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Preface to the 2014 Edition





Georgina Frances Vernon was born on 1 December 1963, firstborn child of the tenthBaronVernon(JohnLawranceVenables-Vernon)and his first wife Sheila, and was raised on the Sudbury Estate in Derbyshire (this comprising the late-seventeenth-century country house Sudbury Hall, the village of Sudbury and its surrounding farmland).


At the age of eighteen she embarked upon a writing career, taking ‘Frances Vernon’ as the name by which she wished to be known. She completed six novels in the space of ten years, the last published only posthumously. Her literary accomplishment was widely hailed by a range of notable reviewers, and in light of her prodigious talent her early death in1991, aged just twenty-seven, was felt by all who knew her and her work to be especially poignant.


Faber Finds is privileged to now be reissuing Frances Vernon’s entire oeuvre. This prefatory account of her life and work has been compiled from separate interviews kindly contributed by her mother Sheila Vernon, and her first cousin the photographer and author Michael Marten, who encouraged and advised Frances in her literary vocation.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: Frances’s father John was my uncle, so I knew her from childhood. I spent quite a lot of my childhood at Sudbury so I saw the old ways (laughs), at least as they were in the 1950s and 1960s … The family lived in one little bit of this vast place, Sudbury Hall, with a handful of servants. The upper two storeys were empty and the ‘state rooms’ were only used once or twice a year. But the grounds were perfectly kept up, and the kitchen garden was astonishing, with cherry trees espaliered on the brick walls. The cost of upkeep, though, was huge. Either you turned it into a theme park or else …


 


SHEILA VERNON: Johnnie’s father died in 1963 and Frances was born that year. We lived in the Hall for a time while Johnnie negotiated to sell it to the National Trust, really in part payment of death duties, which was all very complicated.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: My uncle John built a house in the grounds, screened from the Hall, and that’s where Frances and her younger sister Janna were brought up.


 


SHEILA VERNON: Frances was always creative. She could draw very well from about the age of four, as a lot of children can, but occasionally she would make something that really did surprise us. I remember her nursery-school teacher telling me that Frances had said she was bored, and so the teacher gave her a darning needle that she was very pleased with, and handled beautifully. But the teacher also said, ‘It does worry me, she works on her own, she won’t join in with the other children …’


Her first school was the village school, though it was a slightly unusual set-up. There was an open prison there, which had been an army camp during the war. Most of the children were either tenant farmers of Johnnie’s, or living in the village, or else the children of prison officers. Frances told me one day that one of the children’s fathers was retiring, and her thought was, ‘Papa can go be a prison warder and we can live in his house,’ which meant she’d go on the bus with the other children. She did have friends, but still, I think she felt a bit of an odd-one-out, wanted to be more like the others.


She wasn’t an easy child, or a very happy child, to be honest, which is the sad part. She was anxious, she needed activity, wanted to be doing something creative nearly all the time. We would watch Blue Peter together and she would want to make whatever the presenters were making, but if we didn’t have all the necessary materials at hand my heart would sink, because that would frustrate her. And then they would produce ‘the one they made earlier’ …


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: I think everyone found Frances unusual as a child – and as she grew up. She was unusual, exceptional, in many ways. From a very young age, maybe six, certainly by eight, she spoke and behaved and thought just like an adult, asked questions and talked about adult things, with some gravitas, if you like. She didn’t behave like a child. In fact she had very strong opinions about childhood, and wanted to be treated as an adult from a much younger age than is usual.


Later in life she read a book called Centuries of Childhood, by a man called Philippe Ariès, which strongly influenced her. Basically its thesis was that modern childhood is a completely invented concept from the seventeenth century onward. Before that, children became adults at or around puberty, twelve or thirteen years of age – girls got married and so forth. Frances thought this was right and proper and ought to be reinstituted. She thought modern childhood was a form of slavery – children were slaves, and schools were prisons (laughs). She believed in enduring education, that one should be educated throughout one’s life, and that society would come round to this one day.


 


SHEILA VERNON: She went to too many schools, really. First she was at a boys’ school where she was one of only two girls, and that maybe wasn’t a good idea. Then we sent her to boarding school in Kent, not a success, probably she was a bit young to go so far away. She was happier at Cranborne Chase in Wiltshire, it was more free and easy, no uniforms. She was eleven then, and already writing things for herself. Then both she and Janna went to Queen’s College, Harley Street, and they both liked it. By that time they were teenagers – and Johnnie and I were separating, at not a good time, probably.


Frances always did well academically, but I remember one report said, ‘She does not want to learn. No, she does not want to be taught.’ That teacher was right. She didn’t submit easily. She thought all schools were too slow and didn’t teach you enough. She read so quickly, the likes of Clarissa and Pamela, and she and Janna were both keen on Georgette Heyer. She was quick, she found things easy. But I think socially she found that fitting into the world was the problem, in a way.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: Frances could be very direct, she said what she thought, and she wouldn’t do boring chit-chat – she liked to have serious conversations and she would cut straight to the serious point.


 


SHEILA VERNON: I remember a boy she met at fourteen who mentioned that he was a Catholic, and she said, ‘Oh, then you must know about Thomas Aquinas?’ This poor boy knew nothing of the sort. But she laughed about that, in retrospect.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: I was staying at John and Sheila’s when Frances must have been about fifteen. She knew I’d written non-fiction books, and as I recall she told me she had written several chapters of a novel and would I read them? I did, and they were astonishingly good. There was lots of purple prose but … I mean, you immediately know when someone can write, and she evidently could, and could tell a story, and it was clear she had a remarkable perception about people and the way they behave and talk. Her characters and conversations rang true. I told John and Sheila how impressed I was, and I encouraged her to write more. And from that point I would read whatever she was writing and give her feedback. Though I was probably a very harsh critic.


 


SHEILA VERNON: Michael took a lot of trouble writing letters to Frances and he really helped her with the writing. I think his view was ‘If you’ve written a very fine passage strike it out …’


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: I was always a believer in a pared-down style: an adjective needed to be there for a reason, and things could be cut short. But she soon learnt to do that for herself. After that she would always show me her manuscripts, though maybe not the first draft. But we would discuss it, and I’d write to her. It would mainly be questions of structure, character, particular scenes, whether or not they worked. So I became her closest literary sounding board.


