
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A naïve Scottish girl is sent to London during the roaring ‘20s. Seduced by the lifestyle of the Bright Young People, she decides a gorgeous but inscrutable Marquis should be her first lover. As their feelings deepen, they must overcome the prejudices that keep them apart.

	 

	 

	Alice Fraser is an innocent young girl from the quiet Scottish countryside whose life is about to take an unimaginable turn. Soon after her eighteenth birthday, against her better judgement, she finds herself catapulted into life in London during the Roaring 20s. Through her cousin’s connections, she encounters the hedonistic lifestyle of the Bright Young People. Before long, she is introduced to the intoxicating combination of jazz, alcohol, drugs and casual sex.

	Accidentally gate-crashing an orgy awakens a curiosity within her, and she decides to learn more about sex. Her chosen tutor is the devilishly handsome womaniser Charlie, Lord Moorfoot. The many warnings about his reputation for being incapable of emotion do nothing to put her off. While reluctant at first, he agrees to her request, and they set off together on a sexual world of discovery. Despite numerous warnings, she finds herself falling for him, and he is shocked to discover he feels the same way. Despite their feelings for each other, untold family histories and prejudice on both sides mean they must fight to be together. Can Alice find the resolve and courage to win the fight to be with the man she loves?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To my lovely husband, whose ability to feign interest has been invaluable, and Jim—muckle dribblings to you and yours!

	 



Chapter One: Leaving Home

	 

	 

	When asked to tell their stories, many people say they have no idea where to begin. I do not share that worry. Prior to June, 1926, my eighteenth birthday, I have no story to tell. Well, I do, but it is rather dull compared with what happens after.

	The day after my birthday, Dad sat beside me, wearing a grave expression as though readying himself for delivering sad news. I presumed he was going to discuss a neighbour’s death or illness. Although neither of us suspected, he was on the brink of suggesting something which changed my life in ways far exceeding my wildest dreams.

	“Alice, I have come to terms with you showing no inclination to attend university, despite doing so well at school,” he reminded me for the umpteenth time.

	Dad loved telling stories about the female students at university, although men and women studied at separate times for some archaic reason. He made no secret of his hope that I would join them. Passing the academy entrance exam meant a great deal to him, almost as much as receiving my Leavers Certificate. Despite his pleas, I drew the line at sitting the university entrance exams. I knew I might pass if I applied myself, although the point of doing so escaped me. No one could explain the purpose of spending years at university learning an occupation I must forgo when I married.

	“I picture myself married someday,” I told him with a sigh. “Do you want me turning out a lonely, frustrated old spinster? Or married, yet unfulfilled because I abandoned my true vocation?”

	I understood what being unmarried meant. The Great War consigned many young ladies into fierce competition for the attention of available young men. We had a few unmarried women over thirty living in our village, some war widows, others who had been incapable of catching an admirer’s eye. Theirs looked a solitary existence, and I harboured no ambition of joining them for sake of a career.

	“All I am interested in is helping you at the surgery, but you won’t let me,” I complained.

	“I’ve received a letter from your Aunt Violet,” he told me, ignoring my familiar grievance. “She has invited you down to stay with her in London for a wee while. I have spent some time thinking it over, and I believe it is a good idea. What do you think?”

	He waited for my comments on this unexpected news, his face unreadable. A tell-tale sadness in his eyes showed he might not be as happy with the idea as he said.

	“I don’t want to leave here. I do not want to go to London. It means leaving you on your own, and I don’t want to do that.” I took his hand.

	“Och, it’s me that’s been leaving you on your own, lass,” he said, patting my hand. “I have my patients keeping me busy. You are a young lady now, and it is not right that you are on your own all the time. It is time you expanded your horizons.”

	“Cludenbrig is my home. I’m happy here.”

	“Are you?” he asked, his tone a sad one.

	“Yes, I am,” I replied, although I could see what he meant. My happy childhood ended abruptly when my mother died. Dad never forgave himself for missing signs of her illness, although there was nothing he could have done. Following her death, he threw himself into his work, and a long time had passed since our house could be called a happy one.

	“London is so far away,” I continued, changing the subject.

	“You might find you love London, far away from your stuffy old faither.” He smiled, waving his arm to repel my attempts at stating otherwise. “It can be a wee holiday for you, and you can visit galleries and museums. The shops are vast. You can lose yourself in them for hours. It will be a good opportunity for you to buy yourself some bonnie dresses. It has been some time since you did that. They have all sorts of fancy restaurants where you can try food from around the world...”

	“I’ll bet it won’t be as nice as Mrs. McKenzie’s cooking,” I grumbled.

