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      Frances Hodgson Burnett (1849–1924) was born in Manchester and spent her early years there with her family. Her father died in 1852, and eventually, in 1865, Frances emigrated to the United States with her mother and siblings, settling with family in Knoxville, Tennessee. Frances began to be published at the age of 19, submitting short stories to magazines and using the proceeds to help support the family. In 1872, she married Swan Burnett, a doctor, with whom she had two sons while living in Paris. Her first novel,

      

         That Lass o’ Lowrie's

      

      , was published in 1877, while the Burnetts were living in Washington D.C.

    


    

      Following a separation from her husband, Burnett lived on both sides of the Atlantic, eventually marrying for a second time, however she never truly recovered from the death of her first son, Lionel. Best known during her lifetime for

      

         Little Lord Fauntleroy

      

       (1886), her books for children, including

      

         The Secret Garden

      

       and

      

         The Little Princess

      

      , have endured as classics, but Burnett also wrote many other novels for adults, which were hugely popular and favourably compared to authors such as George Eliot.

    


  

    

      The Years Before

    


    

      

        Outline arranged by Hamilton Williamson

      


      

        THE HEAD OF THE HOUSE OF COOMBE

      


    


    In the years when Victorian standards and ideals began to dance an increasingly rapid jig before amazed lookers-on, who presently found themselves dancing as madly as the rest—in these years, there lived in Mayfair, in a slice of a house, Robert Gareth-Lawless and his lovely young wife. So light and airy was she to earthly vision and so diaphanous the texture of her mentality that she was known as “Feather.”


    The slice of a house between two comparatively stately mansions in the “right street” was a rash venture of the honeymoon.


    Robert—well born, irresponsible, without resources—evolved a carefully detailed method of living upon nothing whatever, of keeping out of the way of duns, and telling lies with aptness and outward gaiety. But a year of giving smart little dinners and going to smart big dinners ended in a condition somewhat akin to the feat of balancing oneself on the edge of a sword.


    Then Robin was born. She was an intruder and a calamity, of course. That a Feather should become a parent gave rise to much wit of light weight when Robin was exhibited in the form of a bundle of lace.


    It was the Head of the House of Coombe who asked:


    “What will you do with her?”


    “Do?” Feather repeated. “What is it people ‘do’ with babies? I don’t know. I wouldn’t touch her for the world. She frightens me.”


    Coombe said:


    “She is staring at me. There is antipathy in her gaze.” He stared back unwaveringly also, but with a sort of cold interest.


    “The Head of the House of Coombe” was not a title to be found in Burke or Debrett. It was a fine irony of the Head’s own. The peerage recorded him as a marquis and added several lesser attendant titles.


    To be born the Head of the House is a weighty and awe-inspiring thing—one is called upon to be an example.


    “I am not sure what I am an example of—or to,” he said, on one occasion, in his light, rather cold and detached way, “which is why I at times regard myself in that capacity with a slightly ribald lightness.”


    A reckless young woman once asked him:


    “Are you as wicked as people say you are?”


    “I really don’t know. It is so difficult to decide,” he answered. “Perhaps I am as wicked as I know how to be. And I may have painful limitations or I may not.”


    He had reached the age when it was safe to apply to him that vague term “elderly,” and marriage might have been regarded as imperative. But he had remained unmarried and seemed to consider his abstinence entirely his own affair.


    Courts and capitals knew him, and his opportunities were such as gave him all ease as an onlooker. He saw closely those who sat with knit brows and cautiously hovering hand at the great chess-board which is formed by the map of Europe.


    As a statesman or a diplomat he would have gone far, but he had been too much occupied with Life as an entertainment, too self-indulgent for work of any order. Having, however, been born with a certain type of brain, it observed and recorded in spite of him, thereby adding flavour and interest to existence. But that was all.


    Texture and colour gave him almost abnormal pleasure. For this reason, perhaps, he was the most perfectly dressed man in London.


    It was at a garden-party that he first saw Feather. When his eyes fell upon her, he was talking to a group of people and he stopped speaking. Some one standing quite near him said afterwards that he had, for a second or so, became pale—almost as if he saw something which frightened him. He was still rather pale when Feather lifted her eyes to him. But he had not talked to her for fifteen minutes before he knew that there was no real reason why he should ever again lose his colour at the sight of her. He had thought, at first, there was.