 


SHEILA VERNON: Frances was still at school when Privileged Children was accepted for publication by Michael Joseph. At the same time she was accepted for a place at New Hall, Cambridge. She wasn’t quite eighteen when she went up to Cambridge, and she was only just old enough to sign the publishing contract over those Christmas holidays. But she wanted it done under the name of Frances. She was christened Georgina Frances, and we called her ‘Georgie’ as a child. But she wanted a change. One of her friends said, ‘“Frances” is more unisex, more middle-class and more transatlantic,’ – which sums it up quite well. And I got used to it.


She went back to Cambridge after Christmas, but there was a stage where things seemed to fall apart – having had a boyfriend the previous term who she was happy with, and made a group of friends, there was a falling-out, certainly with the young man, and things went downhill. And she left.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: My impression was that she couldn’t really cope. University is very rough-and-tumble and I think she found that hard, because of this sensitivity of hers. And again, she wanted to be fully adult, and she was about to publish a novel. It wasn’t that she was running away, she had something to go to.


 


SHEILA VERNON: She was lucky enough to be given a flat of her own by her father in Delancey Street in Camden, so she had a sort of independence, at the ripe age of eighteen, and embarked on this life of living and writing alone. But it’s a lonely form of life. Later she moved to a flat in Regent’s Park Road.


 


Privileged Children was published in September 1982 and went on to win the Author’s Club Award for Best First Novel. The Daily Express praised its ‘genuine sparkle and invention’. In the Times Literary Supplement Jenny Uglow called it ‘highly enjoyable’, noting that ‘the novel’s most passionate statements concern childhood, which is seen as a fictional state invented by adults with amnesia’.


 


SHEILA VERNON: Frances gave me a copy of her novel, as she always did thereafter, and I was impressed. It was sad, in a way, that she couldn’t just have been like Alice [the heroine of Privileged Children] – an artist, albeit an eccentric woman, with a husband, albeit under her thumb. Towards the end of the book Frances writes something to the effect that Alice and her husband were not unconventional in that they didn’t really know that convention existed.


Her descriptions were very brilliant, of people and places – she had the artist’s eye. I remember a schoolteacher friend of mine said to me of Privileged Children, ‘Not one single anachronism in the whole book!’


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: I inherited Frances’s library when she died and there were a huge number of books in it about the Victorian period, in all its aspects, working class and upper class, social history, London and so on. She had a great memory for what she read, and great powers of concentration. Her fourth novel, A Desirable Husband, is set in the 1950s, which is when I was a child, and it rings so true of that class of people in that time, pitch-perfect.


Her knowledge of human social relations – that came from her perception. My wife, who knew her for a year or two, says that Frances ‘was missing several layers of skin’ and it’s a good way of describing her: she was extremely sensitive, to people’s feelings and interactions, and that’s why she suffered so much, why she found the world so hard to deal with – things that most of us shrug off or turn a blind eye to, she didn’t. Everything impacted intensely upon her. Music she found very hard to listen to – it got through to her and she could get deeply disturbed by it, it set off emotions that were too intense to cope with.


 


Frances’s second novel, Gentleman and Players, appeared in May 1984 and earned further glowing notices. In the Guardian Robert Nye called the book ‘a delight … cool, precise, amused and amusing’. He predicted that ‘Frances Vernon should become a cult figure’. The Bohemian Girl followed in August1985. Philip Howard in the Sunday Times called it ‘a pretty, witty little parable about Victorian values, and the hazards of being female and intelligent in a country as sexist and anti-intellectual as the United Kingdom … This romance has teeth … it bites the eternal issues of class, and sex, and freedom.’


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: Frances did have a handful of romantic relationships, they were very consequential to her, let’s say, but none of them were lasting or major. That was an aspect of life that she found difficult. But she had friendships. At her flat in Regent’s Park Road she would have occasional evening drinks parties for about twelve to fourteen people. She wasn’t reclusive, but she didn’t like going out into the world.


I would meet with her every two weeks, usually to have dinner in each other’s flats or else out. We’d talk about everything under the sun. And we’d discuss her work. She didn’t find writing easy – easier than living, but not easy. She worked at it and it was work she enjoyed. For any writer there are frustrating days or weeks when you can’t express what you want. But she enjoyed writing, she liked the quiet and the intensity and the discipline. She could retreat into her imagination, and emerge as and when she had to.


But she found the world very hard to live in. I don’t know if she’d have found it any easier fifty or a hundred years before.


 


SHEILA VERNON: I remember Frances saying to me, ‘I must be writing or I just can’t bear my life.’ None of the books were bestsellers, she never made a lot of money. I do sometimes wonder if she’d really had to earn money, would things have been better or worse? I can’t tell, really. What would have happened is impossible to tell.


 


A Desirable Husband (1987) would be Frances’s last novel for Michael Joseph. Her next, The Marquis of Westmarch (1989), was published by Gollancz. Inspired by her reading of a passage in Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch concerning a rare genital malformation that historically led to the misidentifying of certain infant girls as boys, the novel tells of a nobleman who harbours just such a secret, the revelation of which would imperil his inheritance. Philippa Toomey for The Times called the novel ‘a fantastic, haunting, and extremely well-written story of love and death’.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: I found Westmarch very difficult to cope with as her literary advisor, but Frances was absolutely determined to write it. It was almost like a reversion to the sorts of first drafts she’d written as a young teenager. But there was something in there that she had to get out, about this business of male and female. She had questions about gender. There was an element, I think, that she thought she ought to have been a boy. Whether this was a consequence of her father wishing for a son in order to inherit the title is a moot point. I don’t suppose her father consciously made her feel that, far from it. But he did regret that he didn’t have a son, there’s no doubt.


 


SHEILA VERNON: Johnnie left Sudbury divided between the girls. But a place like that has gone on for generations by always going to a son. Yes, Frances did once say something to the effect of her having lost out on that by being a girl. Men do have more power in the world, still. And Frances didn’t like that – she found it difficult.


Michael has always said that most of Frances’s inner world is probably in Westmarch. Janna said she thought Frances wanted to be a homosexual man, because she wanted sex with men, but to be a man. For a woman that is usually very straightforward, but not for Frances, I’m afraid, sadly.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: Frances suffered from depression. She saw a psychotherapist for the last five or so years of her life, and sometimes she’d feel it helped. Maybe it delayed the outcome.