	“Perhaps not,” he conceded with a shrug. “But you won’t know until you try. There are countless picture houses. You love the pictures, don’t you? There are theatres and places for going dancing. You can do many things there that you can’t do here.” I did not realise then how accurate these words would prove. “If you are intent on finding yourself a husband, you may as well look for a rich one, and London is the place for that. Your Aunt Violet can introduce you to many interesting young gentlemen.”

	I should have expected this. When Aunt Violet last visited, she reminded Dad I was approaching marriageable age and asked how I might meet a suitable husband. At the time, I thought the question unfair as I had my eye on one boy, Robbie, eldest son of the village blacksmith. I usually walked home from school with my friend Esther, the minister’s daughter. Robbie joined us when he wished, carrying our satchels. On our last day at school, he took my hand without saying a word. I found myself struck dumb by a pair of hazel eyes I now found quite striking. Esther’s eyes grew huge when she realised what we were doing. She wittered on for the entire walk home, talking about everything except us holding hands. When we arrived at the manse, she left us with a wave and a sly smile.

	Robbie and I walked towards my house in nervous silence, not caring if anyone saw us. Esther would have told half the village during the time taken to reach my house in any case. To my immense disappointment, he did not make any attempt to kiss me. This did not stop me becoming the envy of every girl for miles. Since that day, we had held hands and conversed at the same time. I grew convinced he might kiss me one day.

	“You should think yourself lucky. Not everyone gets these opportunities,” Dad continued, interrupting my reverie, “and she will look after you very well. You get along well with her, don’t you?”

	“I love Aunt Violet,” I confirmed.

	My mother’s sister is a warm, generous woman. This invitation should have been predictable. Her greeting is an enveloping embrace, and picturing her frowning is impossible. Experience taught me I should avoid asking her thoughts if I might not like the answer as she gave her honest opinion, whether sought or unwanted. To everyone’s annoyance, she would be correct, and she hated squandering an opportunity to remind you.

	I spent the morning giving the offer some thought and, undecided, went to see Mrs. McKenzie, our housekeeper. No matter how much she had on her hands, there was always time for a chat. I would be sitting with some cocoa within minutes unless there was a lot to do, when she would rope me into peeling potatoes or chopping vegetables. When Mum died, I could always be found there or riding my horse, Bertha. The one place I avoided was the garden, where I had spent most time with Mum.

	“Do you think I should stay with Aunt Violet in London?” I asked.

	“You ken full well that’s a question only you can answer,” she said with a kind smile. “Ah’ll say this, Ah’ve never been to London, and at ma stage o life, with the wee bit money Ah’ve saved, it’s unlikely it’ll happen. Ah cannae say Ah dinnae wonder what it wid be like, fae time tae time. Tae see the sights, go tae a fancy restaurant and hae someone cook fir me fir a change, then go see wan o thae big shows. Ah’m sad Ah’ve niver hid a chance to dae these things, but Ah micht be sadder yit if Ah had been gien a chance yit no taken it.”

	My friends proved of the same persuasion, Esther telling me I would be a certifiable lunatic if I passed on this opportunity, saying she would ask if she might go in my place if I refused. My objections met nothing more than further questions showing concern for my sanity. When I told Robbie I might be leaving, he stunned me with no more than a wish for a safe journey and an admission that he was a poor letter writer.

	I considered their words and decided I should go to London to see if I liked it, convinced I would not. We agreed with the proviso I could return home any time I wanted.

	Dad bought me a ticket later that day, giving us no chance for changing our minds. My departure day came around too soon. I said a sad goodbye to my friends, my hopes for a farewell kiss from Robbie woefully dashed.

	Whereas I usually love a train journey, this one proved different. Dad wiped away a tear as he hugged me goodbye. I had only seen him cry once before, and that was when Mum died. I had the compartment to myself, leaving me alone with my weeping, which I did uninterrupted until Carlisle. My books remained unread whilst I stared at the countryside ceding into one big dirty town after another. In an attempt at passing time, I considered how long I should stay in London until I could return. I decided on at least a month to avoid hurting Aunt Violet’s feelings. After four weeks, I could go home, look Dad in the eye and tell him I gave it a try.

	My cousin Alfie collected me from King’s Cross, guiding me through the crowds towards his car. Around us, vast throngs of people strode with determination on their busy ways.

	“London’s a little busier than what you’re familiar with, isn’t it?” Alfie asked, laughing at my expression. “Don’t worry—you will get used to it.”

	I nodded, although I did not think that likely.

