
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

	 

	THE

	HOUSES IN BETWEEN

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	HOWARD SPRING

	 

	 

	© 2024 Librorium Editions

	ISBN : 9782385747978

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

	 

	I


	 see from

	 some old letters that as long ago as 1940 I wrote to my agents asking them to obtain for me a copy of the music hall song containing the words: “You could see the Crystal Palace if it wasn’t for the houses in between.” The pathetic significance of the Crystal Palace had for long appealed to my imagination, and I wanted to make a novel out of the contrast between that fragile promise of peace and the dreadful realities of the years that followed. That the book, at last finished, is published in the year when the centenary of the Palace is being celebrated is accidental.

	The idea remained in my head for a long time, came forward occasionally, and was put back again. I could not make up my mind what was the shape it should have. Then in 1947 I was invited to the birthday party of a lady who was ninety-nine years old. She was a spry old dear, clear-headed, and I talked to her of many things, and felt a sense of awe when I thought of the backward reach of her mind. She had been born before the idea of the Crystal Palace first entered Prince Albert’s head! She was so old that she could have attended the opening at the age of three! And then I saw how the book must be written. It must be the personal record of someone old enough to have watched the fell progress of history from that day to this. But, even so, it remained unstarted until January of 1949.

	As to the places of the book. The beautiful Cornish estate here called Tresant exists and is unchanged to this day, but its name is not Tresant, nor is the book’s Porteven in fact called Porteven. I have never been into the house on the estate, and know nothing of it. So I have had to invent a house. The reader must take that, and the Gaylord family living in it, as fictitious. Indeed, every character of the book is fictitious. There is not anywhere on the estate which I here call Tresant a chapel such as that which is described as housing the Gaylord tombs. That chapel exists in all its moldering melancholy. I have scraped mildew from the tombs there. But it exists in another part of Cornwall, many miles away from “Tresant.” For the purpose of the book, I have permitted chapel and estate a marriage of convenience.

	H. S.
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PROLOGUE BY JULIAN RIMMEL

	 

	I


	f

	 my aunt, Sarah Undridge, had lived until today she would have been a hundred years old. I was at a small party given for her ninety-ninth birthday, and she was spry enough then. There was a sense of festivity. All of us who were present were ourselves “getting on,” as they say. Certainly, more years were behind us than we could expect to find before us, and I suppose it was this, as much as anything, that made us all smile affectionately at old Sarah, sitting upright, thin as a lath and rather bloodless, in her winged chair, her pale blue watery eyes looking through the window at the May sunshine falling upon the grass and the flowers and the blossoming shrubs. She at any rate was defying the years as we all in our hearts wished to do. She was like a building standing erect in a bombed city. She was a symbol, giving us hope. A vast cake had been made, and there were ninety-nine candles upon it. We knew that she would never be able to blow them out, and so a small bellows had been bought for the occasion. The cake was placed on a table in front of her chair, and a few of us lit the candles with tapers. The sunshine fell strongly upon them, taking the substance from the flames. They wavered, pale and feeble, about their wicks, like so many infinitesimal ghosts, each struggling to detach itself from the mortal thread to which it had been too long attached. I placed the bellows in Sarah’s transparent blue-veined hands, and it was pathetic to see how easily even she, herself so nearly a ghost, sent them—puff, puff, puff—flying into nothingness. A blue-gray fume lingered for a moment in the sunshine, and then was gone; and after that there was a strong bitter smell, earthy and astringent, as if all her years suddenly had condensed and coalesced, like a whole season of roses released from a phial of attar.

	She did not complete her century. During some months after this she was up for a few hours every day, and she was able to read a little and to play dominoes. Then she took altogether to her bed. She read there, books in large print, and she liked someone to come in now and then for a bit of gossip. However, visitors tended more and more to find her sleeping. Waking out of one of these slumbers when I was there, she said with a smile that she had been sleeping to conserve her strength. “I find now,” she said, “that if I’m to do it I must be very careful.” She had set her mind, I think, on winning through to the hundred. “There will be a telegram from the King,” she said. “One of the first things I remember in life is seeing the Queen, and it would be nice to get a telegram from her great-grandson.”

	I don’t know whether it is a royal habit to send telegrams to all centenarians, but Sarah thought it was, and she looked forward to receiving hers. But the privy purse was spared that shilling. She died on New Year’s Day of 1948. Someone had gone in to wish her a happy new year: she who had known so many years, happy and not so happy. Her tired body didn’t want this one. She had been at moorings long enough. She had slipped the cable and gone. The new year had come in stormily down there at Tresant. All night long there had been a windy hullaballoo. The lawns were littered with debris of the trees, and one vast elm went down, ripping a great pit out of the earth in its gigantic death-fall. I wondered whether Sarah had been awake and aware of this elemental turmoil, whether she had heard that almighty crash and thought of the elms growing inside the frail glass walls of the Crystal Palace. That was where she had seen the Queen, amid sparkling fountains, with bands playing, and choirs singing, and aisles upon aisles of machines that were to unite the nations and bring in the golden age.

	It was on the day after the Crystal Palace had been burned to the ground that I discovered how bright and clear in Sarah’s memory that far-off day had remained. It hadn’t meant much to me, that disappearance of the great glass building on Sydenham Hill, but I found her curiously agitated. She would talk of nothing else. “I was there,” she said, “when they opened it. It’s the first thing I remember with great clearness. It was on my birthday, you know, May the first. I was three.”

	She talked for a long time. She was then a lively old girl, still able to get about anywhere. She had a small flat in London, and stayed there all through the Second World War. After that, she retired finally to Tresant. It was in this flat that she talked to me that day about the Crystal Palace. It had become a symbol in her life. That she had been there at the opening lent the thing a vitality; but there was more to it than that. As she grew up, she went back again and again to that moment. She read all that had been said before the Palace was built, all that was said during its triumphal life in Hyde Park. She had seen the crystal dream, the shimmering bubble, blown to pieces. It was the palace of peace; all the nations were to meet there in understanding. “Can you think of anything lovelier,” she asked, “than a palace of glass? Or anything more frail?”

	“Give me that little box,” she said, “there—on top of my bureau.”

	I brought the small red leather box and laid it on her lap. She opened it, and took out a bundle of tissue paper. From this she unwrapped a piece of china. It was a fragment of a common cup; the handle and a bit of the side; white china, with a segment of blue ring.

	“There,” she said, turning it over and over, “you would never guess what that is.”

	No, I could not guess what extraordinary emotions this relic aroused in the old woman’s mind.

	“Do you remember,” she said, “how scared we all were in 1938? Well, we had reason to be. It was touch and go then. They dug trenches in Hyde Park. This was one of the things that were dug up. There was a lot of it—a lot of broken china. A lot of china was broken, you know, while the exhibition was on. You could get tea there, and people were careless. When it was over and the place was cleaned up, all the broken china was buried on the spot. And that’s what they turned up when they were digging the trenches on the site of the Palace of Peace. Don’t you think that extraordinary?”

	I said that I did.

	“It’s more extraordinary than you think,” Sarah said. “After that first grand opening day I often went to the exhibition. It was the thing, you know, because it was educational. The Prince of Wales, for one, was supposed to educate himself there. The Prince Consort demanded an essay on the wonders the boy had seen, and little Bertie, who was only ten, had a lot to say about Thugs. Don’t ask me, my dear, why there was an exhibit about the habits of Thugs, but there was, and what is more it impressed itself deeply into the boy’s essay. But Albert’s idea was that salvation would come through people getting together round his machines, not round Thugs, and the poor child was given to understand that his tastes were shocking. However, I don’t know so much about that. He was always interested in people, even Thugs, rather than in machines.”

	Sarah’s maid brought in the tea, and when it had been poured out she said: “I was telling you about this piece of china. Well, my nannie, who was named, believe it or not, Mercy Kite, often took me on educational tours round the exhibition, but I never liked this much. What I liked was to see the thing from the outside, with the glass all glittering in the summer weather and the rows of flags at the top blowing out straight in the wind under the white clouds. However, having tea inside was always pleasant, and for some childish reason which I can’t explain, the cups with the blue rings fascinated me. I thought them exquisite. One day I let one fall. I spilled tea all down myself, and Kite scolded me dreadfully. I cried and cried. She hustled me bawling out of the place, but my tears were not for my spoilt frock or for her harsh words, but because I had broken one of the beautiful cups.” She wrapped the fragment in its paper and put it back into the box. “I like to believe,” she said, “that this is a bit of that very cup.”

	I hadn’t known before how this matter obsessed her mind, but now she was well away. “There used to be an old song,” she said, “one of those that the tradesmen’s boys whistled. I don’t remember much of it: just a line that said: ‘You could see the Crystal Palace if it wasn’t for the houses in between.’ Well, I suppose you could—always—any time. But, unfortunately, they’re always there—the houses in between. Now, let me give you some more tea. And put this box back on the bureau. I’ve chattered enough. Get out the dominoes.”

	I thought a lot about this conversation with my Aunt Sarah, about the irony, which she clearly perceived, of a palace of peace, so shining, so alluring, so terribly fragile. But, for her, it was always there, like St. Augustine’s dear City of God, and anyone could see it—if it wasn’t for the houses in between. All those houses, and all those people, grand houses and shabby houses, rich people and poor people, with all their feuds and rivalries, their hates and fears, allegiances, treacheries and dissents: yes, it would be easier to see the shining pavilions if it were not for all this in between.

	“You know, my dear,” Sarah said the next time I called upon her, “when you put my book into order I want you to call it The Houses in Between. I’m afraid the Palace has fallen into sad disrepute—just a place for cat shows and canary shows and letting off fireworks. Few people seem to realize that it’s the supreme symbol of everything that’s happened in the world from the time it was built till now. All the good intentions, all the terrible inability to do what ought to be done.”

	“What is all this about a book?” I asked.

	“It’s just the story of my life,” she said modestly. She gave me a defiant grin. “It’s not finished yet,” she said, “because I’m not dead yet.”

	She had, it seemed, been writing the book for years. “Shockingly bad, I’ve no doubt,” she said. “That’s why I want you to go through it. Put it in order. Make it readable. You’re clever at those things.”

	It was not till the war was over and she had retired finally to Tresant that she handed me the mass of manuscript. Remarkably little needed to be done with it. Here and there I have left things out; here and there a phrase has been sharpened. But this is Sarah’s book, not mine: Sarah Undridge, who grew up as Sarah Rainborough.

	May 1st, 1948

	


CHAPTER ONE
 1

	 

	I


	 remember that I

	 was dancing up and down. “Shall I see the Queen?” I cried. “Shall I see the Queen’s husband? Shall I see—?”

	Mercy Kite, my nannie, said: “For goodness sake, Miss Sarah, stop hopping about and let me dress you, or you’ll see nothing at all.”

	“Shall I see—?”

	“Shall I see? Shall I see?” she mocked me. “From morning to night I hear nothing but ‘Shall I see.’ What d’you think the world is? A peep show arranged for your special benefit?”

	“Shall I see Peace on Earth?”

	“My!” said Mercy Kite. “Now you’re asking!”

	“I heard Papa say that the Exhibition meant peace on earth, good will to men.”

	“Your Papa says a lot,” she answered grimly. “And he’ll have something to say to me if the carriage is kept waiting. And it won’t be Peace on Earth, either. Come on now. Give over hopping.”

	I gave over hopping, though I still wanted to hop. It was such a glorious day. After the early showers, the May sun was shining. I knew that the rain would have left wetness all over the surfaces of the Crystal Palace and that the sun would be making them sparkle. And it was my birthday, and I would be walking into the Exhibition with Papa on one side of me and Mama on the other. And the Queen would be there. I began to hop again. Mercy Kite took a handful of my long brown hair and gave it a pull. “Will you be quiet?” she hissed, “or shall I have to tell your Papa that it was impossible to get you ready in time?”

	Tell your Papa. That sobered me, for Papa was awe and majesty.

	Mama came into the schoolroom, a tall figure in white that shone and rustled. “Is Miss Sarah ready, Kite?”

	“All but, Ma’am.”

	“You must hurry. It’s almost time to go.”

	“Mama, shall I see—”

	“You will see all that is to be seen, child,” she said coolly. “Do what you can to help Kite to get you ready, and then come down at once.” She rustled away.

	When I reached the last turn of the banister, I saw Papa pacing up and down on the black and white squares of the hall. He had a long fair beard. What looked to me like a vast shining jewel dangled from a ribbon just below his waistcoat. Taking hold of this, he hauled a watch out of a pocket, looked at it, and tucked it back. Then he saw me, stepped to the open drawing-room door, and said, “She’s here, Florence.”

	Mama came out, and Tetley, the footman, appeared, carrying Papa’s tall hat. He opened the door, and there was the victoria already waiting, Ducat on the box. We got in, with me sitting between Papa and Mama, and Ducat looked over his shoulder to ask: “Where to, sir?”

	“The Crystal Palace,” Papa said; and we were off.

	We were off; and I felt all tight and breathless inside. I could not speak. I could only look about me, and because I had for so long heard so much about this wonderful day I was amazed that everything did not look different from what it did. I had heard Papa telling Mama about “all the nations of the earth” having been invited and about the Prince’s wish that the Great Exhibition should bring peace on earth, good will to men. And in church last Sunday the preacher, too, had talked about these same things: the coming together of the nations, and peace, and love.

	Oh, I hardly know what I expected, silly child that I was: but as we sedately rolled through the shining air of that May day I should not have been surprised to see hordes of black and yellow men mingling with the white ones we knew so well, embracing and hugging and kissing, and maybe lifting their voices here and there in Christmas carols.

	“The crowds are very well behaved,” Papa said. “There was some fear of disturbances.”

	Certainly the crowds were well behaved. They gazed at us respectfully as we drove by; but I was disappointed to see not a black or brown or yellow face among them.

	Still, it was a lovely day, and when we reached Hyde Park the very numbers of the people filled me with excitement. We drove through a lane of men and women, and on either hand, as far as we could see, there were thousands upon thousands upon thousands. Over them all now I could see the Crystal Palace rising up, flashing back the sunshine, and looking so light and airy that it would not have been surprising if all the flags straining and flickering and undulating on its roof had lifted it up and flown away with it into the sky.

	I never lost that feeling about the palace, not that day nor on any of the other days when I entered it later. It seemed to my childish fancy a vast celestial vehicle, a crystal sky-ship, that had come to rest lightly on the earth, and might at any moment take off again and bear us upon some unimaginable voyage.

	And now, as we entered, I saw that this great ship of glass was, inside, a garden. I had never imagined such flowers: tiers and banks and beds of them in the softest loveliest colors; and there were tiers and banks and beds of women whose clothes were of lovely colors, too; so that everywhere was color, on the ground and in delicate galleries; and there were palm trees, and an organ sending a wandering thread of music through everything; and there was a platform that Papa said was the dais. Great elm trees grew behind it, and in front of it a fountain was springing and glittering. And all this was inside the great glass ship. I looked up, and I could see the blue, and the white clouds racing across the happy May sky. I looked so long that at last the clouds seemed to be standing still and it was the sky-ship itself that was moving. We were off, bowling merrily beneath the sky: the elm trees and the fountain, the flower gardens and statues and the thousands upon thousands of people, and the music was going with us, and the twittering sparrows that didn’t seem a bit alarmed but darted about in the elms. I was surprised to see them there, for I had heard Papa say that the Queen had been worried about them and wanted them all outside. For the life of me, I couldn’t see why. But there it was, and the Duke of Wellington had told the Queen how to chase them all out. “Trust the Dook,” Papa had said; and yet there the sparrows were.