 


SHEILA VERNON: I always saw a lot of her, and did what I could. It is a terrible illness. My sister suffered from depression, she died of heart trouble and had other physical problems, but she said to me once that depression was much the worst thing she’d suffered.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: For any outing Frances had to prepare herself, two or three days in advance – psychologically she’d have to work herself up into a state she could deal with. The travel would be difficult – the prospect rather than the actuality. Eventually she decided she ought to overcome her fear of travel and have a holiday. She took herself off to the Lofoten Islands off the coast of Norway, organised it herself. Why she chose those islands I’m not quite sure, they’re pretty dour. She certainly didn’t enjoy herself, or the food. But she did it, it was an accomplishment for her.


As her illness got worse towards the last years, she found going places very trying – having to call a taxi then worrying if it would be late, or come at all, and once it came, worrying that it would get lost. She could become distraught over things that would seem minor to anyone else, it would all get too much very quickly – and this was a tendency that got much worse. As a child she’d had terrible tantrums, which she learned to control, but nonetheless the desperation behind them was always there. Sheila and John were, I think, very concerned about her.


Over some years she expressed to me a wish to die. She’d say, ‘I wish I was dead,’ or, ‘I don’t know if I can stand it any more.’ There is nothing you can say to that … you don’t dismiss it, but I didn’t feel it was something that ordinary advice or listening could really resolve. I’m sure I wasn’t as helpful as I could have been. But in reality I don’t know what I could have done.


 


What would be Frances’s final novel, The Fall of Doctor Onslow – originally entitled ‘A School Story’ – was inspired by her reading of the memoirs of the writer and homosexual John Addington Symonds, wherein he exposed the commonplace incidence of homosexuality at Harrow School in the 1850s, among pupils and indeed between boys and senior staff.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: Onslow was based on a true story about a headmaster at Harrow, who was effectively blackmailed or bludgeoned by the father of a pupil into leaving the school and wasn’t allowed to accept any preferment in the Church, such that when he tried to a few years later he got set back. It was a very powerful story and Frances managed to convey it very well. It seemed to me her first novels were very good but of a certain type, novels of manners and mores, but they didn’t really go further than that. Whereas I felt that Onslow had more depth.


 


SHEILA VERNON: Frances’s sense of humour wasn’t commented on. But it’s there in Onslow, especially in Doctor Onslow’s wife Louisa, who is a great character, I think. Nothing’s explained to her but she knows quite a lot. When she speaks of Onslow’s devotion to his pupils and then realises what she’s said … And when Onslow says he’s ‘upset over a boy’, she does know there’s something hidden. Or when they go together to a hotel and she comments on their lack of luggage, to which he replies, ‘A clergyman is always respectable …’ Even he has a joke at himself. Frances was very succinct in her writing, including her humour.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: Gollancz, who published Westmarch, turned down the first version of Onslow. It was a huge blow to Frances, and she was reluctant to rewrite it, but she did, quite considerably. She must have finished it not long before she died. And it was almost as though she had decided it was the work she had to finish, she had no ideas beyond that – and by finishing it, I think she felt released.


 


Frances died by her own hand on11 July1991 after what The Times obituarist would describe as her ‘long struggle with depressive illness’. Having promised her psychiatrist not to end her life using pills he’d prescribed for her depression, Frances created a ‘herbal’ concoction, which she took, and then lay down to die, apparently calmly and peacefully.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: It wasn’t sudden, it was a continual worsening. It was a cloud over her and it grew blacker. She seemed less able to escape from the blackness. When it happened I was certainly shocked. But it was not in the least unexpected. And I felt thereafter that nothing would have saved her.


 


SHEILA VERNON: I go over and over thinking how we might have done things differently, and probably we should have, you can’t help wondering. But … you just have to live with it as best you can. In a way it was rather like someone with a terrible illness that couldn’t be cured, and you don’t want them to go on and on suffering.


 


MICHAEL MARTEN: A few months after Frances’s death I sent ‘A School Story’ back to Gollancz in its rewritten form but they turned it down. I got in touch with her agency Blake Friedmann and asked them to suggest other publishers who might be interested. They sent me a list of about twenty, to whom I sent copies, most of whom turned it down until André Deutsch accepted it. And I think it’s the best of Frances’s novels.


 


The Fall of Doctor Onslow was published finally in July 1994. Ben Preston for The Times called it ‘a searing indictment of the process of education … tersely written in a style that successfully captures Victorian restraint and its stifling sensibilities’. In the Tablet, Jill Delay reflected that ‘it is difficult to believe when reading it that the author was a child of our times and did not actually live in the middle of the last century: she recreates that world so vividly, with such understanding of its characters, such an ear for its speech, such feeling for its attitudes and taboos’. Lucasta Miller for the Independent observed that the novel’s ‘posthumous appearance is both a tragic reminder of what she might have gone on to do, and a testimony to what she did achieve’.



















CHAPTER ONE


The Warden





“Good day to you, Esmond! Is the Marquis at home?” said Mr Hugo Longmaster, handing his hat and gloves to his cousin’s major domo.


“Good day to you, sir. I am sure we had not looked to see you back at Castle West this early in the season. I trust you had a pleasant journey from King Clairmond’s Town, sir.”


“Indeed,” Longmaster said.


“As to whether his lordship is at home to visitors, sir, I shall enquire.”


“Pray do so.” Longmaster turned on his heel and marched over to one of the saloon’s tall windows. The major domo waddled down the length of the room, passing eventually through the inner apartments.


Longmaster glanced out at the grey and empty courtyard where a pair of seagulls were unhappily examining the half-frozen pond. Then his eye was caught by a copy of the Westmarch Gazette lying folded on a chair beside him. Quickly, he opened it. He could find nothing about the matter which interested him, and his constricted throat relaxed. He put the paper down.


Presently the major domo returned. “His lordship will be pleased to receive you in the bedchamber, sir.”


“Very well,” said Longmaster. “Do not put yourself to the trouble of announcing me.” He strode towards the far doors under the eyes of the Marquis’s footmen who he imagined, quite unreasonably, must guess his errand.