	“There are so many people. I have never been further from home than Edinburgh, and here I am, being driven inside a motor car around the streets of London. Dad says cars are a capitalist indulgence. Everywhere he needs to go, he can reach by foot, horse, or train. Some farms can only be reached on foot or horseback anyway. My goodness, I thought Edinburgh was busy, yet it was nothing compared with this. I think that London is a different world altogether.”

	Laughing, Alfie told me he would take me the scenic way so I could see some sights. He proved a fun guide, and I relished seeing places I had read about. Despite the five years between us and the age since we last saw each other, we chatted like old friends as we flew along broad city streets.

	Our house is among the biggest in our village, yet it was dwarfed by the townhouse Alfie parked outside. Although just Aunt Violet, Alfie and his wife, Caroline, or Lonnie as everyone knew her, lived there, the white-painted house stretched four storeys high. I understood Aunt Violet, or the Dowager Lady Lyndsey if giving her proper title, was wealthy. Until then, I did not realise how wealthy.

	“Welcome to your new home, Cousin Alice,” he said, declaring our arrival with a peep of the horn.

	Aunt Violet ran outside, greeting me with another of her all-enveloping hugs. “Lovely to see you. I am delighted you will be staying with us.”

	Taking my arm, she led me inside, where I met an obeisance of servants who spirited away with my bags. The grand wood-lined interior seemed even bigger inside, and my beautiful new bedroom was much larger than my room back home. My room overlooked Holland Park, and I felt thankful to look at grass and trees, helping me remember London included more than bricks and concrete.

	Though seriously tempted, I refrained from jumping onto the enormous bed with its plump cushions. What stopped me was the presence of Dawson, Lonnie’s lady’s maid, and mine for the duration of my stay. I did not have the first idea what a lady’s maid did. Reluctant to ask, I hoped it would become apparent. She had already unpacked my cases and helped me freshen up. It felt strange having someone other than Mum do these things for me, although being looked after made a pleasant change.

	Feeling pampered, I entered the dining room, where I met Lonnie. Some years older than me, she was the prettiest woman I had ever seen and proved unlike any woman I met before. Her blonde hair was worn in a Dutch bob, beautifully framing her smiley, expressive face. The red lipstick and nail varnish would be met with many disapproving looks in Cludenbrig. I supposed her a flapper, although I never heard anyone in London using that word.

	“It’s delightful to meet you. I have heard wonderful things about you. I do hope you enjoy London,” she said, kissing my cheek.

	“I hope so,” I answered, although she spotted my hesitation.

	“I do imagine it is all a bit strange but don’t worry. We are a friendly bunch,”

	She pushed a drink in my hand. I had no inkling what it might be, though I could tell it contained alcohol. Unfamiliar with the taste, I struggled to keep from screwing my face as the liquid burned its way towards my stomach. She lighted a French cigarette on a long holder. I could not avoid staring, as I had never seen a woman smoke. Then, with a giggle, she offered me a puff.

	I was recovering from my coughing fit when I decided I should quit smoking. “I love your dress. I’ve never seen such a pretty one,” I told her once I retrieved my ability to speak. The dress was stunning, with a sapphire blue crushed velvet body and lace sleeves lined with pale blue satin. I wondered how much such a fantastic dress would cost, as it looked expensive.

	“Do you like it?” she asked with another dazzling smile. “It’s a princess line. Picked this up for a song in Paris. You must try it on. It will look fabulous with your shape.” She put her hands onto my waist, judging my form.

	The manhandling from someone I had just met left me speechless.

	“Oh, most definitely. I must take you shopping. I can show you the best places. How are you fixed for tomorrow?”

	I looked at Aunt Violet, who nodded and accepted her invitation.

	“Great, it’s a date, as the Yanks say. There is some fabulous stuff around, cannot wait to show you. I adore what is in right now and am glad to see the end of the boyish look. It isn’t meant for anyone who has even a hint of a bosom, and I cannot be jiggered bandaging these babies.” She pointed at her chest and laughed. “I have a side-lacing brassiere that works beautifully, but I cannot breathe wearing it.”

	No one minded her discussing these topics with a man present. Mum only mentioned underwear when alone. We would be mortified if Dad had overheard. Looking at her cleavage, I saw why she might find underwear a problem. My breasts were a shade smaller, yet I shared her concerns. I did not fancy substituting my restrictive underwear with another limiting set.

	“Abso-bloody-lutely,” Alfie agreed, “imprisoning such magnificent jubes is indeed the most heinous of crimes.”

	Everyone laughed, including me. Life in London did not appear to be anything like home.

