kent or Hertfordshire or Surrey, like gods freed from Olympus to rove the mortal world. It was exquisite agony to be brightly chatting to Tom, while his eyes and thoughts were fixed on Melissa. Her laughter would soar over to them as Nell valiantly tried to talk of the race at Le Mans or the Chitty-Bang-Bang series, until Melissa should decide to come to reclaim her own. Sometimes she tried to reproach her, but Melissa would just laugh and say goodnaturedly, ‘You don’t understand, Nell. I love Tommy. After all, I’m going to marry him.’

‘When?’ Nell steeled herself once to ask.

Melissa shrugged her elegant shoulders. ‘Soon.’

Yet despite the agony these times were paradise before she was flung back into the maelstrom of the showroom, and the implacable hostility of the Dragon and Beesknees. Only Old Ample showed her any sympathy and that was dependent on whether or not the other two were around. Gradually she began to recognise Miss Danzy’s new tricks, however, and turn them against her.

‘I have just been telling modom that the blue suits her just as much as the brown, and if she cannot decide between them, they both look so charming that she should consider both.’

Both of them looked equally hideous, Nell raged, and Miss Danzy knew it. Both shades were too indeterminate to suit this customer.

‘Charming,’ she agreed brightly. ‘You are quite right, Miss Danzy. Compare for instance this green . . .’ She held the piece up against the customer in front of the mirror as she delivered this judgment of Solomon.

‘Oh, I like that,’ exclaimed the customer.

‘Really? Ah, yes, I do believe you’re right,’ Nell said demurely.

She hated it when saleswomen sold customers colours that were wrong for them, no matter the fashion of the moment, and it frequently led to clashes. She observed the results in the workrooms and fitting rooms and raged about it. Then it came to a head, as for the fourth time that day Danzy requested her ‘assistance’. It was a new customer and a highly difficult one, judging by the icy expression and exasperated finger tapping on the arm of the chair.

‘Modom cannot find anything to suit, Miss Watkins. I’ve shown her –’ and she reeled off nearly all the evening dress models. ‘I thought you might have some in reserve. For special customers.’
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