As Longmaster closed the doors of the bedchamber behind him, a tall, slender young man rose up from an enormous crimson armchair, and said, “This is a surprise, Hugo.”


“Don’t I merit a reception in your closet, cousin?” Longmaster tried to sound pleasant.


“No,” said the Marquis. They looked at each other. “You’ve come to wait on me in all your dirt, without warning, why?”


“So abrupt as you are, cousin!”


“I know,” said the other. “I’m busy, Hugo. What do you want of me?”


“May I sit down?” said Longmaster.


“Yes.” The Marquis returned to his chair at the foot of the great railed bedstead, and drummed his fingers on its arms.


“Well, as you are so determined to dispense with all common civilities — doubtless rightly — cousin, I may as well tell you — but could you, perhaps, provide me first with a glass of wine?”


“Help yourself,” said the Marquis, indicating a tray on the side table with a movement of his head.


Longmaster got up with unnecessary speed. He poured a glass for himself and then one for his cousin, reflecting as he did so that it would be quite impossible for him to put in a good-humoured, humble plea for what he wanted. He had never done so before, and he would make himself ridiculous.


“Thank you,” said the Marquis, raising his eyebrows as Longmaster handed him the glass of wine. He had always been rather afraid of his older cousin, but hoped he had never shown it.


“Dear coz,” said Longmaster, fingering his purple top-knot with one hand and flicking open his snuff-box with the other, “I came in such haste because it was only very lately that I heard old Chrysander Blandy had died — not a fortnight ago, I think. Apoplexy, was it not? I hope — I do most devoutly hope — that you have not appointed his successor, because I have a fancy to be Warden of the Westmarch Quarter myself.”


The island on which Hugo and Meriel lived was divided into four independent provinces, called Marches, of the West, South, East and North. Three were ruled by their own Marquises, of whom Meriel Longmaster was one; but for more than a century, Northmarch had been equally divided among the other three principalities, and each third was called a quarter. The Westmarch Quarter was the most ruthlessly run and most disaffected part of the northern territory, quite unlike Westmarch itself.


“Good God,” said the Marquis; and laughed, which he rarely did.


Meriel Longmaster, Marquis of Westmarch, was white-faced and red-haired, and twenty-three years old. He was far too thin for his six foot one inches, riding less than ten stone, and his hands and feet were unusually small. He wore his hair tied back with a black ribbon, in a mode preferred by his dead father and long since abandoned by fashionable people. He had the face of an unworldly, unhappy, deep-thinking boy; but the Marquis was in fact careless, commonsensical, and a hard rider to hounds.


Hugo Longmaster shared the narrow, slanting features of his cousin, but his complexion was ruddy, his hair’s natural colour was brown, and he was only five foot eleven, though his figure was broad to match. Most people considered him the handsomer man.


“Never tell me you are in earnest?” said Meriel.


Hugo took a pinch of snuff and struggled for well-balanced words. “Very likely I never was in earnest before,” he said, “but oh, I am very much in earnest now. That I promise you. Have you appointed someone? There was nothing to the purpose in today’s Gazette.”


There was a pause. The Marquis looked over at the darkening window and said, “I’m sorry, cousin, I cannot appoint you. And — no I haven’t appointed anyone yet.”


Longmaster got up. “Then appoint me.”


“Hugo,” said Meriel, quite gently, “I shall never give you any responsible post. You must know that.”


“Damn you.”


This remark of his cousin’s made the Marquis feel very powerful. For years, Longmaster had managed to make him feel that he was in some sense a usurper.


“It is scarcely my fault that my birth put your nose out of joint, cousin,” Meriel said suddenly, making the other start. “Besides, you are still my heir, you know.” He smiled a little.


Hugo swung round. “Then in that case as your heir, cousin, some such position as the Wardenship is my due!”


“It would be, if you wasn’t a damned fribble!” Meriel shouted. “Do not dare speak to me like that!” He was taken aback by his own outburst. “Why do you want the post? Pockets to let again? It’s worth no more than eight hundred a year, you know.”


“So,” said Hugo, “you think I’d be dishonest.”


“I’ve paid your debts so often that I can’t be expected to think you an honest man. Are you telling me that it’s your intention to reform?”


Hugo sat down. “A hackneyed phrase which I avoided using but yes, dear coz, I am.”


“Oh.”


“Come,” Hugo said, “allow me at least a period of trial. You cannot like to be in town at the height of the hunting season. Appoint me and you will be able to return tomorrow to Longmaster Wood.” He attempted to smile. “Is it that you think Juxon will never countenance my appointment?”


Outside in the gilded saloon, Esmond was telling Mr Florimond Juxon, the Marquis’s First Secretary and Steward of Castle West, that the Marquis was engaged with Mr Hugo Longmaster.


“In that case, I shall wait for him in the small dining room,” said Juxon. “Thank you, Esmond.” He brushed past the major domo, went through to the next room and at length put his ear to the keyhole of the bedchamber door.


“It may surprise you to know that I don’t allow Juxon to bear-lead me,” Juxon heard the Marquis say.


“It does.”


“Then you’re a fool,” Meriel said. “I have a man in my eye, though I haven’t spoken to him yet. I don’t believe Juxon will much like the notion of making him Warden — to prove my point, cousin. He’s a Southmarcher; Juxon don’t like foreigners.”


“No, indeed! And who is he?”


“Knight Auriol Wychwood. Strikes me as an honest fellow — as a man of sense and principle,” said the Marquis.


At the keyhole, Juxon drew in his breath. He was more puzzled than shocked by the suggestion of Knight Auriol: the Marquis had seemed to like Knight Auriol so much that he would surely miss him if he went up north to the Westmarch Quarter.


“As to that, you can have no idea,” Hugo said. “A man who only came to Castle West a matter of two months ago and whom you never saw in your life before. Really, cousin, you have some very odd notions. And of whom you have had bad reports, for all you think him an honest fellow!”


“Well,” Meriel said, taking no offence and drawling rather in Hugo’s own style, “I can only think that a man who had to quit our cousin Southmarch’s household because he was a deal too — too clear-sighted — to suit Southmarch’s convenience has something to be said in his favour.”


“Very true! But it won’t fadge, cousin. You can’t appoint him. Southmarch would be outraged and that, I think, you can scarcely afford at present.”