    This was the beginning of an acquaintance which gave rise to much argument over tea-cups regarding the degree of Coombe’s interest in her. Remained, however, the fact that he managed to see a great deal of her. Feather was guilelessly doubtless concerning him. She was quite sure that he was in love with her, and very practically aware that the more men of the class of the Head of the House of Coombe who came in and out of the slice of a house, the more likely the dwellers in it were to get good invitations and continued credit.


    The realisation of these benefits was cut short. Robert, amazingly and unnaturally, failed her by dying. He was sent away in a hearse and the tiny house ceased to represent hilarious little parties.


    Bills were piled high everywhere. The rent was long overdue and must be paid. She had no money to pay it, none to pay the servants’ wages.


    “It’s awful—it’s awful—it’s awful!” broke out between her sobs.


    From her bedroom window—at evening—she watched “Cook,” the smart footman, the nurse, the maids, climb into four-wheelers and be driven away.


    “They’re gone—all of them!” she gasped. “There’s no one left in the house. It’s empty!”


    Then was Feather seized with a panic. She had something like hysterics, falling face downward upon the carpet and clutching her hair until it fell down. She was not a person to be judged—she was one of the unexplained incidents of existence.


    The night drew in more closely. A prolonged wailing shriek tore through the utter soundlessness of the house. It came from the night-nursery. It was Robin who had wakened and was screaming.


    “I—I won’t!” Feather protested, with chattering teeth. “I won’t! I won’t!”


    She had never done anything for the child since its birth. To reach her now, she would be obliged to go out into the dark—past Robert’s bedroom—the room.


    “I—I couldn’t—even if I wanted to!” she quaked. “I daren’t! I daren’t! I wouldn’t do it—for a million pounds!”


    The screams took on a more determined note. She flung herself on her bed, burrowing her head under the coverings and pillows she dragged over her ears to shut out the sounds.


    Feather herself had not known, nor in fact had any other human being known why Lord Coombe drifted into seeming rather to follow her about. But there existed a reason, and this it was, and this alone, which caused him to appear—the apotheosis of exquisite fitness in form—at her door.


    He listened while she poured it all forth, sobbing. Her pretty hair loosened itself and fell about her in wild but enchanting disorder.


    “I would do anything—any one asked me, if they would take care of me.”


    A shuddering knowledge that it was quite true that she would do anything for any man who would take care of her produced an effect on him nothing else would have produced.


    “Do I understand,” he said, “that you are willing that I should arrange this for you?”


    “Do you mean—really?” she faltered. “Will you—will you—?”


    Her uplifted eyes were like a young angel’s brimming with crystal drops which slipped—as a child’s tears slip—down her cheeks.


    The florist came and refilled the window-boxes of the slice of a house with an admirable arrangement of fresh flowers. It became an established fact that the household had not fallen to pieces, and its frequenters gradually returned to it, wearing, indeed, the air of people who had never really remained away from it.


    As a bird in captivity lives in its cage and, perhaps, believes it to be the world, Robin lived in her nursery. She was put to bed and taken up, she was fed and dressed in it, and once a day she was taken out of it downstairs and into the street. That was all.


    It is a somewhat portentous thing to realise that a newborn human creature can only know what it is taught. To Robin the Lady Downstairs was merely a radiant and beautiful being of whom one might catch a glimpse through a door, or if one pressed one’s face against the window pane at the right moment. On the very rare occasions when the Lady appeared on the threshold of the day-nursery, Robin stood and stared with immense startled eyes and answered in a whisper the banal little questions put to her.


    So she remained unaware of mothers and unaware of affection. She never played with other children. Andrews, her nurse—as behooved one employed in a house about which there “was talk” bore herself with a lofty and exclusive air.


    “My rule is to keep myself to myself,” she said in the kitchen, “and to look as if I was the one that would turn up noses, if noses was to be turned up. There’s those that would snatch away their children if I let Robin begin to make up to them.”


    But one morning, when Robin was watching some quarrelsome sparrows, an old acquaintance surprised Andrews by appearing in the Gardens and engaged her in a conversation so delightful that Robin was forgotten to the extent of being allowed to follow her sparrows round a clump of shrubbery out of sight.


    It was while she watched them that she heard footsteps that stopped near her. She looked up. A big boy in Highland kilts and bonnet and sporran was standing by her. He spread and curved his red mouth, then began to run and prance round in a circle, capering like a Shetland pony to exhibit at once his friendliness and his prowess. After a minute or two he stopped, breathing fast and glowing.