	“Mama,” I said, “the Queen couldn’t trust the Dook,” and Mama said, “Don’t keep craning your neck up, and don’t chatter.”

	Then I was startled by a flourish of trumpets. It was sudden and unexpected; the sparrows seemed to leap into the air and then plunged themselves out of sight in the elms. “Ha!” I thought. “The Queen is coming, and they’re afraid she’ll see them.”

	Everybody was standing. The organ began to play “God Save the Queen,” and a choir sang the words. It sounded small and lost because the palace was so big, but as soon as it was over there was noise enough, because everybody began to cheer and to wave handkerchiefs and papers.

	Then I saw the Queen. She was dressed in pink and silver and she was walking with her husband. She held a little boy by the hand—a little boy dressed like a Highlander—and the Prince held a little girl. They went up onto the platform that Papa called the dais, and there they stood for a time, all four of them, with the people cheering like mad, and the fountain leaping in front of them, and the elm trees behind them, where the sparrows kept out of sight. I was glad of that, because the little boy looked the sort who would shoot at them with a catapult.

	There was nothing so good after that: nothing so good as the moment when I saw the pink-and-silver Queen passing the shining fountain, holding the little boy by the hand, with the sparrows hiding safely in the trees. There was some talking, and then a man in wonderful clothes prayed and said more about peace and all the nations of the earth. But the more they talked about the nations of the earth the more disappointed I was not to see all the exciting foreigners I had expected. There was one who came and bowed to the Queen, and Papa said it was a Chinese mandarin making obeisance. I knew that grand word, because Mercy Kite used to read to me out of the Bible, and once she read about the sheaves of corn making obeisance to Joseph’s sheaf. I asked her what it meant, and she said it was going like this; and thereupon she tried a curtsy before me, but fell headlong to the schoolroom floor. The Chinese mandarin didn’t do that, but, oh dear! how small a representative he seemed of the black and red, the brown and yellow and gold splendor I had expected from “all the nations of the earth.”

	I was very tired. It took us a long time to find the carriage, and I drowsed and nodded as we drove home. I was half aware of Papa approving of everything. “A splendid occasion.” “The world has never seen anything like it.” “The Prince is justified if ever man was.”

	“There were no black men, no brown men, no red men,” I chanted drowsily.

	“My dear child,” said Papa, “surely you weren’t expecting to see anything of the sort?”

	“I expected to see all the ends of the earth in peace and good will.”

	“Well,” said Papa, “so far as I’m concerned, the fewer foreigners we see over here the better I shall be pleased. The best guarantee of peace on earth is British trade. And that’s what the Great Exhibition will promote.”

	I didn’t know what he was talking about, and I said: “Mama, did you see the sparrows? I counted six. Why did the Queen want them all to be put out?”

	Mama said severely: “It was necessary. You will understand such things in time.”

	In the schoolroom I repeated the question to Kite, and she said: “Well, duck, they might ’ave messed on yer ’at.”

	Now why, I wondered, couldn’t Mama answer a simple question as simply as that?

	2

	I suppose at this time Papa was about thirty-five years old, but men in those days could, and did, look immensely venerable even before reaching that age. Papa had a long blond beard and cold penetrating blue eyes. He was one of the few men to own a private hansom cab, and it was one of my morning delights to watch him set forth for his place of business in the City. The house was in Portman Square. Looking from the window of what was already called the schoolroom, though I had done no schooling, I would see the hansom coming from the mews, with Ducat, the coachman, perched up in his little seat. Tetley, the footman, would run from the house and stand waiting when the cab had come to a standstill at the curb. Presently, Papa would walk slowly out. He did everything slowly, with dignity. Tetley would fold back the apron of the cab, but, before getting in, Papa would turn and raise his tall hat, and I could imagine Mama standing at a window watching him. When he was in, Tetley would hand him a folded copy of the Times, and, if it were winter, wrap a bearskin rug round his knees. Ducat would open the trap and ask: “Where to, sir?” and Papa would say: “To the City.” It was to be assumed, I suppose, that Papa might any morning decide to be driven to Buckingham Palace, the House of Commons, or goodness knows where. It was always: “To the City,” but he expected to be asked, and what Papa expected was done. Away they went, the spokes of the yellow wheels twinkling in the sunshine if it were summertime, and, if it were winter, the lamps might be lit, for we had more fog then than we have now.

	Except at the week ends, I saw little more of Papa than this, for he ate his luncheon at a club in the City, and though he was at home by five, my own day was ending then. They had a sameness, those days. Much of them was spent on the second floor of the house, which Kite and I had to ourselves. Kite was the person I knew most intimately. Papa and Mama came and went; Kite was always there. I don’t know to this day whether she was wife, widow or spinster. She seemed very old, but I don’t suppose she was; and she was cross, affectionate and reliable. Her crossness would sometimes give place to a dreadful sentimentality, though, at the time, there seemed to me nothing to dislike about these moods. Indeed, I approved them smugly. She took to calling me Rosie. “Why do you call me Rosie, Kite?” I demanded. “I am Miss Sarah.” “Because you’re a dear little Rosie Posy, a dear little Rosie Posy Rosebud,” she said, hugging me to her and caressing my long brown hair, which, in other moods, she was apt to tug. I say I liked this mood, especially if it were on Mercy Kite at bedtime. It was agreeable to be tucked up feeling that I was a Rosie Posy Rosebud and that Mercy loved me.

	She and I took breakfast together in the room that was called the schoolroom, looking out over the square. It was rather a poorly furnished place, but it was our own, and we made ourselves snug there, especially when the fire was lit and the curtains were drawn in the wintertime. We had a paraffin-oil lamp hanging from the ceiling over a circular table covered with a red cloth. Mercy would sit with her elbows on the table and a book in front of her, and would read to me as I sat curled in a chair by the fireside. Sometimes Tetley would come lumping up the stairs and shoot coals from a bucket into our scuttle, and at six o’clock he would come and drag a zinc bath out of a cupboard on the landing. He would place this on the hearthrug and pour into it four buckets of water, two hot and two cold. This, I knew, was the end of my day. Soon I would be in my bed, in the small room adjoining the schoolroom. Kite’s was next door. She would tuck me up, and if she were in a rosebud humor I would go quickly to sleep. If she were not, I would lie awake for a long time wondering whether Mama would come to say good night. I couldn’t depend on it. Occasionally, when she came, she would be in full evening dress, with her white breasts showing, a spray of flowers on her shoulder, and with a beautiful smell wafting about her. Her skirts caressed the bare boards round my bed with a whispering sound. At such times, her clothes were almost always white and her flowers red. I would sleep then as though an angel had come to give me a blessing.

	Looking back to that time—and I am looking now at a girl of six or seven—I see the old schoolroom as a safe and comfortable lair in which most of my life was spent and from which I made occasional sorties into the world. These sorties were well guarded. In the morning, if the weather were fine, I would be taken by Kite into the garden that filled the middle of the square. It was a poor sort of garden, but I had heard Mama say to Kite that we were “safe” there, and I suppose we were, for thick iron railings shut us in and no one ever came there except a few little girls walking round and round with their nannies, as I walked round and round with mine. The only one I knew was Sally Gaylord. Mercy Kite told me that she was the Honorable Sally Gaylord and that I might say “Good morning” to her, but that my Papa would not wish me to do more than that. I asked why, and Kite said: “Least said soonest mended. Those that ask no questions are told no lies.” This made me wish to say more than “Good morning” to Sally Gaylord, but for a long time I did not. Of all of us who used the garden she was the only one who seemed to enjoy it. She never walked like the rest of us. She was forever rushing after a hoop, or skipping with a rope, or talking to her nannie in a loud excited voice, or even singing. She was dressed differently from the rest of us, too. We must have seemed, to the errand boys who went whistling outside the railings, a drab lot of little girls, except Sally, who always had a sprightliness in her clothes as well as in her manners. We did not see her in the winter. She appeared in May and disappeared when autumn was coming on, like the swallows. Kite said that her father, Lord Burnage, was in town only during the season. I was given to understand that there was something outrageous about Sally Gaylord, but I never understood what a dangerous girl she was till the morning when a butcher’s boy, with a tray of meat on his head, went whistling past the railings and Sally, whistling like a blackbird, joined in the melody. The boy stopped walking but went on whistling, and there they stood, she inside the railings like a bird in a cage, he outside like a bird in freedom, whistling harmoniously. When they had finished, he waved his hand and said: “Wotcher!” and Sally waved back, grinning, and said: “Wotcher, boy!” Myself and two other girls standing by were dumfounded. We should not have been surprised if the boy had somehow leapt those high railings and come among us, and what we should have done then goodness knows; but he started whistling a new song and walked away, looking cheerful, just as Sally’s nannie, who had been sitting on a seat some way off, talking to Kite, came running up. She took Sally by the arm and shook her. “Really!” she cried. “Really!” She seemed beyond words, and poor Kite, who had come bustling along to help repel the world, if that should be necessary, said: “Wherever does she get it from?” The nannie said sadly: “I’ve heard his Lordship whistling that tune. He encourages her.” We went home that morning full of dark notions about Lord Burnage’s household.

	On fine afternoons, Mama usually drove in the Park, in the victoria. Occasionally she would take me with her. For such occasions I was dressed up in my best clothes and had to sit alongside Mama wearing my finest manners. No lolling, for one thing. She herself sat perfectly upright, a parasol over her, with hardly a movement except of the head. These were delightful and exciting occasions. So many grand people, such fine carriages of every sort, such splendid horses so well ridden. Now and then, as a carriage approached ours, Mama would say: “Bow,” and as the carriages passed one another she would bow her head and I would bow mine. I noticed that occasionally she would say “Bow,” and both she and I would do so, but there would be no answering bow; and in the same way people would bow to us, but we would not bow in return. I was aware in my childish way of a complex and difficult world, but it didn’t worry me. It was all most enjoyable.

	One afternoon, soon after Sally Gaylord had whistled in the garden, Mama and I, before driving into the Park, called at a house to pick up one of her friends. I was sandwiched between them in the victoria, with two parasols bobbing over my head. My companions were full of talk, which I didn’t understand in the least, though occasionally Mama would murmur: “Somebody is growing up,” or “Little pitchers have long ears,” and things of that sort. There was all the customary bowing with a smile, bowing without a smile, and not bowing at all. Presently, coming along on a fine roan horse, was a rider in the height of fashion, and, it seemed to me, of dazzling godlike looks. I was aware that my companions reacted as they had not done to anyone else in the Park that day. There was a sudden tautening of both of them. “Burnage,” Mama said quietly; and her companion: “I suppose we cut him?” Mama answered, almost with a sigh: “I suppose so.”

	So this was Sally Gaylord’s father. I looked at the approaching rider with great interest, expecting at any moment the command: “Bow.” Lord Burnage smiled and raised his hat, and passed on, but there was no command. The two ladies looked rigidly at Ducat’s shoulder-blades. I asked: “Mama, was that Sally Gaylord’s Papa?”; and I was told coldly: “I do not know who it is.”

	3

	Kite left me soon after this, and it was indeed an absurd affair that caused her going. I have told you about the paraffin lamp that hung over the table in the schoolroom, but I have not told you that the ceiling of that room had a certain amount of fanciful plaster decoration. In particular, there was in the middle a rollicking cherub who wore a wisp of gauze where that was obviously called for, but, in the manner of cherubs, nothing else. The large iron hook from which our lamp hung down on chains had been screwed plumb through this poor cherub’s navel. There he floated above our cozy winter sessions, with this cruel weight tearing at him and causing me from time to time, when the matter engaged my attention, to writhe with sympathetic excruciation.

	It was in the autumn following that summer when Sally Gaylord had whistled in the garden and my mother and her friend for some reason had not responded to Lord Burnage’s salute. It was a dullish time. Sally had disappeared, and Mama no longer drove in the Park. The season was ended, and though that did not mean that Papa and Mama left town, as so many people did, it meant that she did not show herself in the afternoons among the undistinguished remnants who were left to keep London alive as best they might.

	Well, there we were, Kite and I, that October evening, with tea finished, the fire burning, and the lamp lit. Kite was reading from a dog-eared book of fairy stories, all of them so well known to me that I could have gone on reciting at any place where she had chosen to leave off. I was bored; I don’t think I was even hearing her. I was lolling back, in a way Mama would have reprimanded, in an old wicker chair, with my eyes on the ceiling. Presently they came to rest on the hook screwed into the cherub’s navel. I broke rudely into the reading. “Kite, what is a belly button for?”

	Poor Kite, who seemed half asleep, reading like an automaton, suddenly jerked wide awake. Her old-fashioned spectacles shot down to the end of her nose and she looked at me over them with absolute terror on her face.

	“Now, Miss Sarah,” she said, “don’t you go asking me them sort of questions.”

	She was so startled and frightened that I was aware of having committed a first-class misdemeanor. This nettled me. Kite had so often said: “Ask no questions and you’ll be told no lies,” Mama had so often whispered: “Lady Jane is not such a child as she looks,” and things of that sort, that I was suddenly oppressed by a sense of being kept outside a region full of fascinating information. I was now so incensed that I jumped out of my chair, went and stood before Kite, scowling and with clenched fists, and said: “You tell me, Kite! I’ve got a belly button. You tell me what it’s for.”

	“You’ll know all about them things when you grow up,” she said. “You leave me alone now, Miss Sarah. It’s not my place to tell you them things.”

	“Perhaps I’ll die before I grow up,” I answered. “Then I’ll never know.”

	“You’ll be none the worse for that,” she assured me, beginning to recover firmness.

	At this moment we heard Tetley’s footsteps coming heavily along the passage, and he entered the room with a bucket of coals. My demon caused me to say: “If you won’t tell me, Kite, I shall ask Tetley.”

	I recall Tetley as a cheerful good-looking youth with an impudent grin which he restrained only when being officially deferential to my parents. One day I chanced to be in the hall as Papa was going out, and there was all the usual how d’you do: Tetley brushing his shoulders, handing him his hat, opening the door, folding back the apron of the hansom. Then, when the hansom was gone and he came back into the hall, he saw me standing there and gave me a wink. It shook me to the core, as young moderns say. I had a feeling that Tetley had no right to wink at me, especially as the wink clearly said a lot of nonsense this was that accompanied the simple business of Papa walking out of the house, and I knew that I ought to feel outraged at his making any comment whatever on Papa’s behavior. But I didn’t: I felt pleased. An adult had taken me, with that brief grimace, completely into his confidence. This was something that had never happened before, and the sense of conspiracy was exhilarating.

	And now, at this moment of tension with Mercy Kite, Tetley walked into the room, and there I was crying: “If you won’t tell me, I shall ask Tetley.”

	He put the coals into the scuttle, made up the fire, and then asked: “What’s up, Kitey? What’s she want to know?”

	“You look after your own affairs,” Mercy cried angrily. “You’ve no business to loiter here. You’ve done your job. Now go!”

	“All right. All right,” he said amiably. “I’m off,” and picking up his bucket he made for the door. “Good night, Miss Sarah,” he said.