“I told you,” said Meriel, “not to talk to me in that style.”


“A thousand pardons, my Lord Marquis!”


“Go to the devil.”


“Cousin,” said Hugo, getting up and beginning to pace, “the world will think it very odd in you if you don’t appoint me.”


“The world would think I’d run mad if I did.”


“I tell you I’d make a pattern Warden!”


“Would you.” Meriel watched him, then said, “Do you indeed wish for responsibility?”


“Yes, sweet coz, I do.”


The Marquis raised himself, and pulled a sheaf of papers out of his coat pocket. He held one out in front of him. “This is the third bill of yours I’ve had sent me in five months. Your creditors don’t hesitate to dun me when you don’t pay — you’ll be asking me to pay your gaming debts soon, I don’t doubt. Nine hundred crowns for a racing curricle! Is it studded with diamonds, or what?”


Hugo stood still, heaving, as his cousin went on.


“Here, take the damned thing. Did I not give you five thousand not three months ago, expressly to settle your debts? All of them? Live within your income for a year, and I’ll make you a Councillor or some such thing, but as for the other — if you asked me to let you replace Juxon as Steward, I’d say no.” He pushed the bill at Hugo, who did not take it, and so he let it flutter to the ground.


“I hope,” said Hugo, “I sincerely hope you may regret this.”


“Nothing would please me more than to think you worthy of such a post, be sure, if that’s what you mean. But I will not be tyrannised by you. So don’t think it.”


I am the head of this family, thought Meriel, it’s only that I’m young, as Juxon is forever saying. But I ought to have said: I will not endure your insolence.


I shall have revenge on you for this, thought Hugo, knowing it was childish. “My dear Westmarch, when have I ever tried to tyrannise you? You are not quite a child, you know,” he said.


At a disadvantage, Meriel said, “I think you’d best be on your way. Come. I’ll go with you to the antechamber.”


Juxon left the keyhole, and sat down in haste at the dining-room table.


“I thank you, cousin! Is it so important that your footmen think we are on terms?”


“Is it not, to you?” said Meriel, looking Hugo up and down. There was a little colour in his face now.


“I’ll see myself out. Your servant, Westmarch!” snapped Hugo, and pulled open the door. He saw Juxon, and halted.


“Why, Mr Longmaster!” said the Steward, rising.


“Juxon.”


The Marquis said nothing, but came out quietly behind his cousin.


“I trust I see you well, sir?” said Juxon.


“You do. I beg you won’t think me uncivil, but I’m in something of a hurry.” Hugo turned to Meriel. “Economy obliges me to take the public barge to Marsh Lynn, cousin, and it leaves at six o’clock, you know. Good day to you both!” Hugo bowed low to Meriel, turned and left. His boots stamped away.


The Marquis raised his eyes, from which the light of amusement had gone. He did not like to be included with Juxon in that “both”.


“I think,” said Juxon, “that our dear Mr Longmaster is something out of humour.” He prepared to ask a cautious question, but Meriel forestalled him.


“You may well say so. He came to ask me for the Wardenship.”


“My dear Marquis!”


“Oh, don’t put yourself about.”


“You said no?”


“I did.”


It did not occur to Meriel that Juxon had been listening at the door. He often found his Steward’s excessive curiosity annoying, but he could not imagine anyone but a paid spy or a maidservant doing such a thing as that.


Florimond Juxon was a small, thin and elegant man of sixty who dyed his white hair a delicate shade of lilac. His only extravagances were his clothes and his snuff; he did not gamble, ate sparingly, kept no mistress (he was in fact still a virgin), and always mixed his wine with water. He was assumed all the same to be a rich man, and because he was only the son of an apothecary, his money was thought to have come to him in dubious ways.


Juxon loved the Marquis, whose governor he had been for five years after Meriel’s father’s death. He loved him in spite of the fact that because he was low-born, people hated him, and said he must have some unnatural hold over the Marquis. As Meriel’s governor, he had had a certain power over him; and now, as Steward of Castle West, he had power over all those who sought to hire lodgings in the castle for the spring and summer months. He allotted the best lodgings to those who, in his opinion, honoured Meriel, and were not merely civil to himself for reasons of self-interest. Juxon realised that it was not easy for frivolous people to take a kindly view of the Marquis. He was so reserved that there were only three people whom he preferred to his favourite horse and his dogs: a man called Philander Grindal, who had been his fellow pupil when he was a boy, Grindal’s wife Esmeralda, and of course Juxon himself. Juxon considered that Meriel had never had cause to feel lonely: three friends were surely more than enough.


Now the Marquis stood looking down at the table with his hands in his pockets. There was a sharp little fold between his brows.


“Perhaps you have decided, Marquis, whom it would be proper to appoint?”


“No,” said Meriel. He added, looking rather more lively, “It was famous, besting Hugo. I hope he won’t seek to do me a mischief.”


“My dear, you have no cause to fear him, believe me.” Juxon twiddled his lorgnette.


“He’s always succeeded in making me feel a grubby brat.”


“Which you are not.”


“Well, all this is nothing to the purpose, after all. I can’t be doing with all these papers, Juxon, I’ve had my fill for today.” He indicated the pile which lay in front of his Steward.


“Perhaps you mean to ride. You have an hour or so of daylight left.” Juxon gathered up the papers, and shuffled them, hoping to tempt Meriel into asking what they were.


“Yes,” said Meriel.


“Do you remember only to wear your flannel under-waistcoat, Marquis.”


“Juxon, you said yourself I’m not a grubby brat.” Meriel did not smile as he said this, and he left immediately. Footmen bowed as he passed through his rooms, five minutes after his cousin’s departure.


From the window, Juxon watched the Marquis walk out into the court. He thought the young man had done him a slight injustice in saying he would necessarily disapprove of Knight Auriol’s Wardenship. In many ways, he approved. He disliked Meriel’s growing friendship with so charming a man, and would prefer to have Knight Auriol out of Castle West. But he wished very much that the Marquis had confided in him.


