

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















The Bohemian Girl


FRANCES VERNON









[image: ]

























To Kingstone and Johnny,


just to annoy, with love.

























PREFACE TO THE 2014 EDITION





Georgina Frances Vernon was born on 1 December 1963, firstborn child of the tenth Baron Vernon (John Lawrance Venables-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 August 1985. 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 the1850s, 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 on 11 July 1991 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’. 
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CHAPTER 1


A CHILDREN’S PICNIC, CHESHIRE 1880





‘Nurse says your father is connected with Trade,’ said Diana. She had an audience of three younger children, who were picking at the remains of potted shrimps and ice-cream.


‘He’s not, and I’ll pull your hair if you say it again,’ said Thomas.


‘Nurse says your father is –’


Thomas jerked a straggling piece of hair, but not hard enough really to hurt her.


‘I was going to say something else!’ said Diana. ‘And now I shan’t tell you what.’ She grinned at him, showing a gap in her teeth, when he had expected her to cry.


At that moment, Thomas’s fat governess came up.


‘I saw, Thomas. I saw that you’re incapable of behaving like a little gentleman even for an hour.’


‘He could be a gentleman, I s’pose,’ said Diana, with her head on one side.


Miss Taplow hesitated, looked at the child, then said: ‘Apologise to Diana, Thomas.’


‘I shan’t.’ The governess slapped his face, and Thomas turned white.


‘You need not stay,’ she told him, and pressed her hands to her forehead as he ran off in the direction of the grown-ups’ picnic, on the other side of the tall Gothick folly which all had been taken to admire. Miss Taplow slowly followed him, and the nannies, who were guarding the food baskets under an elder tree, looked after her with pursed lips before they started to criticise her: not because of what she had done to Thomas, but because she was a governess and not a nanny.


It was a very hot day, and party discipline had grown lax. At first, the twenty or so children had been arranged in neat circles, and food had been brought to them by the various nurses, and one under-footman from the house. Now, most had had enough to eat and were sitting in idle and irregular positions, while the nannies talked among themselves with their highest collar-buttons undone.


Diana Blentham sat cross-legged on the grass, yawning to herself with one black stocking down. There was a ginger-beer stain on her pink-and-white-striped front, and the bunched back of her skirt was very badly creased. She noticed, as she glanced round, that two of the smaller girls near her were beginning to grow fractious, but their mood did not affect her: she was, as usual, contented but a little bored. She was pleased that Thomas Pagett had pulled her hair, for she liked unusual attentions: she turned her head and saw that he had not come back. Everyone else was occupied in some uninteresting way.


Diana pulled up her stocking, but did not fasten it in place. She got up and walked slowly, in order to attract no attention from the nurses, round the huge clump of rhododendrons which gave the children shade. Before the picnic began she had observed an opening between two lower branches, which had intrigued her, for the rhododendrons at her own home in Kent were not much larger than rose-bushes.


She found the slender gap, pushed aside the branches, and suddenly found herself perfectly enclosed in an open space like a hot and dusty room. Diana stood up, raised her head to the blaze of sky, and hitched her stocking up again. She stuck her finger in her mouth and looked quickly about her.


Stiff leaves and brown flowers with long withered stamens littered most of the ground, and the four low twisting roots were pale as dry earth. When she saw these, Diana realised that the rhododendron was not one miraculously large plant, but several, each of which grew in a different direction. She saw another space ahead, and decided to go further on, and pull apart more barriers.


Diana was six years old, and she had never done anything so tomboyish as this before. Her own enjoyment of dirt and difficulty surprised her, and she thought of herself as Snow White, deserted in the forest by the huntsman who had just refrained from murdering her. Presently she came to what seemed the last of the dull little glades; she could hear the chink of china and grown-up conversation.


Diana sat down on a low branch and looked through the screen of leaves at the main picnic. At that moment, she saw Thomas’s sister Miss Sophie Pagett dart forward with her arm  through a young man’s, pause, and quickly kiss him. Diana blew out her cheeks to stop a giggle, then frowned: for on her way up to the folly she had seen Sophie Pagett flirting in a very fast way with the local rector. Nurse had even remarked on it.


When the couple passed, Diana leant further forward, and caught a glimpse of her parents. They were standing in the sun, quite some way away, and seemed to be worriedly debating.


She drew back, and began gently to rock up and down on her branch. Then she straddled it, and found that an improvement. The rough thin wood felt strangely pleasant, there between her legs, and she rocked more vigorously, until a piece of broken twig scratched, too hard, at the bare stretch of thigh between her loosened stocking and pushed-up knicker leg. She thought, meanwhile, of kisses, and of rescuing some handsome man from death.


Diana saw the stocky, freckled Thomas Pagett kneeling to her right. She stopped rocking altogether.


‘What are you doing here?’ he said.


‘Riding!’


‘No you’re not.’


They spoke in whispers, because the grown-ups were so near. Thomas got to his feet and came closer. His Norfolks, Diana saw, did not show the dirt as her frock did.


‘You are in a pickle,’ he said in a slightly affected voice, as though he were acting.