	I wouldn’t let him go like that. I said: “She won’t answer a simple question. She won’t tell me what my belly button’s for.”

	Mercy Kite flung her hands over her ears and looked horrified; but Tetley only grinned. With a hand on the china doorknob, he looked back and said: “Go on, Kitey. Tell ’er.” Then we heard him going away along the passage.

	There was silence for a moment, and then Kite moaned. “Oh Miss Sarah! To ask a man!”

	This put a new twist to it, and I looked at her with interest and impatience. She continued to lament. “Oh, dear! This’ll cost me my job. You see if it don’t.”

	Now I flew into contrition. I didn’t want Kite to lose her job because this would mean my losing Kite. I nuzzled into her, like a lamb into an old sheep, and I besought her not to think ill of me. “If I’ve asked something I oughtn’t, don’t tell me,” I said; but now she too had swung into another direction. With an arm around me, she said: “If you must know, it’s where you was hitched up to your Mama.”

	She left it at that, and, perplexed as I was by this reply, more confused than if I had been told nothing, I could not go on with the matter. I felt that, in some way I did not understand, I had done mischief enough. Soon afterward Tetley came up with the bath water; and, as I bathed, Kite and I were both constrained to avert our eyes from my belly button.

	As I lay in bed that night, with the night light making a ghostly illumination, I puzzled over Kite’s reply and could not see, to begin with, why one should be hitched up to one’s Mama, or, if one had to be, how one could be hitched up by a flat bud in the middle of one’s body, a flat bud in which the bath water settled like a drop of dew in a flower. And then Mama herself came rustling into the room. It was a going-out night. She was as usual in white, and as she rested on the edge of my bed I sat up and put my arms around her. She at once withdrew. “No, no, child,” she said with a little laugh; “don’t disarrange me.”

	She stood looking down at me in the ghost of candle shine, tall and white and glimmering. Her red flowers were almost black.

	“I just came in to kiss you,” she said. “I thought you would be asleep.”

	“I can’t sleep,” I answered. “I keep on thinking and thinking and thinking.”

	“What is worrying you, child? Tell me quickly. The carriage is waiting.”

	“I can’t understand,” I said emphatically, “how I could ever be hitched up to you by my belly button.”

	Well, the fat was in the fire then! Mama was a tall woman and she always dressed to emphasize her tallness. Now she seemed to grow before my eyes as she stood up from the bed, a white monument of offense and indignation. “What did you say?” she demanded. She was a tragic actress whose foundations had been rocked.

	I was terrified. If, in the schoolroom, I had felt that I had gone too far with Kite, now I was overwhelmed with a sense of being a monster engaged in enormity. I shot down into the bed and pulled the clothes over my head. No use. Mama removed them firmly. “Sit up!” she commanded. I did so, quaking, and she repeated: “What did you say?”

	In an almost inaudible squeak, I said: “Kite told me I was hitched up to you by my belly button.”

	And now poor Kite herself was dithering in the doorway. “Madam—” she stammered, and Mama almost hissed: “Leave the room!”

	“Mama,” I cried, “Mama, it wasn’t Kite’s fault. I plagued her. I pestered her. I asked her about it and she didn’t want to tell me, and then Tetley came in . . .”

	“Tetley!” Mama gasped, and I had an awful sense that every word I uttered was plunging me deeper and deeper into a morass from which there was no withdrawing.

	Now Papa came into the room, all black and white, moving softly. “We mustn’t keep the carriage waiting, Florence,” he said. “What’s this about Tetley? What’s the fellow up to now?”

	Mama ignored him. She concentrated her agonized glance upon me. “You were saying that then Tetley came in.”

	“Yes, Mama. I said to him that Kite wouldn’t tell me, and he said that she should. So then I worried her again, and she said it was where I was hitched up to my Mama.”

	“Was Tetley there when she said that?”

	“No, Mama. He made up the fire and went.”

	“Thank God!” she cried dramatically. “Thank God for that!”

	She looked at me pityingly for a moment, as at someone snatched precariously from the mouth of disaster, then said more gently: “Lie down and try to go to sleep.” She took Papa’s arm and drew him out of the room. On the landing I heard her say to Kite: “Do not go into Miss Sarah’s room again tonight.”

	Poor Kite! Only once more did she come into my room. In the morning a kitchenmaid brought up my breakfast, and soon afterward Papa came in, accompanied by a weeping Kite. She was dressed for going out, and I knew at once that she was going for good. I, too, began to weep.

	For a moment Papa looked down at this pair of weepers; then he said: “You see, Sarah, what your wickedness has done. You have driven Kite out of the house, and without a character. Tetley, too. Tetley is gone, and I have brought Kite here to receive your apology before she goes. You have done her a great wrong.”

	I flung myself into poor Kite’s arms, and my weeping turned to howling. “Oh, Kite! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do wrong.”

	“There, there!” she sniveled. “Poor little Rosie Posy. Of course you didn’t. We’ve all got ’em, and we’re all bound to wonder about ’em sooner or later.”

	Papa broke in sharply. “That will do, Kite. You were not brought here to discuss the matter but to receive Miss Sarah’s apology.”

	Disaster made Kite bold. “Apology!” she said. “What is there to apologize about? I don’t want the dear child’s apology.”

	“Surely you do not suppose,” Papa said coldly, “that what you want has anything to do with the matter? You are here now simply because a well-brought-up child should apologize when she has done harm to someone—even a servant. Well, Miss Sarah has said she’s sorry, and now that’s the end of the matter.”

	Kite gave me one convulsive squeeze and swept out of the room, a rather ridiculous bundle of rusty black. But I liked her immensely in that moment. At the door she paused and looked back at Papa. “You!” she said. Then she went, and he followed her.

	The matter was never again referred to in my hearing. A few days later Mama came into the schoolroom where I was sadly glowering over the old fairy-tale book, and said: “This is Miss Whale. You are to begin lessons. Give Miss Whale your attention and respect.”

	I had stood up, as a good girl should, when Mama came into the room and addressed me, and now I looked sulkily at Miss Whale, still full of resentment because of Kite’s disappearance and my loneliness. One look at her brought a smile to my face. “She looks more like Miss Minnow to me,” I said saucily.

	“That will do,” Mama reproved me. “Miss Whale is to put up with no nonsense.”

	I didn’t mind how sharply she spoke, for when I smiled and made that silly remark Miss Whale caught my eye and smiled back. There was something in the smile that took me even more completely into her confidence than Tetley’s wink had taken me into his.

	Miss Whale’s Christian name was Margaret, but when, years afterward, I ceased to call her Miss Whale, she liked to be called Maggie. She was the only child of a country schoolmaster, and, when she was left alone in the world by his death, she had for a long time been his cook, housekeeper and companion, for her mother had died when she was a child. She had learned from him something of Latin and much of French, as well as of English literature, which was her deepest passion. She was orphaned at seventeen, possessed of a few hundred pounds that her father had managed to save. She went to a school in France and stayed there as long as her money lasted, taking drawing and music lessons. She was nineteen when she came to us in Portman Square.
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	Although I felt at first glance a liking for Miss Whale, it must not be supposed that I was anxious to show it. When a tall young stranger wearing footman’s uniform came up the stairs carrying her trunk, this was a reminder that all my settled world was in confusion. I saw so little of my parents, and what contacts I had with them were so formal, that to me Tetley and Kite were far more important than they as human beings. I looked with no sort of favor on this new young man, his face red with effort, as he lowered the trunk to the floor. “Who are you?” I asked.

	“Stott, Miss . . .”

	“Miss Sarah,” my new governess said.

	“I’m Stott, Miss Sarah.”

	“Very well, Stott. Please take Miss Whale’s trunk into her bedroom.”

	I was imperious because I was sad and afraid. I was afraid that never could people like Stott and Miss Whale mean much to me. When he was gone, Miss Whale said: “Now show me everything.”

	“There’s nothing to show,” I said, hugging my sulks.

	“What! Nothing at all?” she cried gaily.

	“Only three rooms,” I conceded.

	“Well, let’s have a look at them, shall we?”

	We looked at the three rooms, and she was enthusiastic about them all. “How fortunate!” she said. “They all look out on the square! And how beautiful the square is today! Look at those trees!”

	It was, indeed, a lovely day, autumn’s best. The plane trees in the square were golden. The sky was blue. A few four-wheelers and hansom cabs were moving round the railings, raising a gentle dust. “I shall love this,” Miss Whale said. “I had a room looking into a square in France. But it was tiny. Not so big as any one of these three. And the square wasn’t so big as this, either, or so tidy. A little higgledy-piggledy square, with one tree in the middle, and the old women used to sit there under striped umbrellas, selling chickens and fruit and vegetables. I’ll show you a picture of it. Come and see.”

	She reached out for my hand, but I withheld it. I followed her into her bedroom and she unstrapped the trunk. She unearthed a large portfolio full of water-color drawings. They were not very good, but I didn’t know that. They were bright and cheerful. “There. That’s the one. Don’t you think it’s a lovely little square?”

	“Yes,” I said grudgingly. I passionately desired to have it, but would not say so.

	“We’ll put some of them up in the schoolroom,” she said.

	The schoolroom walls were covered by a plain light-brown varnished paper, so old that it had taken on a velvet texture. There were no pictures. Miss Whale selected a dozen drawings and gave them to me, with a box of drawing pins. “Now,” she said. “You put them up where you’d like them to be while I unpack.” She gave me some narrow strips of gray paper and a pair of scissors. “You can cut out frames and put them round the pictures.”

	“Kite never allowed me to have scissors,” I said.

	“Didn’t you want to have them, all the same?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, now you’ve got them.”

	“What if I cut myself?”

	“It’ll teach you to be careful, and perhaps you won’t cut yourself next time.”

	I didn’t cut myself. I made the picture frames, dragged a chair here and there, and affixed the pictures to the walls. It took me a long time, and Miss Whale came out of her room as I was finishing. By now, I was more ready to be kind to her. “I think they’re lovely,” I said.

	“Well, they make a bit of color, and soon we shall have the books.”

	I was not much interested in the books, because I knew nothing about books. The battered volume of fairy tales was lying on the window seat. It was the only book I had. My parents’ ideas concerning education for girls were odd, though perhaps not so odd for the time. If it had not been for the scandalous affair of the belly button, goodness knows how long I should have gone on having no companionship but Kite’s and no book but this one. Yet I had learned to read from it. Nobody taught me. I don’t know how or when I learned, but learn I did, somehow, from that old book. Kite could not write, and I could not write. Miss Whale certainly had a virgin page to work upon. When she said that we should soon have the books, I was, however, polite enough to ask her what books she meant, for polite manners at least had been drilled into me.

	“Oh, all sorts of books,” she cried gaily. “Why, good gracious, we must have books,” as though life without books were utterly unthinkable. “There’s an old wooden trunk of mine stuffed with them, wandering about somewhere between here and France. It will arrive sooner or later. Then we shall want textbooks to read, exercise books to write in, pens, ink, rubbers, rulers, pencils, drawing books, crayons, water colors and brushes, some music books—oh, there’s no end to the fun we shall have! Mr. Rainborough has given me permission to buy all we shall need. We shall go out this afternoon and make a start.”

	She had an enthusiastic way of making such things sound like an adventure; and I felt a great longing to be off at once. I even suggested this, but at that moment there was a knocking and banging on the stairs and Miss Whale cried: “That’ll be the bookcase. Mr. Rainborough took the measurements and promised to have it sent round this morning.”

	She ran to open the door, and Stott and a man in a green baize apron sweated and grunted into the room. The bookcase was set against the wall opposite the fireplace. It was open-shelved, of white-painted wood. What with that and the water colors on the walls the room already looked different. Miss Whale’s enthusiasm conveyed itself to me. I felt on the verge of great and exciting events. “Now,” she said, “I think all we need do this morning is go out and buy ourselves some flowers.”

	Books, paintings, flowers! Never before had we had flowers in the schoolroom. That was altogether a day to be remembered. For one thing, although the sunshine of the morning and early afternoon had been warm, the air was nippy by teatime and Miss Whale said we had better have a fire. “But we can’t,” I explained to her. “It’s not the first of November.”

	Fires in the schoolroom had been governed, like everything else in the house, by rules against which there was no appeal. The first fire was lit on November the first and the last on March the thirty-first. If the thirtieth of October were a freezing day, that would make no difference: there would be no fire. And if on the last day of March a warm sun asserted itself, that would make no difference either: there would be a fire. I had once heard Papa say, though he was not much given to figures of speech, that Rules and Regulations were like railway lines: life couldn’t run punctually without them. And so there was a place for everything—including, I suppose, the people Mama didn’t bow to—and everything was in its place; and a time for everything, including the lighting of schoolroom fires, and everything was done on time.

	And now, when I reminded Miss Whale that to light a fire was an impossibility, she merely laughed and rang the bell. Ten minutes later, the new footman Stott had done what was necessary, and Miss Whale and I were sitting by the fire with our tea on a low table between us. It was cozy and enjoyable. The curtains had been drawn, the pictures brightened the walls, the bronze chrysanthemums we had bought in the morning were in an earthenware pot on the table, the new bookcase already had some furnishing, and there we were with the kindling wood crackling and the coals already spurting out their little gassy geysers. We needed only to pull our petticoats up over our knees to be two old cronies having the time of their lives.

	Yet there was a sense of sin, not only on account of this unseasonable but so welcome warmth but also because we were not sitting up to the table. From time to time, when Mama was “receiving,” I would be called down to the drawing room to bow to the guests and receive a few words from them. They sat here and there, straight upright, it is true, in their chairs, balancing saucers and plates dexterously on rigid fingers, but they did not sit up to the table. I, however, in the schoolroom, must always do so. It was a Rule and Regulation that I must acquire a Straight Back, and Kite would be on me like a shot if I committed the sin of Lolling.

	So there I was, in a most confused if delighted frame of mind, shamelessly Lolling in a wicker chair in front of this unruly and irregular fire.

	“You are seven—are you not, Sarah?” Miss Whale asked—not Miss Sarah, mark you, which was again something different.

	“Yes, Miss Whale. I was seven on the first of May.”

	“At what time have you been in the habit of going to bed?”

	“At six o’clock.”

	“It had better be seven for some time,” she said, “and soon we shall make it eight.”

	I looked at Miss Whale, sitting there tranquilly sipping her tea, and all of a sudden a tremendous thought entered my mind. She was not afraid of Papa and Mama! Poor Kite had been in constant fear of them. The cry that she had uttered, “This’ll cost me my job!” was still in my mind. That was the hold they had over her, and everything she did was with a view to preventing the exercise of their power. And I knew that I, also, was afraid of them. Oh, it was lovely when Mama, smelling like a bunch of mimosa, came in and leaned over my bed and kissed me good night, or when, say on my birthday or at Christmastime, Papa was smiling and even perhaps cracked a little joke as he handed me a present. Because of these things, my fear was not like Kite’s: it rested on a vague and undefined knowledge that there were limits to our communion, that there was a grown-up world and a little girl’s world, that they and I were not really at one. And now, in defiance of Rules and Regulations that said I should go to bed at six, here was Miss Whale announcing: “We shall make it eight.”