*


Meriel Longmaster detested Castle West, where he was forced to mix in society and live with a certain amount of pomp. Sometimes he thought he detested being Marquis. He had great influence rather than outright power, but responsibility weighed heavily upon him all the same. He used his influence chiefly to remove those he thought corrupt, or less suited to their high positions even than he was to his own. This made him unpopular. Yet he doubted his own judgement, ignored what business he could, and always longed to be back at his hunting lodge, Longmaster Wood, where his grooms and keepers and huntsmen and foresters held him in affection and respect. Sometimes Meriel considered resigning the Marquisate and going to live permanently in the country. But that was impossible, and not only because he loathed the cousin who would have to succeed him. The Marquis’s father had been known, at least for one splendid year, as Good Marquis Elphinstone and, Meriel told himself, he would never have forgiven his son for deserting the post which he too had disliked. Marquis Elphinstone had been dead eleven years.


Meriel thought it was his duty to offer the Wardenship of the Westmarch Quarter to Knight Auriol Wychwood, because the quiet Southmarcher seemed to him so very good, a much improved version of himself. That was not perhaps the best type of person to put in full charge of a turbulent and backward part of the Island, but Meriel did not care for that. He wanted to honour Wychwood, who had been very down on his luck not long ago, and meant to do so even though he thought he would be wretchedly lonely if the man left Castle West.


He looked forward to talking with him at great length about the worry and annoyance caused by politics, power, and responsibility.


*


To Knight Auriol Wychwood, Castle West seemed engagingly informal after the rigidity and glitter of the Marquis of South-march’s Island Palace. He had not yet seen it during the season, but he imagined that even then, the place would be more like a fashionable seaside village than like a court.


Castle West, on the west coast of the Island, could not be described as a castle proper. It was surrounded by a huge, six hundred year old outer wall, which had once enclosed both a town and an inner fortress, but the fortress had been pulled down long ago. The town now spread out along the coast beyond the great gateway of the castle; and inside the wall there was only a maze of white-painted quadrangles with roofs of blue tiles: buildings which were slightly rustic, inconvenient, and very expensive to rent. Tall, arched first floor windows gave these quadrangles a kind of dignity, and in every wall there were narrow dark doorways, with numbers above them, which led to the staircases of private lodgings.


The various courtyards were connected only by wide open archways and odd narrow passages, so that those who wanted to go from one part of the building to another were always obliged to step outdoors. The largest of them was Marquis’s Court, where a graceful outside staircase ran up to the first-floor apartments of Meriel and of the dowager Marchioness; but even that, to Southmarch eyes, looked countrified and irregular. Like the many lesser courts, the Marquis’s was built of local white-washed brick and not of good dressed stone.


Knight Auriol’s own lodging was in Medlar Court near the gateway. His two rooms were on the second floor, and each had a pitched, beamed ceiling, very high in the middle but so low at the sides that he, who was almost a giant, could not stand up there. The windows, which gave a view of a kitchen yard on one side and a garden full of fruit trees on the other, went down almost to the floor and stopped at his shoulder height. The rooms were not cramped, but to live in them was rather like living on a ship. Wychwood did not mind this. The Marquis had tried to persuade him to take a better lodging, but Knight Auriol had insisted on taking nothing he could not really afford. The Medlar Court rooms also had the advantage of being very far removed from the lodging of his late wife’s parents, the Blandys.


He had come to visit the Blandy family last autumn, intending to stay only for a few weeks. But then the Marquis of Westmarch had taken a liking to him, a liking which he returned.


Knight Auriol was rather hurt, because he knew that the Marquis had returned from a recent visit to Longmaster Wood several days before and yet he had not come to see him or asked him to pay a call. A series of nuisances, of which the old Warden’s death was the latest, had obliged Meriel to spend more time than was usual in winter at Castle West. He had seen a good deal of Knight Auriol when he was last in town, and not long ago he had gone so far as to ask him to spend a few days’ good hunting with himself and the Grindals at Longmaster Wood. That visit had been agreeable, but awkward in some ways, because the Grindals were surprised by Meriel’s sudden choice of a new friend. Juxon had not been there.


Wychwood sat beside his fire with a book in his hands, thinking about the Marquis and about the hunting he had missed this season. As he leant forward to poke the logs, a footman came into the room; and he knew what to expect. He smiled.


“My Knight, my lord Marquis is without.”


Without replying, Wychwood got up, took off his spectacles, and went out on to the staircase to greet the Marquis. He was already intimate enough to address him as “Westmarch”, but not yet so intimate that he could remain in his rooms without seeming abominably rude.


“Good of you to receive me, sir,” said Meriel. His small hand was lost in Wychwood’s, but he gave it a hard, warm shake nonetheless.


“Not at all.” They went in, and closed the doors.


Two days had passed since Hugo’s visit. Meriel had avoided Wychwood only because, though his name had been the first to come to mind, he had taken a long time finally to decide that he was the man to be Warden of the Westmarch Quarter. It occurred to him now that if he had not told Hugo on impulse that he was thinking of Wychwood, he might have refrained in the end from offering him the post. He felt committed now, and he intended to come straight to the point; but there was something about Wychwood’s presence that abolished nervousness and urgency, and all considerations of work.


“A beautiful day it’s been, has it not?” said Wychwood. He said this not simply in order to make conversation, but because the beauty or ugliness of the day was a matter of real interest to him. He had eyes, thought Meriel, like himself.


“Yes, it don’t signify that the ground’s like iron and one can’t get out when one can feast one’s eyes on such a sight as that,” Meriel said, nodding at the window.


Fresh snow had fallen, then freezing, sunny weather had fixed it even to the smallest twigs, and covered the castle’s many lily ponds with a layer of ice like coarse dark glass. Black trees cast blue shadows on the snow, sharp as the pattern on a china plate, and behind the sky was perfectly white.


The Marquis took a deep breath, as though he were outside in the snow. “Shall you be fixed at Castle West the rest of the winter, Wychwood?”


“Yes, but I think I ought to pass a few days at Temple Moor with my parents-in-law, you know. I had a letter from Mistress Musidora yesterday, telling me it would only be civil in me to come — promising me good sport and any number of prayer meetings — everyone doing penance for the sins I may have committed during the day.” They laughed.


“Poor old Mistress Musidora. My mother says she’s devilish fond of you in her way, you know. But do you come on to Longmaster Wood, after, only to take away the taste?”


“Thank you! I’m obliged to you — delighted, Westmarch.”