	“Now,” Aunt Violet interjected, “we are responsible for helping our Alice here find a husband.”

	I began to object, wary of being tied to London by a husband, but thought better of admitting that.

	Resolute, Violet persevered. “You haven’t come out. Your father had little truck with such matters, and dear Mary’s death did not help matters. She might have changed his mind. Sadly, we will never know. I could present you. It’s far too late this season, but there is always next year.” She gave the idea some thought, although a scowl appeared when she considered the consequences. “Although, I fear your father would never speak to us again if he found out. Perhaps we oughtn’t after all.”

	I showed my agreement with a nod, although she showed no interest. We both knew I would not do anything Dad disapproved of behind his back. My dad and Aunt Violet are fond of each other, despite the fact he has no time for the concept of nobility. She likes teasing him about his dislike not preventing him from marrying an earl’s daughter. He is a staunch socialist and a Labour party member from the beginning. To him, titles, privilege, and organised religion are anathemas that must be questioned and distrusted. My great-great-grandfather emigrated to Canada, returning to marry my great-great-grandmother after making his fortune. The money was spent by the time Dad, the youngest of seven, was born, yet my grandparents made sure their children attended school beyond their thirteenth birthdays.

	Dad had been first in his family to attend university after winning a scholarship. He studied in Edinburgh, where he met Mum at a ball. It sounded romantic, although their courtship appeared a difficult one. Judging by information I pieced together, mostly overheard conversations, my parents had been shunned by some friends and relatives who disapproved of their marriage. Dad was trade, which became their word for Dad’s work, a running joke between them. It explained why we lived nearer Dad’s family than Mum’s.

	“Still, coming out is not such a great deal these days,” Aunt Violet continued.

	“Thank your lucky heavens for that, believe me,” Lonnie interrupted. “It is a never-ending succession of unbelievably dull balls where unbelievably dull girls seek unbelievably dull boys for dancing or possibly marriage.”

	“Yes, well, there are many events you may still attend,” Aunt Violet continued, ignoring her. “Things haven’t been the same since...”

	Her voice faltered, and I understood why. Her thoughts had turned to the war and my cousin Bertie, Alfie’s older brother, who died in Amiens. She gave herself a shake before addressing Alfie and Lonnie.

	“You two know many young eligible bachelors, and therefore it is your responsibility. I want a steady queue of handsome young suitors at our door first thing tomorrow.”

	“Wouldn’t we all.” Lonnie said with a giggle. A married woman making such a proclamation surprised me, although everyone laughed again.

	“What about an introduction to young Charlie? It is high time he settled down.” She watched Alfie’s face before giving Lonnie a cheeky wink.

	“I don’t think he is the settling down type,” Alfie countered with an impish smile. “Besides, do you think there is a chance in hell the Duchess would give her approval?”

	“Nonsense,” she brayed, batting the idea into the distance with a hand. “It merely takes the right woman to make a man desire domestication. He clearly has not met her yet. The Duchess’ blessing, though, is damn near impossible. Still, Charlie is a grown man, more than old enough to make his own decisions, although her reaction would be delightful,” she said, laughing at the idea. “I think an introduction might be on the cards purely so I can see the look upon her face. He is your closest friend, Alfie. It is inevitable they will chance upon each other at some point.”

	“Yes, I suppose it may be,” he said through thin lips.

	“Hugo Crawford?” Aunt Violet suggested, not conceding without a fight.

	“You haven’t heard? Most unlike you. He put a handcuff on Hetty Symington’s finger.”

	“The eldest Symington girl? It has not been in the newspapers. Terribly disappointing. He could do much better, lovely looking girl, yet no manners.”

	“This might not be quite as easy as you thought,” Lonnie said, teasing.

	Undeterred, Aunt Violet continued, “Arthur Brewster?”

	“Do you wish to bore poor Alice to death?” Lonnie asked. “What on heaven or earth might you have done to deserve that?” she asked me, an eyebrow raised.

	“Oh, my goodness, yes, excellent point. Unless you have a deep, enthusiastic love for Egyptology?” she asked, looking hopeful.

	I shook my head.

	“No, thought not. Ever since he attended that damned talk, the poor man can barely speak of anything else. What about Freddie Evesham?”

	“The lift doesn’t stop on all floors any longer,” Lonnie answered, making a swigging motion.

	“Pity. Waste of a marvellous mind. Gilbert Bradshaw-Jones?”

	In response, Alfie put a finger on his nostril and inhaled. I did not know what the mime meant, but I did not want to ask, considering everyone except me understood.