	When the tea things had been taken away, she said: “Your Mama tells me you have learned to read. Now let me hear you.” She brought the fairy-tale book and I began to read. It was the first time I had ever read aloud, for Kite, too, had been a great one for making Rules and Regulations, and one of these was that she should read to me, never that I should read to her. However, Miss Whale praised me, though mine must have been a stumbling effort; and between then and my going to bed she talked to me about France. She laid a large map of the country on the table—not one of those repulsive varnished maps printed on linen and furnished with rollers, but a jolly colored thing on cartridge-paper that she had drawn herself. She talked of her life in the country, and of the people she knew, and of the markets, the rivers, the vineyards she had visited during her holidays, and of concerts and theaters she had attended. I began to think of France as a place where men and women lived and went about their affairs much as they did in England, and no doubt that is what Miss Whale intended me to do.

	The bath came up at seven instead of six, and I stood waiting for Miss Whale to undress me and bath me. But she didn’t. She said it was high time I learned to do without a nannie and to look after myself.

	And so I did, with a fearful joy; and when I was in bed I fell asleep much quicker than I was used to do. I felt safe and happy; safe somehow deep down in me. I suppose, without knowing it, I was aware for the first time in my life of being a person, not an appendage.

	 

	


CHAPTER TWO
 1

	 

	O


	n New Year’s

	 morning of 1856, when I was seven years old, Mama came into the schoolroom as Miss Whale and I were sitting down to breakfast. It was most unusual for her to appear so early, and I at once asked myself whether some misdemeanor of mine had brought her there. But she was smiling. She was in a good mood. Indeed, she looked gay and more than usually beautiful. She was younger than to my childish mind she seemed. She was then only twenty-eight.

	Miss Whale surprised me by saying, as we rose: “Good morning, my lady.”

	Mama’s smile deepened. She blushed with pleasure. “You have seen the newspapers?”

	“Yes, my lady. Allow me to congratulate you.”

	“Have you said anything to Miss Sarah?”

	“No. I thought you’d like to be the first to do so.”

	Mama said to me: “My dear, the Queen has honored your Papa with a knighthood. I should like you to come down now and congratulate him. Say to him: ‘Good morning, Sir Richard. I congratulate you.’ Can you remember that?”

	“You must congratulate your Mama, too,” said Miss Whale. “She is Lady Rainborough.”

	I said: “Congratulations, Mama,” but I was rather wooden. I hadn’t the least idea what had happened.

	However, I went down to the breakfast room and curtseyed to Papa. “Good morning, Sir Richard. I congratulate you.”

	He was all smiles, like Mama. He took me under the arms, lifted me up, and kissed me. “Thank you, Sarah,” he said. “Now you must stay and have breakfast with me and her ladyship.”

	It was a dark morning. Candles were burning in silver candlesticks on the table. My legs dangled. I looked at the mellow light falling on the radiant faces of my parents. Never had I known them so gay. “You were excessively naughty, Richard,” Mama said, “to keep me in the dark. You must have known for some time.”

	He said gaily: “Well, my lady, I was able to make a guess a long time ago, and, as you say, I have known for some time.”

	“And you leave me to make the discovery from the newspapers. Really, Sir Richard! What if I had not wanted a title? You men may refuse. Do we women have no option?”

	“Only to love, honor and obey. I command you to be Lady Rainborough, and like an obedient wife you have no option save to say ‘Yes, Sir Richard.’ ”

	I was perplexed. I had never before seen them in this rallying, bantering mood; but then, really, I saw them little.

	Already I seemed to be forgotten. “Papa,” I cried, “why did the Queen make you a knight?”

	My mind was full of Walter Scott. A knight, to me, was a man of valiant action and beautiful courtesy, a man who went about on a splendid horse, wearing ladies’ favors, clanking in armor, topped with a plumed helmet, fighting in wars or playing fiercely at tourneys.

	Both Papa and Mama looked a little surprised at my question. It was Mama who answered. “Without the help of your Papa, my dear, we might not have won the war. That is what the Queen remembered.”

	“Well, thank God that is all over and done with,” Papa said piously, wiping his lips with his napkin; and there was no time to ask more, for Stott appeared and announced: “The hansom is waiting, Sir Richard.”

	Papa came round the table and kissed me again. “This is a special day,” he said. “You are excused from your lessons.”

	“But, Papa, I love my lessons.”

	“Very well, but don’t become a little monster. We don’t want a bluestocking in the family. Just learn to be good and beautiful, like your mama.”
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	I knew that every day Papa went to the City, but I had no idea what the City was or what he did there. I had never been to the City, and I don’t think Mama had, either. There was a man’s place, and there was a woman’s place, and there was a child’s place. They were marked off from one another by frontiers that were not crossed. There was also a butler’s place, a cook’s place, and a footman’s place. It was a commendation to say of anybody that he “knew his place.” There were, of course, people who didn’t know their place, and they had to be “taught.” I had heard Papa say more than once in recent years that it was time the Russians were taught their place; and now they had been taught. The war was over, and but for Papa’s help, Mama has said, we might not have won it. This puzzled me, because Papa had not been to the war. Miss Nightingale had: everyone knew that: and so had the men to whom Miss Whale gave pennies when we were out walking: men with one arm or one leg, tootling on penny whistles or just sitting against the railings of Hyde Park with caps on the pavement alongside them. I had heard the words Inkerman and Sebastopol; I had heard of the charge of the gallant Six Hundred, and that thrilled me more than most of the things I knew about the Crimean War, because Lord Burnage had been one of these six hundred heroes charging the Russian guns at Balaclava. But really, to a girl brought up like me, the war had meant almost nothing. And now to my amazement I learned that Papa had helped to win it.

	This is as good a place as any to tell some things that I did not learn till much later, and they begin with John Rainborough. He was born in the cottage of a farm laborer earning ten shillings a week. It is surprising that my Papa attached so much importance to everybody knowing his place because this grandfather of his appears to have never known his. Although his writing did not amount to much more than signing his name, and his reading was on a similar scale, he was, from his earliest days, restless and ambitious. There is a gap in his story that no one has been able to fill. He went to sea at the age of fifteen and returned, rich, when he was thirty-five. He had been, for all that time, in the East Indies. That is all that is known. One can only surmise what happened. He was too poor to have gone into the employment of the East India Company which was scooping the cream off that rich territory and which, in theory, had the exclusive right to trade. But theory didn’t cover all that was then happening in the Indies. It was a time and a place favorable to adventurers, whether the adventure was blessed as trade or diverged into more unscrupulous courses. That John Rainborough chose to leave these twenty years open to conjecture can mean just what you want it to mean.

	What is certain is that, having landed in London and, soon after, married a wealthy girl, he traveled to his native place in the Northeast of Yorkshire, and established himself there as a landowner whose properties ran into the Cleveland hills. His son developed the iron in these properties, and it was with this iron that Papa was concerned in the City. It was with this iron that he “helped to win the war” and earned a knighthood. It was an iron age. Iron was going down in railway tracks all over the country. It was going into bridges and machines of every sort and shape. There was iron everywhere, except at our house in Portman Square. We never heard iron mentioned, and I only once in my life, many years later, saw the distant hills from which the iron came. All that we had and all that we were had followed upon twenty years of mysterious work in the East Indies about which nobody knew anything or thought it discreet to inquire.
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	Do my parents seem shadowy, half-realized figures? I cannot help it. That is how they were. Stott, the footman, who had succeeded Tetley after the dreadful affair of my belly button so long (as it seemed) ago, was now familiar to me; so were Ducat the coachman and Threllfall the butler; and so, of course, doubly so, was my dear Miss Whale. But now I began to know my parents a little better. I was permitted to take breakfast with them once a week, and, since Rules and Regulations were still important, this was always on the same day: Wednesday. I recall a radiant Wednesday morning in May of that year when Papa became Sir Richard Rainborough. I said good-by to Miss Whale in the schoolroom, as I always did on these occasions, as though I were going from her for weeks or years, and I ran down to the breakfast room. It was at the back of the house, which I thought a pity on such a lovely day, but at least I could look out on to a little whitewashed paved courtyard with a green door and with a few box trees trained into curious shapes, growing in green tubs. I was the first to arrive as usual, and I began to turn over the letters alongside Papa’s place at the table. It pleased me to read the name, Sir Richard Rainborough, again and again, in all sorts of handwritings, on all sorts of envelopes: white, blue, gray. It gave me a sense of importance. There was one envelope that I seized on eagerly: it was so much more imposing than any of the others, and more beautiful, too. It was a large square parchment envelope, cream colored, addressed to Sir Richard and Lady Rainborough. A crimson crest was embossed upon the back. I carried it to the window for examination. It excited me deeply. I should have liked, I felt, to receive lots of letters in envelopes like this. What a person that would make me! There was a helm on the crest, and a gauntlet, and a dagger, and there were the words Fiat voluntas mea. Now what on earth could that mean? I must ask Miss Whale. But would I ever remember these outlandish words? I resolved to write them down. Papa’s Times lay folded by his letters. I opened it, tore a strip from the edge of a page, and with a stump of pencil which I carried with me I copied the strange words. I tucked this out of sight, and was taking the letter to put it on Papa’s pile when Mama came into the room. Her coming arrested me with the letter in my hand. “Good morning, Mama,” I said.

	“Good morning, Sarah. I see you have received a letter.”

	“Oh, no, Mama. It’s a lovely looking letter, but I’m afraid it’s not for me. It’s addressed to you and Papa.”

	“Then what are you doing with it?” she asked sharply.

	“I was looking at the crest on the back.”

	“But, my dear child, you could not have seen the crest on the back unless you had turned the letter over. Are you in the habit of prying into Papa’s correspondence?”

	I stood there with the letter in my hand, horribly shaken. It’s always like this, I thought. I’m expected to know without being told. No one has ever said that I mustn’t touch the letters, and now I’m wicked because I’ve done it. I don’t want to have breakfast with them. I’d rather have breakfast with Miss Whale. If I do wrong she tells me nicely, and she tells me why.

	“I asked you, Sarah, are you in the habit—”

	“No, Mama,” I broke in. “It was just this morning.”

	“Doesn’t Miss Whale tell you not to reply till the person who is speaking to you has finished speaking?”

	Oh, it was intolerable! And I felt it was not really anything to do with me at all. It was to do with this letter. Mama couldn’t help seeing the crest, the writing, as I turned it in my hand. “Put it down,” she said, and I did so.

	I attempted to soothe her. “It is for Papa and you,” I said. “May I not give it to you, Mama?”

	Then she held out her hand, and I gave her the letter. She turned it over and over, and she blushed and looked uneasy. “I should not dream,” she said at last, “of opening a letter addressed to me and Papa, so long as he is here to open it himself. And never—please, Sarah”—she was almost placating now, which threw me into greater confusion than ever—“never touch letters addressed to other people. One doesn’t do such things.”

	Papa came in then, and breakfast began. After a few moments, he said to Mama, as he invariably did: “Will you excuse me, my dear, if I glance at my correspondence?” Without waiting for an answer, he took up an ivory paper-knife, which was always laid alongside his letters, and slit them open one by one. It was his habit to do this: to open all the letters before reading any. He laid them in a pile, and so the exciting letter, which had been on the top, went to the bottom. With Mama’s eye upon me, I pretended to be uninterested, but I could hardly wait for him to come to this letter. He made no comment on any of the others, but when he came to this one he said: “For both of us, I see,” and then, turning it over and glancing at the crest: “From Burnage.”

	Immediately, my excitement was redoubled. Lord Burnage and Sally Gaylord were romantic figures in my eyes. I always remembered my first sight of him, riding his horse in Hyde Park, looking so handsome and gallant, and I remembered how Mama and her companion had become flustered by his approach and then had not returned his salutation. On getting home, I had asked Mercy Kite what it meant to “cut” a person, and she answered: “Oh, it means they want to know you but you don’t want to know them, and cutting ’em is letting ’em know it.”

	“But why should you do that?”

	“Now don’t start worryin’ me with your whys. I’m not the one for whys and wherefores, and well you know it. I just tell you what’s so, and why it’s so is other folks’ business. Still, there’s plenty in this world as is not all they should be or all they appear to be. And the less you have to do with such the better. There’s no harm in telling you that.”

	All this innuendo did no more, as one might expect, than put a luminous halo round Lord Burnage, and this was not diminished later when he went away to the war. So now, when Papa casually said: “From Burnage,” I kept my eyes to my plate but pricked up my ears. Papa read the letter. “He invites us to accompany him to the Derby next week,” he said. “He’ll be driving down a four-in-hand.”

	I looked at Mama. She appeared to be not excited by what seemed to me a tremendous moment. She was reading one of her own letters, and looked up to say casually: “Shall you go?”

	Papa seemed to be giving the matter deep thought. It was a way of his. If you asked: “Shall I pass you the marmalade, Papa?” he would consider the question before saying: “Yes—thank you—I think so.”

	And now when Mama said: “Shall you go?” and turned at once, without waiting for his answer, to her letter, he sat back holding the crested envelope in one hand and thoughtfully stroking his beard with the other. At last he said: “Yes, if it would amuse you, my dear.”

	Mama merely fluttered a passing look at him as she said: “Very well, Richard. Let us go then. It would be rather fun.”

	Oh, how deeply then I felt excluded from the world in which grown-up people went their wonderful ways! Could anything ever happen in my life that would have the wonder of this: to be driving behind four lovely horses with Lord Burnage? I fell into a reverie. I was bowling along under a blue sky with a horn blowing and sixteen iron hoofs thundering and the hedges unwinding a ragged green ribbon splotched here and there with a burst of creamy hawthorn. And then Papa was saying in his most hollow voice that always made me feel cold in the stomach: “Florence, I will not have the Times opened until I have opened it myself.”

	“I haven’t touched the Times, Richard. I came into the room only just before you did yourself.”

	“Somebody has touched the Times,” Papa insisted. “Threllfall knows how it should be placed upon the table, and it certainly is not in that condition now.”

	He picked up the paper and petulantly rustled open the pages. “Good God!” he cried. “It has been torn!”

	I had not realized what sins I was committing that morning: first in handling the letters, then in opening the paper, and finally in tearing a strip from it. But now it was clear from Papa’s angry look that to tear the Times was as serious an offense as to tear up the British constitution. “Who has done this?” he demanded, and holding the paper out at a trembling arm’s length he inflicted upon it worse disfigurements than mine, squeezing its middle in his fist as though it were something he would strangle.

	Inside me, I was cold with fear, but I said as firmly as I could: “I did not know, Papa, that I must not touch the newspaper. I have seen Stott use it to light a fire, and I didn’t know. . . .”

	“What are you taught?” he asked angrily. “God knows what I spend upon your education, and you do not understand the most elementary things.”

	Oh, dear! It seems so absurd, so pitiful, now, when a newspaper is no longer the morning’s installment of God’s truth about the stock markets or anything else, to be revealed first to the Head of the Family, and permitted by his will and good pleasure to percolate in due season down to lower strata of life. But it was serious then. I had, in deed and in truth, done something very black in Papa’s eyes, and I suffered as acutely as he no doubt thought I should. To open the newspaper was his prerogative, and in striking innocently at that I had struck at the bases on which to him, I suppose, the family rested. All the same, there was a sneaking ray of joy amid my misery. He was so angry that he did not ask me why I had torn the paper. He got up and left the room, carrying the paper with him. “I must speak to Miss Whale,” he said at the door.