Auriol Wychwood was six foot seven inches tall, a man with heavy broad shoulders, slender hips, and long thighs and small buttocks both stiff with riding-muscle. He was twenty-seven years old, and for quite fifteen years of his life his enormous size had made him miserable. He still wished he could be the Marquis’s height; while Meriel wished that he could tower over the world as Wychwood did, and have that magnificent figure.


“That wasn’t what I meant to ask you,” said Meriel.


“Which was?”


Auriol had dark hair, very straight and silky, cut off at the chin and allowed to fall loose in the current Southmarch fashion. His complexion was pale olive, and his cheeks were neither full nor lean. He had a short, straight nose like a pretty woman’s, a gentle mouth and an over-large chin. His eyebrows were black and middle-sized, and he had short but heavy eyelashes. Auriol’s eyes were his best feature: they were oval, wonderfully kindly, and of a rare dark blue in colour. They were one degree too small for beauty, and his cheekbones were too broad.


“You know that Chrysander Blandy died t’other day?” Meriel said. “He was some sort of cousin to your wife, of course. I came to ask you if you’d care to succeed him as Warden of the Westmarch Quarter.”


“Marquis — Westmarch. Oh, no!”


Meriel stepped back. “What the devil is there in it to horrify you?”


“Horrify me? No! But I was so much surprised — I’m no politician, Westmarch, as you must know already.” He felt ashamed of his first reaction.


“You’re an honest man. I don’t want a damned self-seeking politician. Take it, sir — it’s worth eight hundred crowns, you know, and there’s the Warden’s House at Mackerel Bridge. And you would be first in consequence in Westmarch, after me, you know — not that such considerations would ever weigh with you, I’m well aware. That’s one of my reasons, can you not see?”


“Westmarch, I’m vastly obliged to you, but indeed I could not.”


“Damn it,” said Meriel, turning away.


“It is a very great honour,” said Wychwood slowly. He was puzzled, as Juxon had been two days before. The Marquis seemed to like him very much, and so why was he anxious to send him away, bowed down with an enormous preferment he did not deserve?


“Oh, gammon. I’m persuaded you would make a first-rate Warden, there’s nothing else to be said.”


“But I’ve never so much as visited the north. And it’s not only your cousin Southmarch who would vastly resent my appointment, but the Conybeares as well.” The head of the Conybeare family had once been the Marquis of Northmarch, and its present members, though not allowed to use their titles or enter their old domain, were nonetheless rich and influential. They were related by blood and marriage to the other great families: the Winyards of Southmarch, Quartermans of Eastmarch, and Longmasters of Westmarch. The Marquis of Southmarch, Auriol’s former patron with whom he had quarrelled, was nearly related to Meriel.


“I thought Tancred Conybeare was a friend of yours.”


“Tancred, yes. Sometimes I think only because he detests Southmarch who as you know suspects him of all manner of crimes. But Ninian and Endymion distrust me to say the least — my relations with their sister, at one time …” Wychwood hesitated, and shrugged. “They thought —”


“Oh, yes. But by all accounts you came well enough out of that affair, sir. It was not as though you had given some little innocent a slip on the shoulder, after all!” The Marquis flushed a little as he talked about this.


“I made her unhappy,” said Auriol, looking at the fire. “I must blame myself for that.” He had made her unhappy not by seducing her, but by failing to do so; but he was not going to tell Westmarch that.


“Well,” said Meriel, “so you think you are no fit person.”


“Yes, I should be very unwilling.” Auriol took out the spectacles he used for reading, and started to polish them. They were little, round ones, rimmed with silver.


“I can hardly force you to accept. But dammit, whom am I to appoint? Half a dozen men are snapping at my heels — toadeaters wanting to feather their nests, every one of them. No more well suited than you are. And at least you have military experience, Wychwood.”


Auriol pulled a face. “Six months in the First Palace Guards?”


“More than I ever had! And then you was married to a Westmarch girl, sir, you’re connected with the Blandys, which makes you by far less — less ineligible for the post than might seem at first. Your wife’s friends would be in transports over your appointment, surely.”


“I wish I might see it! Has my father-in-law not been doing his all to bring that prosy son of his by his first wife to your notice?”


“Very true!” said the Marquis, and laughed unwillingly. “Well, if you will not, you will not. But be sure sir, if you should wish it, I would provide you with some other place. At Castle West. I know you’re not by any means beforehand with the world just at present.”


“Marquis, you are too good.”


Meriel looked up. “Don’t be proud, Wychwood! You’re not insulted, man?”


“No, indeed, never that.”


“Well then.” The Marquis looked deeply relieved, and pulled at his pigtail. “Whom am I to appoint? The decision, you know, rests entirely with me, very odd in me it would look if I were to consult even the Citizens’ Senior Member.”


“Juxon has no views?”


The Marquis sat down. “I am not prepared, sir, to consult Juxon at all turns. Of his own accord he’s recommended Mr Corydon Wiseman, whom I won’t have on any account.”


“Yes, he’s a loose fish.”


“He is indeed. Clever, though, and he’s a military man. Knows the Quarter well.”


“Yes, but he’s not — well, a man of principle.”


“Exactly so. He toad-eats Juxon, for one thing.”


“Ay, very likely!” Auriol smiled.


“I see we are in perfect agreement on this head, sir. No, I won’t press you again, never fear!”


“I could never be all you desire.”


“No? As a friend only, perhaps.” He thrust his hands deep into his pockets, and glowered.


“I hope so, be sure,” said Auriol.


Meriel looked away. “Yes, yes. Still, you are my choice. Have you anyone else to suggest?”


Wychwood paused, and raised his head. “You have no ideas of your own, Westmarch?”


“None. I thought only of you. I am devilish ignorant, you know, I’m a shockingly idle fellow! No one I could think more eligible has come forward — that’s all I know.”


“You want an honest man,” said Auriol, “but what to your mind ought he to do?”


Meriel thought for a moment. “Chiefly, I want him to put an end to the farming of taxes. It’s a vile system, but entrenched, you know.”


“Ah,” said Auriol. “It sounds to me as though you’d make your own best Warden, Westmarch, if it were possible.”


“I’ve no head, no resolution,” said Meriel, recrossing his legs.