	Aunt Violet turned towards me, her smile undiminished. “Never fear, we will find you a husband yet. These two have so many friends, I cannot begin keeping up.”

	“Thank you, Aunt Violet. There is no rush,” I told her, although I doubted she would pay me the slightest heed.

	 

	After a day’s dress shopping, Lonnie invited me to accompany her on a night on the town. We spent our evening in London’s fantastic clubs, where my love affair with Jazz started. Jazz proved wild and energetic, poles apart from anything I had ever heard before. I adored it from the moment I stepped into the first club.

	We visited many clubs and met Lonnie’s friends everywhere we went. I met lords, ladies, writers, artists, and an assortment of fascinating characters. One chap had a pet mongoose straddling his shoulder as a living stole. A slight-built young man named Bernie Ambrose was a gossip columnist who wrote stories about his friend’s antics for the newspapers, yet no one minded in the slightest.

	It took a shameful amount of time before I realised who these people were. Curious, I investigated my suspicions.

	“These people you are introducing me to, are these the Bright Young People I keep reading about in the newspapers?” I asked Lonnie the first opportunity I got.

	“Well, yes and no. Some are, although most are horrified at the very idea of being associated with them. Many of our friends utterly resent that title, although I suppose you might call us a subsect. The ones who revel in it are not necessarily as wild living as the papers would have you think. Most will not take anything stronger than booze and no heavy petting before marriage. Some might undertake the odd fling with a West Indian jazz musician or two. Who hasn’t?”

	“So, it is made up? The stuff in the papers?”

	“No, it is mostly true, some much worse than what gets printed,” she said, shrugging. “You can trust Bernie. He knows what he should write and what he must omit. They can be marvellous fun in small doses but are not people you want to spend much time with. At times, they can make Bertie Wooster seem sophisticated and urbane. It is comparable with the nursery when Nanny pops out. Theirs is a ridiculous babyish language, and they think playing ceaseless practical jokes on each other is endlessly hilarious. If you spend time at their houses, it is all midnight feasts and watching out for someone hiding your pyjamas or apple pie your bed and the like.”

	“They put apple pies in your beds?”

	“No, sweetie,” she said with a laugh, explaining the trick with the folded over sheets that prevented you getting into bed.

	Bernie introduced me to Leslie, his girlfriend, who wore a fabulous black silk tulle dress with delicate beading. They proceeded to tell me some wild gossip. I heard about events at treasure hunts, balls, and something called freak parties. Their tales were of scandalous affairs involving people whose fathers were MPs, lords, and royals. Not content with that, they then shared stories of their parent’s antics. Some of their stories shocked me, although some left me confused. Not keen on admitting my ignorance, I acted what I thought looked an appropriate level of shock in response to their cues.

	“Oh, fabulous, Tabby’s here,” Lonnie said, pointing towards the doors where an attractive young woman was entering the club on the arm of a handsome gentleman. She spotted us and gave us a wave. “You will adore Tabby. I can’t wait to introduce you. She is fabulously wealthy, a fascinating character, and excellent company. She is the sole heiress to the Consolidated Electrical Cable fortune, and her allowance could keep a small country afloat. Her family died in a tragic house fire years ago, though she was too young to remember. She lives with her Aunt Agatha, who is of advanced years and has been quite senile for some time, leaving Tabby free to come and go as she very much pleases. She’s loaded now, although when she comes of age or Agatha dies, she’ll be richer than Croesus.”

	“Poor thing,” I said, disliking the sound of being so alone.

	“Most people are incredibly envious of her. Some would kill their entire families to change places with her or merely be allowed inside her inner sanctum. She has entertained kings, queens, movie stars, politicians, writers, and artists. She has no title, yet in our circle, is practically royalty.”

	“Must I mind my P’s and Q’s? I mean if she entertains royalty—”

	“Be yourself, honey. Tabs is simply interested in how fascinating you are. She is a great hostess but is no collector.”

	“Collector?”

	“A society hostess whose whole reason for living is inviting the most impressive guest list to their functions. Each one favours a particular group, for some, artists and writers. Statesmen for others, and some prefer royalty. Whatever the field, the higher the status, the better. Tabby does not care about those things. If she finds you interesting, you receive an invitation to some event or other. If she likes you, you are invited to her country home, which is always cluttered with the great and the good. If not, you are silently yet definitely blackballed. She has cut off a few people with impressive social standings. For some, being blackballed by her is abject horror, just social suicide, but don’t worry. She will adore you.”

	This unwelcome and somewhat intimidating information scared me. I disliked the sound of being blackballed by Tabby.