‘Why should I be? I wasn’t disobedient,’ said Diana. ‘I wasn’t actually told I couldn’t – do it.’


‘But you know you shouldn’t. That’s disobedience just the same.’


‘No it’s not. Disobedience is different, actually. And what about you? I bet you were told you couldn’t.’


Thomas ignored this. His eyes were on her bare stretch of pink thigh: he had no brothers or sisters of his own age, and had never seen another person who was not fully covered in his life.


‘This belongs to me,’ he said suddenly.


‘What does?’


‘This place. All of it.’


‘It belongs to your father. Don’t tell stories.’


‘It will belong to me. I’ve got a right to be here.’


‘You’re a very rude little boy!’ said Diana.


Then she heard her nurse’s voice, not very close, saying: ‘I don’t know where she can have got to for the life of me. Didie!’


‘And you’re a stupid girl!’


Just as she remembered that her leg was exposed, and took her hand off the branch to pull down her skirt, Thomas moved quickly as a cat and pinched her naked flesh, far harder than he had pulled her hair.


‘Ow!’


‘I’ll do it again,’ he said, and did it.


‘Miss – Diana!’ came from far away.


Diana scratched Thomas’s face, then scrambled off her branch, hampered by her petticoats, and said in a high voice: ‘Coming, Nurse!’ Nurse would not be able to hear that.


‘Coward!’ said Thomas. His face was red and his eyes were glittering. ‘I’ll kiss you, if, if –’


‘I’m going,’ said Diana. She made for the other side of the clearing, and Thomas moved awkwardly towards her.


They had been making too much noise. Suddenly, both heard a charming and very close voice.


‘Gracious, whatever is going on in there? James, is it rabbits? Do see!’


Thomas and Diana stood still, their hearts beating foolishly, as the leaves rustled and parted and the moustached Captain Tremaine, who had kissed Sophie Pagett five minutes before, poked his face through.


‘I say! By Jove, I wish I could get into the rhododendrons with a girl, young Thomas!’


‘I’m not a girl!’ Diana said. She was crying, and did not know quite what she meant, except that Captain Tremaine had humiliated her.


‘Well, come out then, there’s a good girl,’ the captain said good-humouredly.


‘Is it Thomas in there?’ said Sophie Pagett. ‘Oh dear, he is a bore.’


Diana stumbled out past the captain, who held the branches apart for her.


‘Goodness,’ said Sophie when she landed.


‘Nurse was calling, and I’m going to find her!’ Diana said.


The captain said: ‘Well, we’ll both find her then. Come on.’


He picked Diana up as though she were a toy, and sat her on his arm, with a brief wink at Sophie. When he put his hands on her, Diana was too surprised to speak, but a moment later Captain Tremaine saw that she was looking rather sick, and that her lips were working like a baby’s. Sophie Pagett looked up inquiringly from under her parasol, then turned to speak to another young lady.


‘I say, no need to cry! Come on – a-gallopy, gallopy, gallopy –’ Captain Tremaine ran over the lumpy ground up towards the folly, and jolted Diana badly: yet while being jolted, she relaxed. Her tears dried quickly in the heat.


‘Didie!’ said Nurse, who came hurrying up as soon as she saw the young man with a child in his arms. ‘Oh, you naughty girl! Are you all right then? I never saw such a mess. Thank you, sir,’ she added.


‘Here’s a prodigal child,’ said the captain, setting her down. ‘Been making hay while the sun shines in the rhododendrons with young Thomas. Still, she’s going to be a regular beauty, ain’t she?’ He thought Diana might be in more trouble than she deserved, and so he said this to Nurse although he did not, in fact, think she would be a beauty at all. Addressing Diana herself, he said: ‘A Professional Beauty! I say, won’t you like having your photograph in all the shop windows? I shouldn’t wonder if you sold as many copies as Mrs Langtry!’ He looked at Nurse, who was herself attractive in a snub-nosed way. She did not laugh, and he raised his monocle. ‘The Jersey Lily, you know, Nurse!’


‘You can’t sell copies of yourself!’ snapped Diana. ‘You’ve only got one self.’


*


Nurse scolded Diana well as she led her firmly away from the remains of the picnic to a modest dip in the ground behind a grove of rowan trees. There she began to tidy the child, pulling up her grubby skirt to deal with the fallen stocking and loose knicker-leg. She searched for needle and thread in her pocket.


‘I’m sure I don’t know what can have come over you, Didie. Naughty as Violet may be, with her pulling faces and all, she’s never thought of doing just such a thing, I’m sure.’ Violet was eight, and Nurse loved her although she was neither as pretty nor as intelligent as Diana. ‘Old Mr Jenkins used to say, when I was nursery maid, before you came even, that Miss Maud was always wanting to be a little boy, forever climbing trees she was at your age, and ever so mischievous, and now she’s giving your Ma funny turns with all her nonsense about I don’t know what, and her going to be presented to the Queen, too, not six months from now! I hope you won’t –’ Nurse stopped, and stared at Diana’s leg.