“No, perhaps that ain’t it. I have sense, but when one man tells me one thing, and another the opposite, I end by washing my hands of the whole affair. Only if I am perfectly sure of my ground can I act! Or even argue, indeed.”


“Well, you have done some good things in your time.”


“I hope so, indeed. But my hands are so often tied.”


“Yes … Westmarch, what would you say to Mr Philemon Thomazin?”


“Thomazin? Philemon — why, why ain’t he the one that quitted Castle West to serve with the Eastern Regiment of Horse, when my father was a boy? I never heard he was venal, and what he did was not wrong, but a Thomazin, you know — it’s not so very long ago that they were Marquises here.”


“Three hundred years, Westmarch. But he’s the only man I can think of.”


“Well, you know how it is! There’s Mistress Dulcinea calling herself the rightful Marchioness to this day — not but what she’s always been addle-brained, and she drinks too much — she’s as bad as Tancred Conybeare. Whether I ought to advance one of them, I don’t know.”


“But he’s a man of parts — Mr Thomazin, not Conybeare — he rendered your great-uncle excellent service in the Eastmarch Quarter. And he understands fiscal matters, I believe, which is more than I do.”


“Did he! Yes, of course, I told you I’d no head, I remember now. A thousand pities he lives retired. Though he must be sixty if he’s a day.”


“No, rather younger, I think.”


“Well,” said Meriel, “I shall write to him, though I don’t doubt he will very likely refuse.”


“I met him not so long ago. He’s ambitious in his own fashion — but too proud to seek advancement, I think.”


“Then that’s a settled thing. I’ll do it to oblige you.” The Marquis wished this conversation were not over. “I am glad, sir, at all events, that you find yourself able to join me at Longmaster Wood.”


Auriol bowed, smiling.


“What a strange creature you are!” said Meriel without thinking.


“I am?”


“Why, do you think me stranger still?” said Meriel gruffly, much confused.


“Perhaps,” said Auriol. “Do not think me impertinent if I say you are well — still very young.” He thought it odd that the Marquis was at once obstinate and reasonable, prejudiced and easily swayed. He was a modest man, given to blushes which were ridiculous in a man of his age and size, and he wondered at Meriel’s not only liking him, but thinking him wise.


“Don’t put on airs, sir, I’m no more than four years your junior!” Meriel did not look in the least offended as he observed Auriol’s deepening colour: only rather intrigued.


It’s true enough I feel young in the best sense in your company, thought the Marquis, who knew far better than Wychwood how unusual was the talkativeness he had shown this afternoon. He had a clear mental image of himself as he usually was: given to holding himself very straight, looking keen-eyed, pale, and full of authority, making only quick remarks and very brief replies. To talk freely made him feel tipsier than drink ever did.


Suddenly, Meriel wanted to go, to go out and run through the snowy courtyards and perhaps take out his horse. He turned his face to Auriol and said: “I’m glad I shan’t have to do without … Well, I must not detain you now, though I should have liked to have a comfortable prose. But come very soon to Longmaster Wood.”


“I shall,” said the other, rather bewildered as Meriel got up to go, looking remarkably cheerful despite his disappointment, and as though he would indeed have been glad enough to stay.


They shook hands, and this time each was surprised by the strength of the other’s grip.



















CHAPTER TWO


The Marquis’s Marriage





Maid Rosalba Ludbrook stepped back from the mirror and gazed at herself. Trying to see a beauty in the glass, she sucked in her lips and anxiously adjusted the bow at the end of her long heavy plait.


She was very fashionably dressed, but she knew that she was rather swamped by her primrose silk frock with its heavy, hanging, lace-filled sleeves. Her small bosom was pushed up by a wide pink sash. The skirt of her dress came down to the ground at the back, but was raised in front to the knees, and on her pretty legs she wore white stockings with gold clocks.


Meriel’s mother, the Marchioness Saccharissa, had only recently decided to allow ladies to wear shortened skirts at her parties. They were considered indecent by most older women, but when Saccharissa learnt that her brother’s wife, the Marchioness of Eastmarch, refused to allow the new skirts ever to be worn at Eastmarch Castle, she had altered her own rule and said that only stupid persons liked to be out of the mode.


Maid Rosalba was not yet accustomed to the Marchioness’s ways, though she was one of her Maids of Honour and lived in apartments above Saccharissa’s own. She had come to Castle West to take up her post only a few weeks ago but, already, she was in love with the Marquis of Westmarch.


“For my part, Rosalba, I wonder why you think it signifies, what sort of a figure you cut tonight,” said Maid Dorinda Udall, coming up behind her and making Rosalba jump. At twenty, Maid Dorinda was the eldest and plainest of the six Maids of Honour, and she was supposed to be Rosalba’s guide. “Didn’t I tell you that the Marchioness’s parties are the flattest, most insipid squeezes at Castle West? Do but let me use the glass for a moment, child.”


“I beg your pardon,” murmured Rosalba, quickly sitting down.


She felt she would die of shame if anyone were to discover her high, pure, ludicrous love for Meriel Longmaster. Even if they did not laugh, it would kill her.


No announcement had been made yet, but most people considered it settled that the Marquis would marry his second cousin once removed, Lady Berinthia Winyard, who was the Marquis of Southmarch’s granddaughter and had three hundred thousand crowns. Marchioness Saccharissa had invited Berinthia to spend the season with her at Castle West out of, she said, the purest affection for the girl’s lately dead mama.


Rosalba herself had become engaged only a few days before her guardian aunt had received a charming letter from Saccharissa, telling her that she would be delighted to receive her old friend’s niece, as one of her own girls, Maid Merelinda Tovey, had recently died of galloping consumption. Aunt Philoclea had previously despaired of obtaining a place for Rosalba, whom she could not afford to support at Castle West without a Maid of Honour’s salary and free lodging, and so she had encouraged her neighbour Mr Valerian Marling to offer for the girl. It was a good match, and she meant her niece still to make it. But Rosalba knew that if the Marchioness’s letter had arrived a week earlier, she would have come to Castle West looking for a young and handsome husband. Often the Marchioness helped arrange excellent marriages for her young Maids of Honour; Rosalba still dreamt of finding a truly splendid suitor to eclipse Mr Marling, a Warden or a Marshall or a Longmaster.
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