    “My pony in Scotland does that. His name is Chieftain. I’m called Donal. What are you called?”


    “Robin,” she answered, her lips and voice trembling with joy. He was so beautiful.


    They began to play together while Andrews’friend recounted intimate details of a country house scandal.


    Donal picked leaves from a lilac bush. Robin learned that if you laid a leaf flat on the seat of a bench you could prick beautiful patterns on the leaf’s greenness. Donal had—in his rolled down stocking—a little dirk. He did the decoration with the point of this while Robin looked on, enthralled.


    Through what means children so quickly convey to each other the entire history of their lives is a sort of occult secret. Before Donal was taken home, Robin knew that he lived in Scotland and had been brought to London on a visit, that his other name was Muir, that the person he called “mother” was a woman who took care of him. He spoke of her quite often.


    “I will bring one of my picture-books to-morrow,” he said grandly. “Can you read at all?”


    “No,” answered Robin, adoring him. “What are picture books?”


    “Haven’t you any?” he blurted out.


    She lifted her eyes to the glowing blueness of his and said quite simply, “I haven’t anything.”


    His old nurse’s voice came from the corner where she sat.


    “I must go back to Nanny,” he said, feeling, somehow, as if he had been running fast. “I’ll come to-morrow and bring two picture books.”


    He put his strong little eight-year-old arms round her and kissed her full on the mouth. It was the first time, for Robin. Andrews did not kiss. There was no one else.


    “Don’t you like to be kissed?” said Donal, uncertain because she looked so startled and had not kissed him back.


    “Kissed,” she repeated, with a small caught breath. “Ye—es.” She knew now what it was. It was being kissed. She drew nearer at once and lifted up her face as sweetly and gladly as a flower lifts itself to the sun. “Kiss me again,” she said, quite eagerly. And this time, she kissed too. When he ran quickly away, she stood looking after him with smiling, trembling lips, uplifted, joyful—wondering and amazed.


    The next morning Andrews had a cold and her younger sister Anne was called in to perform her duties. The doctor pronounced the cold serious, and Andrews was confined to her bed. Hours spent under the trees reading were entirely satisfactory to Anne. And so, for two weeks, the soot-sprinkled London square was as the Garden of Eden to Donal and Robin.


    In her fine, aloof way, Helen Muir had learned much in her stays in London and during her married life—in the exploring of foreign cities with her husband. She was not proud of the fact that in the event of the death of Lord Coombe’s shattered and dissipated nephew her son would become heir presumptive to Coombe Court. She had not asked questions about Coombe. It had not been necessary. Once or twice she had seen Feather by chance. She was to see her again—by Feather’s intention.


    With Donal prancing at her side, Mrs. Muir went to the Gardens to meet the child Nanny had described as “a bit of witch fire dancing—with her colour and her big silk curls in a heap, and Donal staring at her like a young man at a beauty.”


    Robin was waiting behind the lilac bushes and her nurse was already deep in the mystery of “Lady Audley.”


    “There she is!” cried Donal, as he ran to her. “My mother has come with me. This is Robin, mother! This is Robin.”


    Her exquisiteness and physical brilliancy gave Mrs. Muir something not unlike a slight shock. Oh! No wonder, since she was like that. She stooped and kissed the round cheek delicately. She took the little hand and they walked round the garden, then sat on a bench and watched the children “make up” things to play.


    A victoria was driving past. Suddenly a sweetly hued figure spoke to the coachman. “Stop here,” she said. “I want to get out.”


    Robin’s eyes grew very round and large and filled with a worshipping light.


    “It is,” she gasped, “the Lady Downstairs!”


    Feather floated near to the seat and paused, smiling. “Where is your nurse, Robin?” she asked.


    “She is only a few yards away,” said Mrs. Muir.


    “So kind of you to let Robin play with your boy. Don’t let her bore you. I am Mrs. Gareth-Lawless.”


    There was a little silence, a delicate little silence.


    “I recognized you as Mrs. Muir at once,” added Feather, unperturbed and smiling brilliantly. “ I saw your portrait at the Grovenor.”


    “Yes,” said Mrs. Muir, gently.


    “I wanted very much to see your son; that was why I came.”


    “Yes,” still gently from Mrs. Muir.


    “Because of Coombe, you know. We are such old friends. How queer that the two little things have made friends too. I didn’t know.”


    She bade them good-bye and strayed airily away.