	When he had left for the City I returned to the schoolroom expecting to be greeted as a pretty black sheep by a Miss Whale herself reduced to despondency. But she was cheerful. She was putting tulips into the vase on the bookcase and she turned to me with a smile. “Well, let that be a lesson to you, Sarah,” she said lightly. “Leave the Times alone. What on earth did you want with the Times of all things?”

	I began to take the infection of her happy mood. “I wanted to make a note. There was a letter with a lovely crest and a motto and I wanted to ask you what the motto meant, and I had no paper to copy it on to, so I tore a piece off the Times.”

	“So you’ve been fiddling with the letters, too. Sir Richard didn’t seem to know about that.”

	“I just looked at them.”

	“Well, don’t do it any more. Letters are very private things.”

	“Yes, Miss Whale. But why shouldn’t I open the Times?”

	“Well, after all, your Papa pays for the Times. It’s his paper, and if he wishes to have the pleasure of being the first to look at it, he has a perfect right to do so. So you will respect that in future, won’t you?”

	“Yes, Miss Whale.”

	“Good. Now let me see this motto.”

	I produced my crumpled fragment and smoothed it out on the table. Fiat voluntas mea.

	“H’m,” said Miss Whale. “It means My will be done. Pretty arrogant and self-satisfied, I must say.”

	 

	


CHAPTER THREE
 1

	 

	I


	t

	 was an exciting time in the square. Everything had just got on to tiptoe for the leap into summer. The green of the leaves of trees and shrubs was still tender; the railings had been repainted, and the whirr of the lawn-mower was accompanied by the smell of cut grass. All the houses were smiling in their new paint, most of it white, and every window was underlined with a broad brush stroke made by lobelias, marguerites and geraniums in green boxes. The air was clear, for London. The thousands and thousands of fires that had burned through the winter were burning no longer; only the fires in kitchens were kept going.

	Walking with Miss Whale, I felt sorry for the girls moving sedately along the path in the garden with their nannies. It was a long time since I had walked in there. Miss Whale didn’t like what she called that silly senseless treadmill. What was surprising this afternoon was that two of the girls were being almost boisterous. They were throwing a ball to one another, throwing it hard and high, and here it came, sailing over the railings, dropping into the middle of the road, bouncing then onto the steps of Lord Burnage’s house. I ran to gather it and throw it back, and, as I stooped with my behind in the air and toward the door, the doors opened and I received a mild tap on the stern. I straightened, turned, and found myself face to face with Lord Burnage. “You should bow toward me,” he said.

	I did not see him. What I saw I can hardly say, for so much rushed so quickly into my mind. I had not encountered him since he was back from the war, and it was the legend of the war that colored my vision. Somehow, in that war, to my childish mind, it was always winter. And now I looked at him through a haze of fierce gray Russians, appearing and disappearing in a gray welter of snow. Florence Nightingale was moving through the wintry dither, carrying a lamp and bending down now and then to cast a pitying glance at a heap of rags hardly to be distinguished from the snowdrift on which it was pillowed. Then horsemen were lining up file upon file, six hundred of them. Still the snow fell as they moved off at a foot pace that increased to a canter, and disappeared at a gallop into the white waving curtain. Now there was a terrific banging of cannon, and the whiteness was lit with crimson flashes, and in my head the lines were beating that I had read so often:

	  

	Storm’d at with shot and shell,

	Boldly they rode and well,

	Into the jaws of Death,

	Into the mouth of Hell

	Rode the Six Hundred.

	 

	Oh, it was all so vivid and so terrible that suddenly the bright May morning was not there, and I myself was in the snow, listening to the hard breathing of men and horses, the frantic creak of leather, the snow-dumbed beat of hoofs, the whistle of sabers. The cannonballs came hurtling red-hot out of the mouth of Hell, and I heard the high screams of horses and the harsh sobs of men. And then I myself, standing there idiotically with the painted ball in one hand, was myself sobbing, sobbing, as though my heart would break, and I had run up and thrown myself upon Lord Burnage and was crying on his chest.

	I cannot imagine what he thought. He put an arm round me, and it was most comforting. He let me cry, and when at last the crying stopped and I pulled away I could have died to see his footman still standing at the open door and Miss Whale, for the first time since I had known her, looking aghast, as though something had happened beyond her ability to handle. Only Lord Burnage was undisturbed. “Well,” he said, “at last the sun breaks through.” He took out a large handkerchief, wiped my tears, and then held it to my nose. “Blow,” he said. I blew, and he said: “Good! Now see if you can sniff without bubbling.” I could. Then he handed the handkerchief to the footman who ran in and presently returned with another. “You see,” said Lord Burnage, “you have increased my laundry bill for the week. I think you should tell me how this comes about. But first of all, allow me.”

	He took the ball from my hand, gave a tremendous swinging throw that sent it rocketing against blue sky and down into the garden. He turned to Miss Whale. “Now,” he said, “if you are going my way, perhaps I may have the pleasure of your company? I am Lord Burnage. If I am not mistaken, this water cart is Sir Richard Rainborough’s daughter? As the summer dust increases, we must find her municipal employment. Well, where are you walking to?”

	“We are just walking,” said Miss Whale.

	“Excellent, excellent. All these aims and objectives and purposes! Just walking. That is how I like it myself.”

	“But you must not allow us to disturb you, sir. And I must apologize for Miss Sarah’s behavior. I don’t know what came over her.”

	“I expect I frightened her when I tapped her with my cane. But really it was only a little tap. Are you so easily frightened or hurt as all that, Sarah?”

	“No, sir,” I stammered. “It wasn’t your cane. It was the Russians.”

	We had been walking all this time and had come into Oxford Street, and there on the pavement Lord Burnage came to a halt and looked at me with surprise. “The Russians? What on earth has it to do with the Russians?”

	It all came tumbling out of me. In my confused childish way I tried to tell him of the imagination that had overwhelmed me: the Russians, the shot and shell, the blinding snow, and the gallant Six Hundred. He listened in silence, tall and straight, looking down at me as we stood outside a shop window. “Well, well!” he said. “That man Tennyson! We shall never live him down. But, my dear Miss Sarah, it wasn’t a bit like that, you know. There was no snow at all. Not that day. It was nice October weather. Still, it was kind of you to cry about me. But you mustn’t do it any more. Let us enjoy this lovely May morning. We shall cross over into Bond Street.”

	He took my hand in his, which was long and thin but had a hard grip. We crossed the road and sauntered down Bond Street. Now and then we stopped to gaze into shop windows, and in the mirrors I could observe him, straight and spare and made to seem even taller than he was by the tall silk hat he was wearing. His face was dark and thin and clean-shaven.

	“I do not think, Miss—?”

	“Miss Whale, my lord.”

	“I do not think, Miss Whale, I have ever walked from one end of Bond Street to another without spending money. Indeed, I do not think one should. After all, it’s rather a special sort of street, don’t you agree? If we want a street like this—and I do—we must help to keep it up. The least we can do this afternoon is to enter this highly extravagant looking sweetshop. When I was at school I could buy all the sweets I wanted at a penny the quarter pound. Today, I do not think we shall be so fortunate.”

	“Indeed, my lord,” Miss Whale began to protest, “I do not think—”

	He cut her short. “I am sure,” he said, “Miss Sarah could not disagree with you more. Is that not so, Sarah?” Giving me no time to answer, he opened the door and we went before him into the shop.

	It was like Ali Baba’s cave: glittering with jeweled confections of every color: white, nut-studded nougat, brown chocolates topped with little violet coronets, marzipan veined with pink and green and yellow like marvelous edible marble, Edinburgh rock in spirals of pale mustard, sage green, rose and amethyst. And all this—and much else—was displayed on silver trays and in crystal bottles amid a carpeted hush that made the shopgirls seem like acolytes in a cathedral of appetites. On the counter there were pyramids of boxes, immense ones at the base, rising in diminishing sizes, and all of alluring colors tied round with ribbons of pale blue or crimson that a courtier could have worn across his chest and looked the holder of a famous order. It was with one of these, one of the biggest, that we finally left the shop. Beautiful as it was, it must be wrapped in exquisite paper of white with pale green satin stripes and then tied round with red silken cord. Lord Burnage smiled when we were in the street again. “Definitely not a penny for a quarter pound,” he said.

	He bade us good-by when we had crossed over Piccadilly and come into St. James’s Street. “Now, Miss Sarah,” he said, “no more tears for me. If you want to think of me at all, think of me with a smile and wish me luck. Will you do that?”

	“Oh, yes, sir,” I cried.

	“I shall need it,” he said, bending suddenly and kissing me; and then he ran lightly up the steps of a club.

	Indeed, indeed, I thought, I shall wish him luck in whatever he wants; and to Miss Whale I said: “Do you know, Whaley, I have never walked down Bond Street with Papa?”
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	As I lay in bed that night it occurred to me that there were many things I had never done with Papa. This idea had not come to me before, and now, when it did come to me, it was in a way that confused and troubled me, because I was certain that I would rather do things with Lord Burnage. This, I say, troubled me. Papa, after all, was the center of my world. I had always been given to understand that, and I had accepted it as something not to be questioned. And now I was questioning it. I did something I had never done before. I got out of bed and went into the schoolroom.

	It had never occurred to me to wonder what Miss Whale did with herself when she was alone. Padding along on bare feet, I opened the door and came silently upon her. The curtains were drawn and the light from the paraffin lamp, hanging from the cherub’s navel, fell upon the table and upon Miss Whale’s bent head. The smooth black hair was drawn away from the white parting line that ran from her forehead to the top of her skull. She was writing, and she was so absorbed in this that I was able to stare at the white line for some moments before she raised her eyes and saw me. I was able to see that she was not writing upon letter paper but upon large sheets that I didn’t know then to be called quarto. A little pile of them was stacked at her right hand, and scattered on the table were a few random sheets that she seemed to have just written. When at last her eyes rose from the paper and looked at me, there were a few seconds in which she did not appear to see me. Then she seemed to come to herself with a little start, and she said: “Good gracious, Sarah, I thought you were asleep hours ago.”

	“I couldn’t sleep,” I said. “I’ve been worrying about my sins.”

	“You’d better not add a cold to them. Get back at once and do your worrying between warm sheets. I’ll come and talk to you.”

	However, I lingered long enough to see her sweep all the sheets of paper together, lock them into a drawer, and drop the key into her purse. I was wearing nothing but a pink flannelette nightdress, and when she had put her papers away she took me by the arm and said: “Come along now. If you must walk about at night, put on slippers and a dressing gown. It would be a nice thing if you started a cold and couldn’t see the party setting off for the Derby.”

	This had been promised as a treat. Miss Whale and I were to be in Hyde Park, where Lord Burnage’s party would assemble, and see them drive away. Now, suddenly, I did not want to do this. I got back into bed, which was still warm, and said: “I don’t want to see them set off. I will not see them set off.”

	“But, Sarah darling, you so much wanted to go! You have so much been looking forward to meeting Miss Gaylord.” She pulled up the white-painted wooden chair and sat by my bedside.

	Meeting Sally Gaylord had been part of the promised treat. She, too, was to see the Derby party set out, and then she was to return with me and Whaley and spend the day with us.

	Miss Whale reached her plump little hand under the bedclothes and grasped mine warmly. “Now,” she said. “Let’s hear all about it. Everything.”

	“I love Lord Burnage,” I cried hotly, “and I can’t bear to see him drive away with a lot of other people. If I can’t go with him I’d rather not be there at all. And I know it’s wicked, but I love him more than I love Papa. So now!”

	Whaley said nothing for a long time. She just held my hand comfortingly. At last she got up and began to walk quietly to and fro. “H’m!” she said. “We should all be in a pretty mess, shouldn’t we, if we carried on as you want to do! Lord Burnage buys you a box of chocolates, which is something Papa never does, and so you love him more than Papa.”

	“Oh, no! It’s not that!”

	“One moment. I know it’s not only that. That’s just what’s brought it all into your head. Lord Burnage leads a life that seems to you fine and romantic. He is in London only during the season. Then he disappears into the country. When he is here, you see him riding beautifully in the Park, which is something Papa never does. He can drive a four-in-hand, and Papa never does anything so splendid. Papa spends hours and hours every day in a dull place called the City, and Lord Burnage never does anything so commonplace. Most wonderful of all, Lord Burnage goes off to fight in the war, and that’s a brave thing to do, but no braver than for all the poor men we see with no arms or legs begging in the streets, and you don’t get romantic about them. However, perhaps some of them, too, belonged to the gallant Six Hundred. They weren’t all officers, you know, and they weren’t all lords. And what’s more, Lord Burnage went because he had to, not because he wanted to. He may have wanted to. I don’t know. But he had to. He’s a professional soldier. He does what his job demands. And so does your Papa. Your Papa has to earn his living, and yours too, and Lady Rainborough’s. That’s why he has to go to the City every day and can’t run out of London as soon as the precious season ends. There have been Lord Burnages for centuries, and they’ve piled up a lot of money. All that a Lord Burnage has to do today is spend it. He doesn’t even have to conserve it. His lawyers and agents do that for him. Another thing they’ve piled up is a lot of land. All that Lord Burnage need worry about is living in the lovely house on it and shooting pheasants and hunting foxes, or whatever it is he does down there. I don’t know. Mind you, I’m not speaking about your Lord Burnage. I’m speaking about any Lord Burnage, and I’m telling you they have an easy time with plenty of space for being romantic, while your Papa has to mind his P’s and Q’s in a difficult business. So don’t be a silly little goose, stuffing your head with the idea that because one man has all the time there is and can walk little girls through Bond Street and buy them boxes of chocolates, while another man has to be out earning his living, the first man is better than the second. He may be, but if he is it has nothing to do with all the advantages that have come to him without his having had to do a single thing about it. Now, then. That’s the sermon. Have I made myself clear?”

	“You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

	Miss Whale laughed. “I’ll bet I have. But don’t do too much thinking tonight. Go to sleep.”
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	Sally Gaylord was a year older than I, which is to say that she was eight on that first day of our acquaintance. As I have said, I had met her before and exchanged “Good mornings,” but now I was to spend a whole day in her company. The prospect excited me.

	It was a beautiful morning, fresh and dewy, when Miss Whale and I arrived at the rendezvous in Hyde Park. We were sent off very early, because Ducat had to drive the hansom back to bring Papa and Mama. I suppose no one today can imagine what the Park was like then, when motorcars were not only unknown but even undreamed of. And especially this was so on a Derby Day, for the Park was a great place for the assembling of parties who were to drive to Epsom. We found it full of the rolling and flashing of wheels, the creak of harness, the thudding of hooves, the blowing-out of great red nostrils, the proud arching of knees, and the resilient pressure upon the tan of insteps that seemed too delicate and slender for the weight they carried. Occasionally a high-spirited neighing or whinnying broke like a trumpet upon the air, to be mocked by a donkey’s bray, for the costers were there, shimmering in pearly buttons, with women whose hat feathers flaunted like cheeky back-chat made visible. There was all this, and there were shouting happy crowds, and the may trees were in bloom.

	My hand closed tight upon Whaley’s when I saw the wagonette coming, with Lord Burnage in the driver’s seat. I had to fight hard against an upsurge of my old sorrow, but I had promised Whaley to be good, and I was good.