	“Who is that with her? Is he her paramour? He’s rather handsome.”

	“Can’t say I know him, although that is no surprise. There is a never-ending supply of ridiculously handsome young men adorning her arm. Christ alone knows where she finds them all. Rarely, if ever, the same one twice.”

	The beautiful young woman approaching wore a gorgeous embroidered dress and expensive-looking jewellery, topped with a flamboyant beaded headdress. Greeting Lonnie with a hug, she flashed me a welcoming smile.

	“You must be Alice. It’s heavenly to meet you.” She kissed both cheeks and gave me a warm smile. “Do hope the gang are treating you well.”

	I told her my treatment had been exemplary, and she introduced us to Miles, her companion, who towered over her. We talked about how I was finding London and discussed the finest clubs. We chatted easily, our conversation peppered with her infectious giggles.

	“The Black Bottom,” she cried with a squeal, hearing the band strike a new number. Grabbing Miles’ hand, she jumped to her feet. “This is the most wonderful of most wonderful things, an absolute hoot. Madly love this, absolutely must dance. Will you?” she asked, her voice full of enthusiasm.

	I admitted my ignorance, and Lonnie told her she would keep me company. Bottom lip protruding at our slight to her favourite dance, Tabby left with an enthusiastic Miles.

	“She’s a little dynamo,” Lonnie commented, watching Tabby run towards the dance floor, pulling Miles with her.

	“I can see how she’d be a lot of fun.”

	“Fun and Tabby go hand in hand. She is wholly committed to the most hedonistic life possible. As you will undoubtedly discover, she enjoys a high life involving varied male companionship, drink, drugs, and parties. Can you believe she’s a year younger than you?”

	“Really? She is so elegant and graceful. I felt a dowdy, backwards country yokel standing beside her.”

	“Oh, believe me, at times, I do too, sweetie,” Lonnie said with a smile. “Theoretically, she’s too young to purchase alcohol. Not that Tabs will ever let the law stop her from doing whatever she wants, whenever she wants. There is not a beak or copper she cannot sweet-talk into letting her have her way. She liked you. I think you’ve gained approval.”

	“Do you think so?”

	“It is most unusual for her to stay still enough to talk to anyone so long when there is music playing.”

	“How will I know if she approves of me?”

	“If you never receive an invite, you’re not in,” she said with a shrug.

	 


Chapter Two: Angels and Devils

	 

	 

	Aunt Violet received many visitors, taking their turns to scrutinise her mysterious Scottish niece. She ordered beautiful visiting cards for me, insisting they be engraved, not printed. If not visiting with Aunt Violet, Lonnie took me shopping or to cinemas, cocktail bars, and tea houses. Alfie took me to the Jubilee Championships at the All England Club, where I became infatuated with tennis. Weekends meant avoiding London’s crowds, taking turns visiting each other’s country houses. At times, the invitations caused a tyranny of choice.

	My love for jazz continued unabated. I saw Layton and Johnstone perform and bored everyone with my endless professions of love for them. With practice, I learned the Black Bottom and Heebie-Jeebies, although I struggled with the Shimmy, giving it up as a bad lot.

	I received an invitation to Tabby’s country house for the weekend, the absence of a blackball coming as a relief. Despite my invitation, I felt a wee bit nervous during the drive along a terraced cul-de-sac. The spectacular modern villa stood at the end, overlooking a sandy beach. We were shown into a drawing room, the bay windows offering stunning sea views.

	Tabby greeted me with a kiss, and we chitchatted until she noticed Leslie dancing.

	“Look at Leslie’s outfit. It’s bloody gorgeous. Just too envy-inducing. Wish he’d tell where he has them made.” Shocked at hearing such language, I did not linger on what was said.

	“I have asked many, many times, but it is a secret he will take to his grave,” Lonnie said with a glum expression.

	“Did you say he?” I asked, arriving at a late understanding.

	“Yes. Leslie is a man,” Lonnie told me.

	I giggled, thinking it another of their jokes until I realised she was not laughing.

	“You’re not joking?”

	“No, sweetheart,” she said, smiling. “No matter how he dresses, he’s still very much a man and requests addressing as such.”

	“She, I mean he, is so feminine looking. The clothes he is wearing, his voice, manner, and make-up, he is stunning. I thought you were joking.”

	Tabby thought my admission hilarious, her laugh proving infectious.