    And that night Donal was awakened, was told that “something” had happened, that they were to go back to Scotland. He was accustomed to do as he was told. He got out of bed and began to dress, but he swallowed very hard.


    “I shall not see Robin,” he said in a queer voice. “She won’t find me when she goes behind the lilac bushes. She won’t know why I don’t come.” Then, in a way that was strangely grown up: “ She has no one but me to remember.”


    The next morning a small, rose-coloured figure stood still for so long in the gardens that it began to look rigid and some one said, “I wonder what that little girl is waiting for.”


    A child has no words out of which to build hopes and fears. Robin could only wait in the midst of a slow dark rising tide of something she had no name for. Suddenly she knew. He was gone! She crept under the shrubbery. She cried, she sobbed. If Andrews had seen her she would have said she was “in a tantrum.” But she was not. Her world had been torn away.


    Five weeks later Feather was giving a very little dinner in the slice of a house. There was Harrowby, a good looking young man with dark eyes, and the Starling who was “emancipated” and whose real name was Miss March. The third diner was a young actor with a low, veiled voice—Gerald Vesey—who adored and understood Feather’s clothes.


    Over coffee in the drawing-room Coombe joined them just at the moment that Feather was “going to tell them something to make them laugh.”


    “Robin is in love!” she cried. “ She is five years old and she has been deserted and Andrews came to tell me she can neither eat nor sleep. The doctor says she has had a shock.”


    Coombe did not join in the ripple of laughter, but he looked interested.


    “Robin is a stimulating name,” said Harrowby. “Is it too late to let us see her?”


    “They usually go to sleep at seven, I believe,” remarked Coombe, “but of course I am not an authority.”


    Robin was not asleep, though she had long been in bed with her eyes closed. She had heard Andrews say to her sister Anne:


    “Lord Coombe’s the reason. She does not want her boy to see or speak to him, so she whisked him back to Scotland.”


    “Is Lord Coombe as bad as they say?” put in Anne, with bated breath.


    “As to his badness,” Robin heard Andrews answer, “there’s some that can’t say enough against him. It’s what he is in this house that does it. She won’t have her boy playing with a child like Robin.”


    Then—even as there flashed upon Robin the revelation of her own unfitness—came a knock at the door.


    She was taken up, dressed in her prettiest frock and led down the narrow stairway. She heard the Lady say:


    “Shake hands with Lord Coombe.”


    Robin put her hand behind her back—she who had never disobeyed since she was born!


    “Be pretty mannered, Miss Robin my dear,” Andrews instructed, “and shake hands with his Lordship.”


    Each person in the little drawing-room saw the queer flame in the child-face. She shrilled out her words:


    “Andrews will pinch me—Andrews will pinch me! But—No—No!”


    She kept her hands behind her back and hatred surged up in her soul.


    In spite of her tender years, the doctor held to the theory that Robin had suffered a shock; she must be taken away to be helped by the bracing air of the Norfolk coast. Before she went, workmen were to be seen coming in and out of the house. When she returned to London, she was led into rooms she had never been in before—light and airy rooms with pretty walls and furniture.


    It was “a whim of Coombe’s,” as Feather put it, that she should no longer occupy the little dog-kennels of nurseries, so these new apartments had been added in the rear. A whim of his also that Andrews, whose disciplinary methods included pinching, should be dismissed and replaced by Dowson, a motherly creature with a great deal of common sense. Robin’s lonely little heart opened to her new nurse, who became in time her “Dowie.”


    It was Dowson who made it clear to Lord Coombe, at length, that Robin had reached the age when she needed a governess, and it was he who said to Feather a few days later:


    “A governess will come here to-morrow at eleven o’clock. She is a Mademoiselle Vallé. She is accustomed to the education of young children. She will present herself for your approval.”


    “What on earth can it matter?” Feather cried.


    “It does not matter to you,” he answered. “It chances for the time being to matter to me.”


    Mademoiselle Vallé was an intelligent, mature French woman, with a peculiar power to grasp an intricate situation. She learned to love the child she taught—a child so strangely alone. As time went on she came to know that Robin was to receive every educational advantage, every instruction. In his impersonal, aloof way Coombe was fixed in his intention to provide her with life’s defences. As she grew, graceful as a willow wand, into a girlhood startlingly lovely, she learned modern languages, learned to dance divinely.


    And all the while he was deeply conscious that her infant hatred had not lessened—that he could show her no reason why it should.