	The wagonette was newly varnished. The brass hubs twinkled in the sunshine. The horses were four splendid dapple-grays, and as they came to a stand I saw that the blinkers were furnished with little silver shields, and on each of these was engraved the crest that had been on the letter I had so wickedly removed from Papa’s morning pile. All my thought was for Lord Burnage, but now I know that, without consciously taking it in, I took in every smallest detail of the wonderful moment. I have only to close my eyes to see again the yellowish spume upon the bits, and the forefeet fastidiously scraping at the earth, the flickering of long plushy ears, the flash of buckles, and the huge velvet eye of one of the leaders as he turned his head toward me and I looked down the dark slot between his head and the blinker. It was as exciting and unexpected and pleasurable as the sudden glimpse a man may be afforded by an indiscreet décolletage.

	Lord Burnage handed the ribbons to a groom and climbed down. I was aware of the stock about his neck, the gold fox-head pinned into it, the tall gray hat, the gloves, the red carnation at his buttonhole. He raised his hat to Miss Whale and then bent down and kissed me. “Well,” he said, “have you been wishing me luck?” It was a whisper, and I whispered back: “Yes, sir.”

	There were already a lady and gentleman in the wagonette, as well as Sally Gaylord. Sally got out, came to me and Miss Whale, and said: “Hallo! I’ve got to spend the day with you.”

	“It will give us great pleasure,” Whaley replied.

	“Good,” said Sally. “I’m glad someone’s going to be pleased.”

	“Miss Whale,” Lord Burnage said, “you may as well know first as last that this child says what she thinks. She . . .” He stopped abruptly. The hansom containing Papa and Mama drew up, and he went with extraordinary alacrity to greet them. We seemed to be forgotten in a moment. Mama, I thought, had never looked more beautiful. Papa waved his hand to me and Miss Whale, but Mama did not appear even to see us. Lord Burnage helped her into the wagonette, saying, as he did so, something that caused her to laugh. How gay her laugh sounded! Several people who were standing by looked up when they heard it and their faces brightened. That’s the sort of laugh it was: infectious, like all happy things.
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	We watched them drive away, and the morning was suddenly emptier. My heart was going with them, so that, although we lingered there for some time, I was not seeing much of what was happening about me. I was recalled to the moment by a voice saying: “Well, Sally, how you are growing!”

	A curricle drawn by two roan horses had stopped near us. A man and a woman sat in it. The man seemed to me to be immensely old, but I know now that he cannot have been more than fifty. I didn’t then know the word raffish. Had I known it, that is the word I should have used to describe his appearance. The woman appeared to be about as old as my mother, and she was as beautiful. As Mama’s laugh had caused faces to brighten round her, so my face, lugubrious now that the wagonette was out of sight, brightened as I looked at this lovely woman speaking so graciously to Sally Gaylord. “Why!” she cried, “you’re becoming quite a little person!”

	Sally’s conduct surprised me. She was anything but pleased. Indeed, she seemed intensely embarrassed. She looked at the woman from under her lashes and then turned to Miss Whale. “If you please,” she said, “shall we be going now?”

	“Certainly,” cried Miss Whale, whose quick sense divined some awkwardness in this moment, and giving a hand to each of us, she led us to the hansom, which was near by. As we turned away, the man in the curricle gave a great roar of laughter. “Cut, by God!” he said. “The chit has cut you dead, Edwina! Let that be a lesson to you.”

	The hansom moved slowly away through the thronging traffic. It was not till we were out of the Park that Sally said: “That was my Mama and the Duke of Fallowshire. She is his Duchess.”
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	I was surprised to find that there was such a person as Mrs. Ducat, and goodness knows how long I should have been in discovering this if it had not been for Sally Gaylord. Ducat was—well, just Ducat. He appeared punctually with the hansom or the victoria, and when his services had been rendered he disappeared into what I knew simply as the mews. Thus he knew his place and kept it, and I kept mine. I had never entered the mews.

	Having made the remark about her Mama and the Duke of Fallowshire, Sally brushed them both off the surface of her mind. They did not seem to interest her deeply. She began to look about her, to make remarks on anything she saw, to laugh, to point. Yes—actually to point! “Don’t point!” How it had been driven into me as one of the laws! Don’t point. Sit still. Speak when you are spoken to.

	It was obvious that Sally Gaylord was not a well-brought-up girl as I had been led to understand those words. She was a quicksilver creature, alert and impulsive. She bounced up and down on the seat. She thrust an arm through Miss Whale’s, who was sitting between us, and cried: “What a lovely morning!” Then she stood up, balancing herself by holding Whaley’s shoulder, and rapped with her fist on the glass trap-door in the roof. Ducat opened it and looked through. “What’s this horse’s name?” Sally demanded.

	Good gracious, I thought, what next! It had never occurred to me that our horse had a name. We never so much as spoke of the horse but always of the carriage. We’ll have the hansom. We’ll have the victoria.

	A shy grin spread over Ducat’s face, as though he were pleased that someone took an interest in the horse. “Rascal, miss,” he said, looking a little shamefaced, and closed the shutter.

	“I do like to know horses’ names,” Sally said. “Down at Tresant my father’s horses have their names on brass plates over their mangers. I polish them myself. Once you’ve got them bright you don’t need to use metal polish. Spit will do, if you do them regularly.”

	I cast a sidelong look at Miss Whale. Surely even she, tolerant and easy-going she, would reprove such language as this! She merely asked comfortably: “Where is Tresant?”

	“Oh, in Heaven!” Sally cried, bouncing vigorously. “You can’t believe what it’s like at Tresant. Why we ever come to London I can’t imagine. It’s just a habit, and a very silly one too, this coming up for the season. Just when everything’s glorious down there. Can you imagine,” she demanded, looking at us quite fiercely, with her black brows meeting, “can you imagine anything sillier than to spend the winter in the country and then come to a horrible town just when everything begins to be beautiful?”

	“I must say,” Miss Whale agreed, “that I should prefer it the other way myself.”

	“Well, there it is,” Sally said with comic resignation. “When one is young, one must put up with things as they are.”

	“Yes, indeed,” said Whaley. “And sometimes when one is old.”

	The hansom stopped at our front door, and Sally cried: “Let us go on to the mews and see Rascal put into his stable.”

	I think there must have been a momentary flicker of doubt, of hesitation, even in Miss Whale’s mind. But “All right,” she said. “Let us do that.” She pushed up the trap and said: “Ducat, drive on into the mews. The young ladies would like to see the stables.”

	This was one of the oddest moments of my life till then. It could hardly have been odder if Miss Whale had said: “Drive on to Timbuktu.” A few hundred yards would bring us to the mews, but to traverse them would be to traverse all that dire and hidden territory where lurked the creatures who stood between me and what, in Mercy Kite’s day, had been called my “safety.” It is a literal fact that at the prospect my heart began to hammer on my ribs. Sally Gaylord’s composure was something I could not understand.

	Suddenly, we were shut out from the spacious streets. We had driven under an archway into a cobbled yard, drained by a gutter flowing down the middle. On either hand were two-storied buildings. There were double doors on the ground floor, belonging to stables. Outside wooden stairs led to rooms above, and in these I saw that people lived, for here a man, there a woman or child, stood at a doorway. At one of these doorways a woman was nursing a baby, and she called down to Ducat: “Alf! It’s through!” She had not seen that we were in the hansom. As we climbed out she gave an exclamation of surprise, almost dismay, and disappeared.

	Well, there we stood in a powerful smell of horses’ dung and urine, and with the occasional sound of a hoof thudding a stable floor or of nostrils blowing into a manger. Through an open door I saw a groom, his shirt sleeves rolled up, his braces hanging down his flanks, hissing over a curry comb. It was altogether a commonplace but not to me a customary scene; I found it stimulating and romantic.

	Sally jerked her head toward the door through which the woman had disappeared. “That your wife?” she asked.

	“Yes,” said Ducat.

	“What’s her name?”

	Again the rather sheepish, half-pleased, half-embarrassed grin spread on Ducat’s face. “Jenny, miss.”

	“What’s come through?”

	“I expect it’s the baby’s tooth, miss. Been worrying her something cruel.”

	Sally nodded her head sagely. “They do,” she said.

	The woman named Jenny now came down the stairs and Sally said: “Good morning. I’m glad the baby’s tooth’s through.”

	Ducat stripped off his coat with the silver buttons, another coat that he wore under that, and handed these, with his hat, to his wife. She at once ran upstairs with them. Ducat began slowly to roll his sleeves above his elbows. A smudgy design in reds and blues was tattooed on his right forearm. I had never seen him like this before, never seen him without buttoned coat and official hat—never seen him with a wife and child; indeed, I had never seen him. He slapped the horse on the flank. “Come on, Rascal, old boy.” Nor had I ever seen Rascal, old boy. I had seen “the horse.”

	When Rascal was out of the shafts, Sally, without invitation, began to take off his harness. I could only stand there, holding Miss Whale’s hand, marveling. I marveled at the way in which the mews had suddenly emptied of everybody except those who had some work to do. When we arrived, a few children were running here and there on the cobbles, a few women were looking out of upper doors or windows. Now they had all silently withdrawn. Our presence seemed to have an extraordinary power of repulsion. It was like a magnet in reverse, driving things away.

	I marveled, too, at Sally’s ease. She was whistling. She deftly undid buckles, lifted the collar off Rascal’s neck. He, too, seemed now different. Like Ducat, he was stripped down; he was pure horse. The blinkers gone, I could see his eyes. He looked altogether another creature, and he had a name. Sally took a fistful of his mane. “Which is his stable?” she asked.

	Ducat ran and opened a door. Sally led Rascal toward it, slapped him on the behind and shouted: “In, boy.” He went in with a clatter, Ducat after him; and Sally turned to us with a grin. “I’d like to see Mrs. Ducat’s baby,” she said. “But I don’t think we ought to today. It would be intrusive.”

	“Well,” said Whaley, “let’s go and have breakfast.”
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	When we had eaten breakfast the question arose of how we were to spend the day. “If you would like that,” Sally said, “you could see our house. I asked my father if you might, and he said Yes—if you cared to.”

	We accepted this invitation, and were soon walking through the door near which, a few days earlier, I had run into Lord Burnage. I had never given much thought to houses. There were people like us who had houses like ours, and there were people like Ducat who naturally had houses of a different sort. These, I had discovered, were lofts over stables; and though I had always considered Lord Burnage to belong to the “people like us” I was now to find that his house, except in its outward appearance, was not like ours. The Rainboroughs had been rich for a few generations, and for all that time their energies had been directed to making themselves richer. For the first time I was in a house belonging to people whose ancestors for centuries had not had to bother about making money. They had had to think of nothing but spending it beautifully.

	Sally was accustomed to being a guide. I have only a confused memory of the tour we made, with her chattering about Holbeins and Van Dycks, Romneys and Gainsboroughs, Lelys and Opies. I remember a luscious half-nude girl painted by Etty, and on the opposite wall a Burnage of Restoration days looking straight across at her with veiled watchful eyes and a smile that could well be of appreciation. “Those two always make me laugh,” said Sally. “They say he was a caution.” And there was a Gaylord—not yet a Burnage—a Sir Thomas Gaylord of Elizabethan times, handsome and melancholy—of whom Sally casually remarked: “They say he was the Queen’s lover, but that’s never been proved.”

	I didn’t know what a lover in this sense was, nor, I imagine, did Sally; but the words sounded splendid and romantic. I remembered the Queen at the opening of the Crystal Palace. Lots and lots of men must love a woman like that.

	The pictures, I must say, didn’t mean much to me, because I knew nothing about painting and had never heard so much as the names of these painters. What I was more impressed with was the spaciousness of a house no bigger than our own. All the Victorian knickknackery that had ever been devised had come to rest with us. Here it seemed as though each century washed up a few things of perfection and that nothing else was permitted to remain.

	We finished the tour at the top of the house. Here, as I in ours, Sally had her quarters, and in this one particular, the Victorian rule was observed. The stairs were oil-clothed, the room was bleak, bleaker than mine, for Whaley had made a difference. A couple of old rugs, worn down to their basic fabric, were on the floor; a plain deal table was in the middle of the room, and a plain woman was sitting in a wicker chair. She rose when we entered and curtseyed to me. Sally introduced her as Mademoiselle Lapage, her governess. She had nothing to say for herself. She was very correct, very silent, saying only to Whaley, as we left: “You will return Miss Sally at four? Yes? It is understood by his lordship.”

	We returned Sally at four, and what we did in the meantime I don’t clearly remember. Some time thereafter Sally and I were doing so many things together. After the early morning, that first day is blurred.
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	Things came into focus again late that night. I have learned since of what happened up to the moment when I saw something for myself. Lord Burnage drove the wagonette back from Epsom and dropped his passengers here and there till none were left but Papa and Mama. Finally they pulled up outside our house, the three got down, and the coachman began to drive away the wagonette. Lord Burnage, Papa and Mama were standing near the edge of the pavement, and as the coachman pulled the horses round, the door into the wagonette at the back, which had been insecurely fastened, flew open and struck Mama. It was not much of a blow and merely bruised her arm, but it caused her to start back suddenly. She tripped on her long skirt and fell. It was this that did the damage. The men stooped to raise her, each holding an arm, but when she got her feet to the ground, she gave a groan and would have fallen again but for their support. One of her legs was broken.

	Threllfall by this time had opened the door, and Papa shouted to him: “Send Stott across at once to Dr. Mackenzie. No! I’ll go myself. I’ll bring him back with me.”

	Dr. Mackenzie’s house was not two minutes’ walk away, and my father relinquished Mama to Lord Burnage and started to run, which was in itself an extraordinary sight. Lord Burnage said: “Put an arm round my neck.” He lifted Mama bodily and carried her into the house.

	I had not slept since going to bed. The excitements of the day tended to keep me awake, and, too, I was hoping that, late though it was, Mama would come up and tell me something of her adventures. I heard the wagonette stop outside the house, got out of bed, and went to the window. I heard Mama’s cry and the perturbed voices of the men, and then I saw that extraordinary spectacle of Papa running, now a shadow, now clear in the light of a lamp. I was afraid. Something terrible was happening. . . . Mama was dying. . . . I pulled on a dressing gown and went swiftly downstairs. As I reached the last turn of the stairs I saw Threllfall come out of the drawing room and hurry toward the kitchen quarters, shouting some order to a housemaid. The drawing-room door was wide open, but I did not go in. I stopped my hasty course just in time. What I saw made my heart beat wildly. Mama had been laid on a sofa. A shaded standard lamp showered a soft light upon her, but I could not see her face, and she could not see me, for Lord Burnage, with his back to me, was between us. He was bending over her, holding her hand to his lips. The shock of seeing them in that posture overwhelmed me. The very vagueness of my thoughts added to my consternation. I turned and fled noiselessly on my bare feet to the first landing, and stood trembling there till Papa came breathlessly in with the doctor. “Calm, calm, Sir Richard, if you please,” Dr. Mackenzie was saying. “I expect there’s nothing here that a week or two won’t cure.”

	 

	


CHAPTER FOUR
 1

	 

	I


	 wish I

	 had clearer memories of my father, and happier ones. But happier is not exactly the word I want. He dulled me, rather than made me unhappy. A day could be shining like silver, and some word of his, some gesture, would come upon it like breath upon a shining silver cup. When he was gone, this cloudy tarnish would dissolve, and there would be a shining again. Our visit to the Crystal Palace at Sydenham comes to my mind. That was three years after I had seen the Queen open the first palace in Hyde Park.