	 

	Back in London, Lonnie invited me to spend a morning at a beauty salon. She was preparing for a rather exclusive party, and although not invited, I joined her. I had never been to a beauty salon before. I found myself having my hair cut and finger waves put in. I asked if I should dye my hair, which is a shocking deep red. Lonnie and the hairstylist looked horrified, telling me many would commit murder for my Titian colour. They would not be as enthusiastic if they endured the teasing I had experienced at school for being ginger.

	Aunt Violet was enthusiastic in complimenting my new look. With scarce time for breath, she turned as though asking a question that had just struck her, although it had most likely been planned.

	“Why don’t you take Alice with you tonight? You must allow her an opportunity to show off her fabulous fresh look. Charlie will just adore her,” she said with a wink in my direction.

	Lonnie gave the idea some consideration. “Isn’t that what we are supposed to fear most?”

	“How can you possibly go off and have fun while leaving your poor cousin stuck at home with no admirers except crusty old me?” Aunt Violet cajoled, determined to have her way.

	“You know she isn’t invited,” Lonnie said with a firm tone.

	She opposed me attending this party, which hurt. I thought we had been getting on well. My curiosity was firmly piqued, making me desperate to investigate this Charlie and why we must be kept apart.

	“How could Charlie possibly invite her if he has no idea she exists?” Aunt Violet persisted. “There will be many gate-crashers there, and I am certain he will not mind in the slightest.” Their discussion continued as though they forgot I happened to be present.

	“That is not what is concerning me, as you well know.”

	“As we have both said, it is merely postponing the inevitable,” said Aunt Violet in one of her resolute tones.

	Lonnie thought it over. “Oh, okay, why the hell not? There will be a few of your eligible bachelors, I suppose. I will be your alarm clock, but you must leave before midnight.”

	“Midnight? Am I Cinderella? Are you worried I will turn into a pumpkin?”

	My joke fell flat.

	“Events after midnight are definitely by invitation only. It can be a little wild,” she answered without smiling.

	Lonnie left to consult Dawson. Confused, I asked Aunt Violet, “What did she mean by alarm clock?”

	“A chaperone, dear.”

	After a few minutes, Lonnie entered the room, her expression serious. “We had better get ready. The theme is angels and devils. I think I know what you can wear. Dawson is sorting everything.”

	Lips pursed, she took my hand and led me upstairs.

	 

	Lonnie wore a devil costume with a short red fringed taffeta skirt and a tiara with two shiny red horns attached. I wore an incredible angel costume of such cleverness it did not look like a last-minute construction. Lonnie loaned me a fringed white dress which revealed my bare thighs over my white stockings when I swayed. Dawson finished it with lacy wings salvaged from a fairy costume and a halo fashioned from a tiara wrapped in tinsel.

	I sat beside Alfie during the drive to Cyneset House. He did not say a word during the entire journey. Their sullen expressions told me they had quarrelled, although they did not discuss it, and I felt disinclined to pry. We arrived at an enormous residence situated on Park Lane, although built back from the busy road. Tall walls prevented all except those on top decks of omnibuses from viewing it. Driving through massive wooden gates revealed a house with a stark Palladian exterior giving no clue to its opulent interior.

	I gasped at the impressive hallway and its magnificent staircase with white marble steps, posts, and handrails. Servants collected our coats and showed us inside an enormous ballroom, already full of people. The high ceiling covered with ancient, gilded frescoes made the jazz band playing in the corner appear strangely out of time.

	Tabby joined us, handing me a drink containing fruit juices and gin. Finding it pleasant, I took a big sip, causing Lonnie to give me an anxious look.

	“Do be careful, darling. You’re still not used to the giggle water.”

	“Now, don’t be such a mother hen, Lonnie,” Tabby scolded. “It’s too, too tedious. Alice will be fine. Let her spread her angel wings and have some fun.”

	Lonnie did not say anything, although she kept a close eye on me. Tabby spent some time preoccupied with Jolyon, a new and fascinating acquaintance. Looking at him, I understood her preoccupation.

	When I finished my third or fourth drink, I felt warm. Fanning myself with my hand, I looked for somewhere I could find some fresh air. Unfortunately, I could not see if the windows were open due to some heavy black damask curtains. The door nearest me stood ajar, the room behind it dark and empty. No one stopped me, so I pushed the door open, discovering an extensive library. Shelves heaved with an impressive collection of leather-bound books, although I struggled to see the titles in the gloom.

	As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I noticed a set of French doors. After further investigation, I found they opened onto a terrace. The doors were locked, but there was a key in the keyhole. I turned it and opened the door, welcoming the instant coolness of the summer evening air. I stood on the terrace looking over the rear garden, which I thought tiny for such a substantial house. Rehearsing what I could say if it happened, I stood for a time, summoning the courage to approach one of Aunt Violet’s bachelors.