‘What is it?’ said Diana, who had quite calmed down during Nurse’s lecture.


Nurse looked up. ‘Sit down please, Miss Diana.’


‘Don’t call me that,’ she said. The unease and tearful fright which had first surprised her when Captain Tremaine appeared in the bushes came over her again.


‘I’ll call you what I like when I like. Now –’ Nurse pushed back Diana’s skirts as far as they would go, and pointed to two fat scarlet pinch-marks on her thigh. ‘What are these? How did you come by them?’


There was a pause.


‘T-Thomas pinched me – I hate him! Oh, don’t be like that, don’t! Why are you like that, it’s stupid!’


‘He was alone with you? In the bushes? I thought the Captain was – Miss Diana, don’t cry.’ Nurse’s voice was very low. ‘Did you pinch him – anywhere? Tell me now!’


‘I scratched his face!’ cried Diana. ‘And I’m not sorry!’


‘You scratched his face, did you?’ Nurse let out a little breath. ‘Now, Didie, I see you’re upset, and I want you to stop crying. See? Now listen to me. Thomas did something very wrong – very wrong – though you’re both of you too young to know why. But you knew it was wrong in a way, didn’t you? Isn’t that why you’re crying?’


‘Yes!’ said Diana. She had wanted to pinch him, equally hard, but his rough tweeds had left no flesh exposed for her to pinch.


‘It was horrid, wasn’t it, when he did it?’


‘Yes!’ It had certainly been painful for a moment, and she had been very angry.


‘Well, it’s high time Master Thomas went to school!’ Nurse said. She continued: ‘Didie, if a little boy pinches you in a bad place again – which I trust he won’t never have the chance to, not if you keep your stockings up like a lady should! – don’t scratch his face. You scream, loud as you can.’


‘But why? I thought it was naughty to scratch people, and –’


‘Not when – oh, dear me, if only you wasn’t a child! Didie, it’s not so bad as all that, not now, but when you’re a little older – as old as Miss Maud – you’ll never be allowed to be alone with a big boy. A young man I mean. You know that, don’t you?’


Diana’s eldest sister Maud was seventeen.


‘In case he pinches me?’


‘Yes.’


‘Even if – suppose I wanted him to pinch me, Nurse?’


Nurse took hold of her shoulders. ‘That’s what would be wrong! Oh, dear, Didie, you mustn’t want a – boy to pinch you till you’re married. And you won’t get married if you let him pinch you before! You mustn’t ever want him to, it’s not what the good Lord intended. And remember it hurts, miss!’ She looked down. ‘I shouldn’t be telling you all this, you’re sharp enough as it is, Lord knows, and you’ll be asking questions. Don’t you ask of your Ma, or you’ll be losing me my place!’


‘Oh!’


‘Now, it’s nothing, I’m talking foolishness. But don’t. Didie, I’m just warning you as I shouldn’t.’ Nurse paused. ‘I had a little sister, who’d dead now, and she came to a bad end – a very bad end – through letting people pinch her in an unseemly sort of way.’


‘But how?’ Though Nurse was puzzling her, obviously not explaining something because she was a child, Diana felt oddly grown-up: because of the expression on Nurse’s face.


Nurse got to her feet, and with her lips pursed together picked a spray of rowan berries. Her little sister, made pregnant by the son of the house in which she had had her first situation, had become a Haymarket prostitute and died of a mangled abortion four years later.


‘But how?’ said Diana, whining. ‘What d’you mean, Nurse?’


Nurse was daintily examining the berries, thinking now of certain ladies of the Prince of Wales’s set, to whom Lady Blentham, Diana’s mother, would only give a distant bow in passing, and a two-fingered handshake if it could not be avoided. They led lives as morally adventurous as her sister Rose’s; though less full of variety, Nurse supposed. She knew that such ladies could not regard Lady Blentham as quite their social equal, and her bows and cold handshakes, which they precisely returned, amused them very much.


‘Nurse, am I going to come to a bad end?’ said Diana. ‘Is that what you mean?’ She realised that she must not ask more about Nurse’s sister, and she was not, in any case, a very curious girl in general.


Nurse knelt down at once and put her arm round the child.


‘You? My little Didie? You keep your stockings up, and you’ll be a duchess, a respectable duchess, with a house in Park Lane and a big place in the country, and diamonds and carriages and I don’t know what besides, and Nurse’ll be your housekeeper! Now, is that what you call a bad end?’


Diana giggled as Nurse cuddled her, and looked up into the shade of the rowan umbrella, waggling her latest loose tooth.


‘I sh’d like to be a duchess,’ she said when Nurse removed her fingers from her mouth. ‘And I’m sure I’m old enough to be one now.’


‘Well, I should think it’s good enough to be plain the Honourable Diana for the present – and Nurse’s good girl too, I hope, which is more important!’


Diana looked up at the sunshot green leaves, and the orange clusters of berries which looked both jewel-like and edible, but decided she was too sleepy and comfortable to reach for them just yet.


‘Virtue is the true nobility!’ said Nurse, and pinched Diana’s elbow.
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