    There were black hours when she was in deadly peril from a human beast, mad with her beauty. Coombe had almost miraculously saved her, but her detestation of him still held.


    Her one thought—her one hope—was to learn—learn, so that she might make her own living. Mademoiselle Vallé supported her in this, and Coombe understood.


    In one of the older London squares there was a house upon the broad doorsteps of which Lord Coombe stood oftener than upon any other. The old Dowager Duchess of Darte, having surrounded herself with almost royal dignity, occupied that house in an enforced seclusion. She was a confirmed rheumatic invalid, but her soul was as strong as it was many years before, when she had given its support to Coombe in his unbearable hours. She had poured out her strength in silence, and in silence he had received it. She saved him from slipping over the verge of madness.


    But there came a day when he spoke to her of this—of the one woman he had loved, Princess Alixe of X—:


    “There was never a human thing so transparently pure, and she was the possession of a brute incarnate. She shook with terror before him. He killed her.”


    “I believe he did,” she said, unsteadily. “He was not received here at Court afterward.”


    “He killed her. But she would have died of horror if he had not struck her a blow. I saw that. I was in attendance on him at Windsor.”


    “When I first knew you,” the Duchess said gravely.


    “There was a night—I was young—young—when I found myself face to face with her in the stillness of the wood. I went quite mad for a time. I threw myself face downward on the earth and sobbed. She knelt and prayed for her own soul as well as mine. I kissed the hem of her dress and left her standing—alone.”


    After a silence he added:


    “It was the next night that I heard her shrieks. Then she died.”


    The Duchess knew what else had died: the high adventure of youth and joy of life in him.


    On a table beside her winged chair were photographs of two women, who, while obviously belonging to periods of some twenty years apart, were in face and form so singularly alike that they might have been the same person. One was the Princess Alixe of X— and the other—Feather.


    “The devil of chance,” Coombe said, “sometimes chooses to play tricks. Such a trick was played on me.”


    It was the photograph of Feather he took up and set a strange questioning gaze upon.


    “When I saw this,” he said, “this—exquisitely smiling at me in a sunny garden—the tomb opened under my feet and I stood on the brink of it—twenty-five again.”


    He made clear to her certain facts which most persons would have ironically disbelieved. He ended with the story of Robin.


    “I am determined,” he explained, “ to stand between the child and what would be inevitable. Her frenzy of desire to support herself arises from her loathing of the position of accepting support from me. I sympathise with her entirely.”


    “Mademoiselle Vallé is an intelligent woman,” the Duchess said. “Send her to me; I shall talk to her. Then she can bring the child.”


    And so it was arranged that Robin should be taken into the house in the old fashioned square to do for the Duchess what a young relative might have done. And, a competent person being needed to take charge of the linen, “Dowie” would go to live under the same roof.


    Feather’s final thrust in parting with her daughter was:


    “Donal Muir is a young man by this time. I wonder what his mother would do now if he turned up at your mistress’ house and began to make love to you.” She laughed outright. “You’ll get into all sorts of messes but that would be the nicest one!”


    The Duchess came to understand that Robin held it deep in her mind that she was a sort of young outcast.


    “If she consorted,” she thought, “with other young things and shared their pleasures she would forget it.”


    She talked the matter over with her daughter, Lady Lothwell.


    “I am not launching a girl in society,” she said, “ I only want to help her to know a few nice young people. I shall begin with your children. They are mine if I am only a grandmother. A small dinner and a small dance—and George and Kathryn may be the beginning of an interesting experiment.”


    The Duchess was rarely mistaken. The experiment was interesting. For George—Lord Halwyn—it held a certain element of disaster. It was he who danced with Robin first. He had heard of the girl who was a sort of sublimated companion to his grandmother. He had encountered companions before. This one, as she flew like a blown leaf across the floor and laughed up into his face with wide eyes produced a new effect and was a new kind.


    He led her to the conservatory. He was extremely young and his fleeting emotions had never known a tight rein. An intoxicating hot-house perfume filled his nostrils. Suddenly he let himself go and was kissing the warm velvet of her slim little neck.


    “You—you—you’ve spoiled everything in the world!” she cried. “Now”—with a desolate, horrible little sob—“now I can only go back—back.” She spoke as if she were Cinderella and he had made the clock strike twelve. Her voice had absolute grief in it.


    “I say,”—he was contrite—“don’t speak like that. I beg pardon. I’ll grovel. Don’t— Oh, Kathryn! Come here!”