	Oh, what a disappointing day that was! The palace was not the same at all. I think now that it was far more beautiful, with its curved roofs and new shape, but it was not the same, and I had wanted to repeat something that was happy in my memory. There was a brass band, and a huge chorus. Cheers for the Queen boomed through the building, but this time it was not she, it was her Prince, who took my eye.

	“Papa, why is the Prince sad?”

	We were driving home, and I was deflated. His answer made little sense to me: how could it to a child, and one who led such a life as mine? “I expect it’s because he realizes that all this Crystal Palace business is stuff and nonsense. A Palace of Peace! And here we are at war with the Russians already! The man’s got his head in the clouds. A pity the Queen ever married him. She should have married some decent Englishman with his feet on the ground. I’m told the feller’s always trying to stick his nose into state affairs.”

	He went on and on: about the war taxes which would ruin everybody, about twelve workmen who had been killed in the rebuilding of the Palace at Sydenham—“a warning, if ever there was one,” he said, but I could not see why—and it all passed over my head without meaning a thing. I knew only that a day from which I had expected much joy had turned gray and comfortless; and the crown was put on it all when Mama greeted us in the hall, and he said: “Well, I hope young madam is satisfied with wasting my day at a time when there are plenty of serious things to be thought about, God knows.” With that, he stumped straight away to a room he used for working in at home. Mama, seeing me disconsolate, gave me one of her rare kisses and said: “We must excuse Papa. Just now he has so much on his mind, what with the war and one thing and another.”
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	I say it made no sense to me at the time, that grumbling monologue as we drove home from Sydenham. But now that I look back upon it I find in it the seeds of the disaster that came upon my parents’ marriage. Papa had no use for a man with “his head in the clouds,” which meant to him, alas! as to so many, a man who didn’t have his heart in a ledger. “A decent Englishman with his feet on the ground” could tread no holier ground than Threadneedle Street and the region thereabout. I don’t suppose there is any reason why he should have concerned himself with affairs as exclusively as he did. He could have left a lot to underlings. But he never learned the wisdom of the great Pierpont Morgan’s remark: “I can do a year’s work in nine months, but not in twelve.” He could have afforded a house in the country or by the sea, but he never had one. He did not hunt or shoot or fish, and he disliked dancing. The occasions to which he took Mama out were City dinners and functions of that sort. Each summer he rented the same house at Broadstairs, and we went there for a fortnight. It seems to me to have been, for a man of his great wealth, an incredible life to lead. In its way, it was admirable: it had a stern rectitude according to its own lights. But I cannot now recapture the surprise, the consternation, that assailed my young heart when I saw Mama lying on the sofa and Lord Burnage bending over her, kissing her hand.
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	I continued on one day of each week to take breakfast downstairs. For a time, though, it was with Papa only: Mama remained in her bedroom. When at last she was able to rejoin us, things were not as they had been before. There never had been cordiality, but at least there had been a perfect decorum, a punctilious observance of rules that kept things moving sweetly. Now I was aware of a constant grittiness and even an occasional jolt. To give an example: there was a morning when the grapes upon the table looked especially tempting and I asked if I might have some. I knew that they had been sent by Lord Burnage. Ever since Mama’s accident he had been sending things: flowers and fruit and huge ribboned boxes of sweets like the one he had bought for me in Bond Street; and every day he would appear in person at the door to ask how Mama was and to leave his greetings to her. Other people sent their footmen to inquire.

	Now when I asked Papa if he would be so kind as to pass me the grapes, he looked at me in that maddening way he had of seeming to bring all his mental faculties to bear upon the simplest request, and said presently: “The grapes . . . Yes, the grapes. Well, Sarah, the grapes are not mine. They are your mother’s. She may or may not wish you to have some of them. But I imagine Lord Burnage intended them for her personal consumption. Would you not say so, Florence?”

	Mama was reading a letter and did not answer. He pressed her: “Would you not say so, Florence? These grapes, my dear. Sarah is asking if she may have some. Do you think Lord Burnage would like his favors to be shared? Some men don’t.”

	Mama pushed the plate of grapes across the table to me, got up, and stood for a moment looking at him. I was amazed by that look. It was a glare, and there was loathing in it. However, Papa did not see it. He, too, was reading a letter. Mama walked out of the room. I felt that she would have flung out, as they say, but she was still a little lame.

	I was not asked to the breakfast room again that summer; but on a day in early autumn Whaley was summoned to take breakfast with Papa. Mama was not present, and my own breakfast was served in the schoolroom, though I ate nothing, so shaken was I by a sense of crisis. I stood at the window, watching the familiar sights: the man sweeping up the yellow plane-tree leaves in the garden, the cabs and hansoms, the window-repair man with sheets of glass strapped to a frame on his back, the chimney sweep pushing his little cart loaded with gollywog-headed brushes. They all moved by in the silent air under the pale blue autumn sky; and then Papa’s hansom came to the curb, and I watched to see it start for the City. But it did not. It drove to Lord Burnage’s house, which I could clearly see, for it was on the side of the square that ran at right angles to ours. Lord Burnage came out, so promptly that it seemed he must have been waiting. He got into the hansom alongside Papa, and they drove away together.

	At that moment Miss Whale came into the schoolroom, looking very grave. She did not speak for some time; then she said: “How would you like to go away for a holiday, Sarah?”

	“But we’ve had our holiday,” I cried, thinking of Broadstairs.

	“Yes, but it’s possible to have more than one holiday in a year. This will be a longer one. I don’t know how long. Sir Richard wishes me to take you away till—well, till we are recalled.”

	“But when do we go?”

	“This afternoon. We shall travel to Folkestone today. Tomorrow we shall cross over to Boulogne.”
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	But Boulogne was not our destination. Our destination was the sweet township of Montreuil, standing, surrounded by ramparts, on its hill above the swift rushing of the Canche. What a business it had been! Never before in my life had I been so swept about, so lifted into a mounting transport of excitement. We had started to pack as soon as Whaley had said we were to be off, with me demanding all the time: Why? Why? Why? Why are we going, Whaley? Why are we going so suddenly, Whaley? Why are we going to France?

	Whaley was reserved, and that was something new for her; but I gathered that there were urgent reasons why I should be out of the way. “It was Sir Richard who suggested France, and when I spoke of the Undridges he thought that would be just the thing. Boulogne, after all, is almost within sight of England, and Montreuil is only a stone’s throw behind it.”

	“Who are the Undridges?”

	“Don’t sit on that trunk. You’re hindering me. And if there are any books you want to take you’d better get them out of the shelves. The Undridges are people I used to know when I lived in France. I’ve kept in touch with them, and they’re always urging me to come and stay with them at Montreuil. The school I was at was near there, and Mr. Undridge used to come in to give drawing lessons. He’s an artist. His wife took the English class. They have one little boy named Daniel. I suppose he’s about twelve now.”

	The morning passed in this excited sort of chattering, in scrambling packing, and in a scrambling luncheon. After that, Whaley took me to the drawing-room door and gently pushed me in. I was dressed for the journey, and already a hired four-wheeler cab was at the door and the trunks were being put on top of it. Mama was lying on a sofa, resting her leg. She reached out a hand as I approached and drew me to her. I had never seen her face so expressionless. She was to flash and sparkle again, but now she was frozen. She kissed me very coldly. “Be a good child,” she said. “I have every confidence in Miss Whale. Remember that for some time now you will be entirely in her charge. You must give her strict obedience.”

	I said dutifully: “Yes, Mama,” and added impulsively: “Of course I will. I love Whaley.”

	She looked at me for a moment with sad speculation, and then said: “Well, that doesn’t always make life easier.”

	She seemed to be seeking something to say, something that ought to be said, but she couldn’t find it; and as I stood there restlessly, moving from foot to foot, wishing for nothing but to be done with the moment and off on my adventure, so childishly unaware of the so much greater adventure before which she was poised and perhaps daunted, she said: “Very well, then; off with you!” and, as I could see through the window the last trunk going up on to the cab, I turned ungraciously enough and hurried off to join Whaley at the front door.

	After that it was a dazzle of new exciting experience that remains in my mind without cohesion or sequence: an experience of sailors and railwaymen, of sun glitter on a mid-Channel sea, of foreign chatter and foreign food, and Whaley cleaving her way through all this like a prow. I suppose even in those days getting to Montreuil was not much of an adventure; but to my circumscribed young mind it seemed one of the first magnitude, and I drew such a breath of relief as a crusader might have done on reaching Jerusalem when Whaley put me into bed at the Hotel de France and said: “Well, we’ve arrived. Tomorrow we shall look up the Undridges.”
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	I am sorry to say that Daniel Undridge was wearing a suit of black velvet and a white lace collar. Even a woman of my age, who recalls such dress as customary, can hardly restrain, now, a smile at this absurd recollection. What I myself was wearing I do not remember, and happily no photograph survives to remind me. I can imagine pantaloons drooping to the tops of my boots, finishing off in a few inches of lace.

	It was afternoon—late afternoon—and I shall never forget it, not a moment of it: the very quality of the light seemed different from any I had known. There in the garden enclosed by high whitewashed walls it had almost a color, an autumn color, and the air was utterly still. We had been walking, Miss Whale and I, down a narrow cobbled street—a lane was all you could truly call it—with long stretches of white wall on either hand, and here and there the butt end of a house. Miss Whale pushed open a little green door cut through a bigger door, and we went in and there was the house: low and white, glimmering in the autumnal air that all day long had been warm and hazy and now, with the sun’s declension, made things seem almost insubstantial.

	It looked a haphazard house, a chalky oblong, with green trellis on the walls supporting jasmine and red roses. The scent of these flowers was in the air, heavy as though it had been accumulating there all summer long between the high walls. A French window was open, and on the lawn in front of this the Undridges sat on green-painted iron chairs.

	“Whaley, tell me something about the Undridges,” I had demanded that morning, and Whaley, remembering as she did from time to time that to teach me French was part of her duty, replied with a laugh: “Onde, onduler, Undridge. La vraie fonction d’un Undridge est d’onduler. Which is to say, my dear Sarah, that an Undridge undulates.”

	The three Undridges rose as we approached, and flowed toward us. I saw at once what Whaley had meant. Mrs. Undridge was the most wavelike of the three, for her skirt made it possible to forget that she had legs. Even her feet were invisible. She was a beautiful woman according to the conception of the Pre-Raphaelites: tall, slender, a little goitrous, with a pale face out of which shone deep blue eyes. The lustrous silks that enveloped her rustled as she came toward me as though skating on invisible ice. One could see that Mr. Undridge had legs. They were encased in pepper-and-salt trousers. His black coat was loose and flowing; the bow of broad black silk at his neck was loose and flowing; the black sombrero, which he took from his head as he held Whaley’s hand, had been brooding a moment before like a small dark cloud upon his careless hair. He did not flow like a wave, as his wife did, but like a leopard. His light eyes were curiously feral; and his pointed beard and pointed nose seemed made for ferreting things out. The boy Daniel, as I have said, was in velvet and lace. He was slim and graceful, all flowing lines, and his long dark hair fell down one side of his face in a waving wing that looked as though it were brushed every hour.

	Mr. Undridge brought two more green iron chairs and an iron table, and Mrs. Undridge flowed through the French windows and came out with the things for tea. I remember that all the words were uttered that would be uttered on such an occasion. “Now, have a real cup of tea, Maggie.” (This was to Miss Whale.) “I expect you’re dying for a real cup of tea. That’s one thing the French don’t even begin to understand—how to make a real cup of tea.”

	“But they beat us at coffee,” said Mr. Undridge.

	“Yes,” his wife conceded, “they can make a real cup of coffee, and we can’t touch them at pastries. Daniel, manners! The pastries for Miss Rainborough.”

	Daniel swiftly placed upon his plate the two most appealing of the pastries and handed me the dish with what was left, while his mother rattled on: “And, of course, so far as vegetables are concerned we don’t begin to understand them in England.”

	“The English don’t begin to understand wine, either,” said Mr. Undridge.

	“Oh, that!” said Mrs. Undridge, and laughed a little silvery laugh which announced clearly enough that the English taste in wine was something which one indeed did not begin to understand.

	Whaley, sipping her tea, conceded that it was a real English cup, and inquired about Mr. Undridge’s work, his pictures. This, too, alas! appeared to be something that the English didn’t begin to understand.

	As they talked, Daniel sat and looked from one to another with his grave, almost adult face. From time to time his long thin hand would go up, scratching and ruffling in the wing of hair, and his mother would say: “Darling, your hair is so pretty. Don’t disarrange it. Have you not a comb?” and Daniel would take a comb from his pocket and, still not speaking, but maintaining that odd intent listeningness, he would draw it slowly through and through, sleeking the wing.

	In all this, I had been so much ignored that I was startled when Mrs. Undridge suddenly began: “Miss Rainborough—”

	“No one would object,” said Whaley, “if you called her Sarah.”

	“Well, Sarah, then. I expect you would like to look round the garden. Daniel, take Sarah to the pond.”

	I might have been a mare who was to be led off for a drink, or a puppy condemned to have a brick tied round its neck and to be hurled into the water, so abrupt was this command. Everybody got up. The girl Berthe appeared, a stout, good-humored-looking creature, who began to clear away the tea things while Mr. and Mrs. Undridge and Whaley walked into the house. Daniel stood there at my side till everyone was gone. Then suddenly he gave a savage kick at the light iron table, sending it sprawling, and with both hands worked madly at his hair till it stood on end in wild disorder all over his head. From under this disheveled thatch he made a grimace at me, and, seizing my hand, he said: “Now we’ll see the damned pond, if you want to.”

	We set off down a paved path between lawns, and as we went Daniel chanted, in a voice too low to be heard in the house, “The damned pond, the blasted pond, the bloody pond,” looking sideways at me to see if I were shocked. I was: I had never heard such language before except in casual street snatches from the lips of cabbies and costers: but nothing would have induced me to let Daniel Undridge know that his words had any effect on me whatever.

	The pond was beautiful. It was circular, with a stone edge that was crusted with moss and lichens. Round this was paving, and then a flower bed, full now of late autumn color. Outside this again was a hedge of clipped yew. It was a magic enclosure, secret, bloomy with dusk, cool with the drip of water over the edge of a basin. “Well,” said Daniel, “here’s the blasted pond. How do you like it?”

	Now this was the first time I had ever been alone with a boy. It was not often that I had been alone with anybody, except first Kite and then Whaley. Sometimes I was taken to parties where boys were present, and there were boys at the dancing classes. But they were sad and repressed little boys. This was something altogether different and I thought: If this is what boys are like when they are left on their own, then I don’t mind if I’m never with a boy again.

	Daniel stood looking down into the pond, his hands in his pockets, his toe detaching from the stone rim a bright orange disc of lichen.

	“Why do you swear?” I asked righteously.

	He didn’t answer, but went on industriously hacking at the lichen. “It takes years for those things to grow,” he said.

	“It was very pretty, and now you’ve destroyed it.”

	“He thinks they’re wonderful. ‘Don’t you think this patina of lichen is really rather remarkable? It’s such accidental beauties that move the heart more than all our contrived effects.’ ”

	I realized that he was mimicking his father. “Don’t you like your Papa?” I asked.