	I retraced my steps back to the ballroom, almost colliding with Lonnie.

	“There you are. I was looking for you,” she said with palpable relief.

	“I wanted some fresh air,” I told her, taking a drink from a convenient passing servant.

	“Are you feeling all right?” she asked, looking concerned again.

	“I am fine,” I insisted. “Now, I can see a few attractive looking young gentlemen. Why don’t we find an unattached one?”

	I did not leave the dancefloor until the band stopped playing at midnight. Lights came on, and guests gathered their possessions as they made their way outside. Lonnie led me to the front door with a strange urgency, guiding me away from the people saying their goodbyes in the hallway.

	“Aren’t you coming, too?” I asked, although she clearly was not. She did not have her coat.

	“No, I’m staying. I will catch you at home. Forgive me for abandoning you. Do you mind terribly going back on your own?”

	“Of course not,” I lied, hiding my envy as I climbed into one of many cabs waiting outside.

	“Cheers, darling. Goodnight,” she said, dashing back inside without looking back.

	Sitting in the cab, I pondered the wild party continuing without me. I had not met Charlie, I presumed because of my gate-crasher status. He must be frightening if they thought I should hide from him, although I could not imagine them being friends with someone so scary. The dangerous combination of alcohol and my annoyance at missing out on some fun provoked a rash decision. I stopped the cabbie after a few minutes, a few streets away. He was more annoyed at forgoing his full fare, such as it was, than concerned for my safety. I gave him double to stop him complaining.

	I walked towards the house, feeling glad it was a simple route. All that was necessary was following the park until I found the place again. Some people were chatting beside the closed main gate. To my increased annoyance, they said their goodbyes, then struck up another conversation many times. I waited until they left, growing more impatient with each minute.

	After a lengthy wait, I was alone, and I became aware of my heart thumping in the quiet street. Taking a slow deep breath, I walked towards the smaller gate and pushed it open. There was a path, but I stayed clear, creeping along the darkest wall, thinking it best for avoiding detection. Cursing at the deafening sound of my shoes upon the gravel, I tiptoed my way towards the house.

	In my excitement, I had not considered my strategy for getting inside. It was not as though I could let myself in. However, a stone archway looked as though it led towards the rear garden, so I went through, finding myself at the foot of some stairs leading to the terrace I had stood on earlier. I could not remember locking the library door, so thought I would check. Fumbling in the moonlight, I found my way upstairs. The library was still dark, although light shone in through the ballroom doorway.

	Crossing my fingers, I grasped the door handle and stood motionless, holding it whilst willing my hand to move. Heart racing, I stood immobile, summoning my courage before I turned the knob. The door swung open, and I took a deep breath before tiptoeing inside. I made my way towards the ballroom before realising the band had started again. I had no need to worry about anyone overhearing me.

	Trembling, I pulled the door open as wide as I dared, peering into the ballroom. There were dozens of people rather than the hundreds who’d attended earlier. The band had gone, and in their place was the biggest gramophone I have ever seen. My gaze was drawn towards the people dancing, more frenzied this time. After a moment or two, I realised some had no clothes on! I stared open-mouthed. Two half-dressed women engaged in a long passionate kiss with a handsome man kneeling before them, kissing and caressing their bodies one after the other. Two men lay on a sofa, one with a mop of grey hair, the other half his age. The grey-haired man undid the other man’s trousers and extracted his organ. It looked enormous, yet I watched him lick it from one end to the other before taking the entirety in his mouth. Realising my mouth was still agape, I closed it with a gulp.

	At first, I marvelled at how he did so without gagging. After further viewing, I considered if a more appropriate reaction would be shock. The exquisite happiness upon the younger man’s face struck me with awe. I studied his face, enjoying his enjoyment. Scared to move lest it drew any attention, I surveyed the scenes of sexual pleasure.

	On another sofa lay a naked woman, her face obscured by a man leaning over her, circling a breast with his tongue. He tickled a pert nipple as another man kneeled before her, licking between her legs. Overcome with a warm, pleasant sensation, my body tingled everywhere. I did not feel scared or revolted, more excited. My enjoyment worried me. I knew many would consider such activities immoral and a sin, or at least something they presumed wrong.

	The woman arched her body, giving a low moan when he stopped licking. He put a hand under her bottom and raised her as he pushed himself between her legs. Her head was thrown back as her mouth formed a groan. I watched, transfixed, imagining how she was feeling. When the other man stood to put his organ in her mouth, I realised the woman was Lonnie!
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