    This last because his sister had suddenly appeared.


    Kathryn bore Robin away. Boys like George didn’t really matter, she pointed out, though of course it was bad manners. She had been kissed herself, it seemed. As they walked between banked flowers she added:


    “By the way, somebody important has been assassinated in one of the Balkan countries. Lord Coombe has just come in and is talking it over with grandmamma.”


    As they neared the entrance to the ballroom she paused with a new kind of impish smile.


    “The very best looking boy in all England,” she said, “ is dancing with Sara Studleigh. He dropped in by chance to call and grandmamma made him stay. His name is Donal Muir. He is Lord Coombe’s heir. Here he comes. Look!”


    He was now scarcely two yards away. Almost as if he had been called he turned his eyes toward Robin and straight into hers they laughed—straight into hers.


    The incident of their meeting was faultlessly correct; also, when Lady Lothwell appeared, she presented him to Robin as if the brief ceremony were one of the most ordinary in existence.


    They danced for a time without a word. She wondered if he could not feel the beating of her heart.


    “That—is a beautiful waltz,” he said at last, as if it were a sort of emotional confidence.


    “Yes,” she answered. Only, “Yes.”


    Once round the great ballroom, twice, and he gave a little laugh and spoke again.


    “I am going to ask you a question. May I?”


    “Yes.”


    “Is your name Robin?”


    “Yes.” She could scarcely breathe it.


    “I thought it was. I hoped it was—after I first began to suspect. I hoped it was.”


    “It is—it is.”


    “Did we once play together in a garden?”


    “Yes—yes.”


    Back swept the years, and the wonderful happiness began again.


    In the shining ballroom the music rose and fell and swelled again into ecstasy as he held her white young lightness in his arm and they swayed and darted and swooped like things of the air—while the old Duchess and Lord Coombe looked on almost unseeing and talked in murmurs of Sarajevo.


  

    

      Chapter 1

    


    It was a soft starlit night mystically changing into dawn when Donal Muir left the tall, grave house on Eaton Square after the strangely enchanted dance given by the old Dowager Duchess of Darte. A certain impellingness of mood suggested that exercise would be a good thing and he decided to walk home. It was an impellingness of body as well as mind. He had remained later than the relative who had by chance been responsible for his being brought, an uninvited guest, to the party. The Duchess had not known that he was in London. It may also be accepted as a fact that to this festivity given for the pleasure of Mrs. Gareth-Lawless’ daughter, she might not have chosen to assume the responsibility of extending him an invitation. She knew something of his mother and had sometimes discussed her with her old friend, Lord Coombe. She admired Helen Muir greatly and was also much touched by certain aspects of her maternity. What Lord Coombe had told her of the meeting of the two children in the Gardens, of their innocent child passion of attraction for each other, and of the unchildlike tragedy their enforced parting had obviously been to both had at once deeply interested and moved her. Coombe had only been able to relate certain surface incidents connected with the matter, but they had been incidents not easy to forget and from which unusual things might be deduced. No! She would not have felt prepared to be the first to deliberately throw these two young people across each other’s paths at this glowing moment of their early blooming—knowing as she did Helen Muir’s strongly anxious desire to keep them apart.


    She had seen Donal Muir several times as the years had passed and had not been blind to the physical beauty and allure of charm the rest of the world saw and proclaimed with suitable adjectives. When the intimate friend who was his relative appeared with him in her drawing-room and she found standing before her, respectfully appealing for welcome with a delightful smile, this quite incomparably good-looking young man, she was conscious of a secret momentary disturbance and a recognition of the fact that something a shade startling had happened.


    “When a thing of the sort occurs entirely without one’s aid and rather against one’s will—one may as well submit,” she said later to Lord Coombe. “Endeavouring to readjust matters is merely meddling with Fate and always ends in disaster. As an incident, I felt there was a hint in it that it would be the part of wisdom to leave things alone.”


    She had watched the two dancing with a kind of absorption in her gaze. She had seen them go out of the room into the conservatory. She had known exactly when they had returned and, seeing the look on their young faces, had understood why the eyes of the beholders followed them.


    When Lord Coombe came in with the ominous story of the assassination at Sarajevo, all else had been swept from her mind. There had been place in her being for nothing but the shock of a monstrous recognition. She had been a gravely conscious looker-on at the slow but never ceasing growth of a world peril for too many years not to be widely awake to each sign of its development.