	Again he did not answer, but, thrusting his ten fingers violently into his hair he heaved it about till it looked like a wrecked cornstook. He turned round and made a dreadful face at me, pulling down the skin round his eyes with his fingers, flattening his nose, and putting out his tongue. “How’s that for an accidental beauty?” he demanded.

	“I think you’re a dreadful boy,” I said.

	This seemed to please him. He said: “I am—bloody dreadful. But they don’t know it. I’m revolting. I could say things not fit for your ears.” I had nothing to say to that, and he went on: “Another thing I could do. I could muck up this blasted suit and say you did it. You’d get into an awful row.”

	This, I thought, thinking of Mama, and the bowing, and the not bowing, is the sort of person one would “cut” in the Park; but I didn’t want to cut Daniel Undridge. I wanted to dare him. “You wouldn’t do that,” I said. “I dare you.”

	He leaned down and thrust his hand into the pond and scooped a handful of green slime off its inner wall. He slabbed it like a trowelful of mortar on to the front of his black velvet coat, and with both hands smeared it up and down till, what with his reeking hands and wild hair and filthy coat, he looked disgusting. He rubbed his slimy hands all over his face, and now indeed he looked as utterly revolting as he had claimed to be. He produced another of his celebrated grimaces, this time contriving to go cockeyed. “Now,” he said, “now let him paint me sitting on the edge of the pond. I’m sick of sitting on the edge of the blasted pond.”

	I looked at him in consternation. “You’re going to say that I did that to you?”

	“Yes,” he said darkly. “I wouldn’t like to be in your shoes.”

	He began to move toward the gap cut in the yew hedge, and now indeed I was troubled: not at what the Undridges would say: I didn’t care a bit about that: but at what Whaley would think of me, for I did deeply value her good opinion. At this moment Whaley herself, moving unheard over the turf, appeared in the gap, and Daniel ran slap into her. She recoiled at the sight and threw up her hands. “Good gracious, Daniel! Whatever have you been doing with yourself?”

	Daniel hung his head, silent for a time, then pointed at me. “Why did you bring her?” he demanded. “She’s horrid. She mucked me up. She smeared me all over.”

	Now I waited for Whaley’s wrath to strike me, but she only said: “Sit down for a moment, Daniel,” and he obediently sat on the warm stone edge of the pond. Whaley looked from one to the other of us, and then said: “You’re a bigger fool than I thought, Daniel.”

	“I’m a blasted big boy,” he glowered, “and very intelligent.”

	“Yes,” said Whaley, “you’re so intelligent that you want me to believe that Sarah did this to you. You’re mucked up from head to foot, and she did it. Look at her. She did it without getting a spot of dirt on her clothes or a drop of water on her hands. Or has she had time to go in and take a bath and change?”

	Daniel still glowered, but now had nothing to say. “Well then,” said Miss Whale, “what are you going to tell your father and mother? You’ll have to explain yourself somehow. Won’t you?”

	“S’pose so,” said Daniel, now completely miserable.

	“Well,” Whale demanded briskly. “Have you got any ideas?”

	But the deflated Daniel had none. I thought that in another moment he would begin to whimper. “We could say he fell into the pond,” I offered, and now he shot me a look almost of gratitude; but Whaley came down coldly: “He looks awful, but he doesn’t look bad enough for that. If he’s going to say he’s been in the pond, then he’ll have to go into the pond. And as I see nothing else for it, in he goes.”

	With that, she put a foot under his knees, gave a heave, and over he went backward. She stooped down, took him by the scruff of the neck, and had him out almost as soon as he was in.

	“Now,” said Whaley as Daniel stood there dripping dismally, “any explaining that’s to be done you can do for yourself. You got into the mess, and we’ve done our best to get you out. I’ve said au revoir for Sarah to your parents, and now we’re off. A demain.”

	With that, she took me by the hand and off we marched, past the house where a pale light or two was appearing on the chalky face, through the green door into the cobbled lane, and so across the Grande Place to the Hotel de France, where, but not till then, Whaley exploded briefly: “The little horror!”
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	The Hotel de France was set back in a little bay off the Place, and it had a balconied courtyard. It was delightful to leap out of bed and run onto the balcony and see horses stamping on the cobbles below and smell the morning incense of coffee and new bread. After breakfast we wandered into the Place where old countrywomen had set up their stalls beneath the trees, and the autumn sun shone on apples and pears, cabbages, onions, carrots, all sorts of things that composed themselves into a score of glowing pictures, and there was a chatter of conversation unintelligible to me, and a squawking and quacking of hens and ducks, and rough ponies that had drawn the country carts were tied to the trees. The Undridge’s Berthe, with a big wicker basket on either arm, was chaffering and haggling from stall to stall, and Whaley said: “She’ll think it a great triumph if the complete morning’s shopping gets done at two sous less than she’s asked.”

	I had forgotten the Undridges, so charmed was I by the autumn morning that smelled of dewy cobwebs and by the shifting colored scene, but Berthe recalled them to my mind, and I asked: “Why do the Undridges live in France?”

	“Well,” Whaley answered, “people can please themselves where they live, can’t they? They like France. For one thing, they’re not well off and they find it a cheap place to live in, and for another they were not happy in England.”

	“Why were they not happy?” I persisted, and Whaley said: “Oh, there were many reasons. Have you ever heard of Dante Gabriel Rossetti?”

	I hadn’t, and Whaley was too sensible to confuse my mind with a lot of names and “movements” which would have meant nothing to me then. “Mr. Undridge quarreled with him,” she said. “There was a lot of unpleasantness one way and another, and the Undridges cleared out.”

	It all came to me bit by bit later on, and it was simple enough, Rossetti being what he was and Mr. Undridge what he was. They were very sure of themselves, those young Pre-Raphaelite painters, happy in rebellion, rejoicing in being contumeliously spoken of, scornful of the older men. Undridge was in that set, hobnobbing with Millais and Rossetti, Ford Madox Brown and all the others. His wife had been a model for most of them. She had been the mother of Jesus and a beggar maid, a Greek girl holding a pitcher on her head and a big-eyed emigrant looking her last on England. But Undridge was not as good a painter as the rest: in fact, he was not a good painter at all. Rossetti tolerated him so long as he was safe for a pound now and a fiver later on; but Undridge was a poor man, and the first row came when he refused to lend Rossetti any more money. Thereupon, in the presence of Millais, Rossetti told him what he thought of his pictures, and slapped him across the face with a smoked herring. And this was the absurd reason why the Undridges had for years now been living in France. There, nourishing his injured self-esteem, Francis Undridge became more self-consciously a “painter” than ever, in dress, in talk, in everything but success. His wife was only too eager to play up to him, and Daniel had to. Francis painted one picture that became widely known. It was of the pond in the garden at Montreuil. Daniel, in black velvet and lace, his wing of hair immaculate, sat on the pond’s edge, gazing at his image in the water. The picture was called “Reflection,” and it was bought by a firm of brass-polish manufacturers. It was to be seen on every hoarding throughout a few decades, inscribed: “For perfect Reflections use Easyrub Metal Polish.” Thereafter, poor Daniel was painted again and again, in many poses, on the edge of the pond; and if I had had any adult sense of all this on that afternoon of our first meeting I should not, I suppose, have thought him such a terrible little boy.
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	“I thought we were going to live with the Undridges,” I said to Whaley as we watched Berthe moving off with her loaded baskets.

	“Well,” she said, “I hope we shall live in the Undridges’ house, but they won’t be there.”

	There was none of this nonsense about passports and papers and money-changing and all the rest of it in those days. Miss Whale had discussed with Papa what was best to be done with me in a moment of crisis. She had remembered the Undridges. They were always hard up, they would be glad to have paying guests; and so, that very same day off we had gone. But during the talk in the drawing room, while Daniel was acting like an idiot child by the pond, she learned that our unheralded arrival had come at a moment when the Undridges were themselves poised for flight. Mr. Undridge had accepted the direction of English studies in a school at Bordeaux and would be off in a day or two. However, his lease of this house in Montreuil did not expire until the coming spring, and if Miss Whale and I cared to live there, that would put a bit of rent into his pocket. Berthe would look after us, and if Daniel could stay there, too, that would be most convenient to the Undridges while they were finding their feet in Bordeaux. It remained now only for Whaley to communicate all this to Papa. His consent came promptly. Poor man! Little I knew what bitter business was occupying his mind and how pleased he was to fall in with any scheme that kept me out of the way and in good hands.

	And so within a week the Undridges went, we left the attractive balcony rooms in the Hotel de France, and Miss Whale and I settled down with Berthe and Daniel in the long white house. We stayed there throughout the autumn and winter and far into the next spring, but I must not delay in recollection of that happy time. For me and Daniel, it was such a time as we had not known before. We were both released from trammels; we lived so democratic a life that I am sure Papa and Mama would have been horrified had they known about it. To them, the dreadful thing would have been that a servant—not a governess, to whom certain privileges were accorded, but a kitchen servant—was admitted to our companionship. We wandered everywhere together, the four of us, and as autumn gave place to winter those wanderings were especially lovely. Round the ramparts of the little town, down into the flat marsh country through which the Canche flowed, into cottages where we bought cider and into wayside pubs where we sat on benches and watched our eggs and potatoes frying on the stove, flower-pot shaped, with one little red glowing eye. Daniel and I were allowed to sip the rough hot red wine that Whaley and Berthe drank from tumblers with their eggs and chips and slices of coarse bread cut from loaves shaped like batons. There would be farmers and agricultural laborers sitting around, smoking and spitting, and talking the lingo that I never was any good at; and then there would be the walk home along the poplar-bordered roads, sometimes with the moon rising, sometimes with frost making the bright stars crack and tingle; and so we would come to our own fireside and the hanging lamp, and Berthe knitting in a corner, Whaley writing at a little desk, and Daniel and I bent over a book under the light. How reasonable a little boy he seemed now! He wore old clothes and brushed his hair when he felt like it, not that there was now much of it to bother about, for he had celebrated his parents’ departure by giving himself the crop of his life. But he didn’t swear or pull faces. All through that time Miss Whale gave me nothing that could be called a lesson, but I see now that her educational system was in full swing, and that, as I had so little time to spend in France, she was determined that I should see and know the bit of France I was in rather than sit and listen to rigmaroles about France. But she said nothing of this to me, and all too soon the morning came when she announced: “Well, that is that, Sarah. Back to England now as soon as we can settle things here.”

	It was a lovely May morning, the first on which we had breakfasted out of doors. We were sitting at one of the little green iron tables, very quietly, so as not to disturb the chaffinches that were hopping after crumbs thrown on the path. And there Whaley sat, holding the letter in her hand as she made this announcement, and I saw with a flutter of the heart that the envelope was of a kind I knew. “Is the letter from Lord Burnage?” I asked. Daniel had gone into the house. She and I were alone. She looked at me for some time without speaking, weighing the letter in her hand, and then said: “No, Sarah, it is not from Lord Burnage. It is from Lady Burnage. That is, your Mama. She and Lord Burnage are now married.”

	 

	


CHAPTER FIVE
 1

	 

	I


	 cannot

	 say much about my sensations on hearing the news that Miss Whale had given me. They were confused and perplexed. How Mama, who had been Lady Rainborough, had now become Lady Burnage was something I had to accept as best I could. Even Whaley did not venture to explain to a ten-year-old child of those times what was meant by divorce. But here I may as well say something of what I gradually learned as the years passed, and so have done with the matter.

	Lord Burnage was twice involved in divorce cases, first as what we call the aggrieved party, when his wife left him for the Duke of Fallowshire, and then as the offending party, when he met my mother. I must even write the strange phrase, which sounds like something out of a Ouida novel, that he resigned from his regiment, but in those days men did such things for such reasons. Also, Lord Burnage never again sat in the House of Lords.

	So the affair had a considerable effect upon his life, and no less upon the life of my father. He must have had some generous feelings, for there is no doubt that if he had wished to do so he could have had “the custody of the child,” and when I read that old cliché and realize, withered wretch that I now am, that I was the child in question, I am forever grateful that he let me go. Still, without wishing to diminish him, I must recognize that the chances are he was acting in the way he found most convenient to himself. He never had been a “family man.” His business affairs absorbed him wholly, and to have the custody of a child while deprived of the companionship of a wife no doubt seemed to him nothing but an expensive shackle. Anyway, he left the house in Portman Square and set himself up in Albany with a manservant. Let me not end this note upon him with a disparaging twist. He could, out of spite, have separated me from my mother, and he did not do so. He was never a man to lift up the heart, but he seems, in this, to have been just, according to his lights.

	Well, so much for those tedious and dolorous details. They did not affect me then. All I realized was that a strange heart-stirring thing had happened. Mama was Lord Burnage’s wife and I would live with them and Sally Gaylord. “Won’t you love it?” I cried to Whaley, and she answered soberly: “I? What has it to do with me?”

	“But you will be there! You will be with us all at Tresant.”

	“That remains to be seen,” said Whaley. “No doubt Miss Gaylord has her own governess and perhaps you’ll share.”

	It was a cloud over the morning. I was glum and not easy to be comforted. “Cheer up, Sarah,” Whaley cried. “After all, I’ve got to leave you some day.”

	“I know that,” I said. “But that shouldn’t be till my character is formed. I heard Papa say so to Mama. That is what you are for: to Form my Character. When you’ve done that, I shall be strong enough to do without you, and you can go.”

	“Yes,” Whaley answered. “That’s a joyful thing for me to look forward to, isn’t it?”
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	I was sorry to leave Daniel Undridge. His parents had been written to and told that Whaley and I would be leaving Montreuil any day, and Mr. Undridge had replied that Daniel should remain with Berthe until he could himself come to take him to Bordeaux. Almost a week had passed, and we still awaited instructions about the journey to Tresant, and then a gloriously unexpected thing happened. Lord Burnage and Sally Gaylord stooped through our little wicket gate and were among us as we sat at tea! They had come to take us home.

	From that moment Daniel’s conduct made me ashamed. I had felt so proud of his improved manners that it was a shock to find he hadn’t a word to say to our visitors. They sat down at our little green tables; Berthe brought cups, and Whaley poured out the tea. There was such a chatter as you may imagine as Lord Burnage outlined the plans for our journey: a chatter from everybody except Daniel. He sat and glowered.

	“And how does this young man feel about his journey to Bordeaux?” Lord Burnage asked, for we had told him of Daniel’s coming departure. Daniel frowned darkly, ruffled his hair which had begun to grow again, and answered: “Je ne comprends pas l’Anglais.”

	“Eh bien,” said Lord Burnage. “Parlons alors en Français. Ce voyage à Bordeaux. Vous serez content, sans doute, de revoir vos parents?”

	“I don’t understand French,” Daniel replied.

	Whaley was shocked and said: “Daniel, would you like to take Miss Gaylord to see the pond?”

	I leapt up in alarm. “I’ll take her,” I said, and as we went, Daniel got up and followed us. He followed us all the way to the pond. He was never with us: he lagged a few yards behind, and when Sally and I stood looking down at the water that was waking up like everything else into spring life, he remained, removed from us, his hands in his pockets, his shoe kicking sulkily at a stone. Sally turned round and looked at him. “What’s the matter with you?” she demanded sharply.
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