    “Servia, Russia, Austria, Germany. It will form a pretext and a clear road to France and England,” Lord Coombe had said.


    “A broad, clear road,” the Duchess had agreed breathlessly—and, while she gazed before her, ceased to see the whirl of floating and fluttering butterfly-wings of gauze or to hear the music to whose measure they fluttered and floated.


    But no sense of any connection with Sarajevo disturbed the swing of the fox trot or the measure of the tango, and when Donal Muir walked out into the summer air of the starlit street and lifted his face, because already a faint touch of primrose dawn was showing itself on the eastern sky, in his young world there was only recognition of a vague tumult of heart and brain and blood.


    “What’s the matter?” he was thinking. “What have I been doing—What have I been saying? I’ve been like a chap in a dream. I’m not awake yet.”


    All that he had said to the girl was a simple fact. He had exaggerated nothing. If, in what now seemed that long-ago past, he had not been a sturdy, normal little lad surrounded by love and friendliness, with his days full of healthy play and pleasure, the child tragedy of their being torn apart might have left ugly marks upon his mind, and lurked there, a morbid memory. And though, in time, rebellion and suffering had died away, he had never really forgotten. Even to the cricket-playing, larking boy at Eton there had now and then returned, with queer suddenness, recollections which gave him odd moments of resurrected misery. They passed away, but at long intervals they came back and always with absolute reality. At Oxford the intervals had been longer but a certain picture was one whose haunting never lost its clearness. It was a vision of a colour-warm child kneeling on the grass, her eyes uplifted, expressing only a lonely patience, and he could actually hear her humble little voice as she said:


    “I—I haven’t anything.” And it always roused him to rage.


    Then there was the piteous break in her voice when she hid her eyes with her arm and said of her beast of a mother:


    “She—doesn’t like me!”


    “Damn! Damn!” he used to say every time the thing came back. “Oh! damn!—damn!” And the expletive never varied in its spontaneity.


    As he walked under the primrose sky and breathed in the faint fragrant stir of the freshening morning air, he who had always felt joyously the sense of life knew more than ever before the keen rapture of living. The springing lightness of his own step as it rang on the pavement was part of it. It was as though he were still dancing and he almost felt something warm and light in his arm and saw a little head of dark silk near his breast.


    Throughout his life he had taken all his joys to his closest companion and nearest intimate—his mother. Theirs had not been a common life together. He had not even tried to explain to himself the harmony and gaiety of their nearness in which there seemed no separation of years. She had drawn and held him to the wonder of her charm and had been the fine flavour of his existence. It was actually true that he had so far had no boyish love affairs because he had all unconsciously been in love with the beautiful completeness of her.


    Always when he returned home after festivities, he paused for a moment outside her bedroom door because he so often found her awake and waiting to talk to him if he were inclined to talk—to listen—to laugh softly—or perhaps only to say good-night in her marvel of a voice—a marvel because its mellow note held such love.


    This time when, after entering the house and mounting the stairs he reached her door, he found it partly open.


    “Come in,” he heard her say. “I went to sleep very early and awakened half an hour ago. It is really morning.”


    She was sitting up in a deep chair by the window.


    “Let me look at you,” she said with a little laugh. “And then kiss me and go to bed.”


    But even the lovely, faint early light revealed something to her.


    “You walk like a young stag on the hillside,” she said. “You don’t want to go to sleep at all. What is it?”


    He sat on a low ottoman near her and laughed a little also.


    “I don’t know,” he answered, “ but I’m wide awake.”


    The English summer dawn is of a magical clear light and she could see him well. She had a thrilled feeling that she had never quite known before what a beautiful thing he was—how perfect and shining fair in his boy manhood.


    “Mother,” he said, “ you won’t remember perhaps—it’s a queer thing that I should myself—but I have never really forgotten. There was a child I played with in some garden when I was a little chap. She was a beautiful little thing who seemed to belong to nobody—”


    “She belonged to a Mrs. Gareth-Lawless,” Helen interpolated.


    “Then you do remember?”


    “Yes, dear. You asked me to go to the Gardens with you to see her. And Mrs. Gareth-Lawless came in by chance and spoke to me.”


    “And then we had suddenly to go back to Scotland. I remember you wakened me quite early in the morning—I thought it was the middle of the night.” He began to speak rather slowly as if he were thinking it over. “You didn’t know that, when you took me away, it was a tragedy. I had promised to play with her again and I felt as if I had deserted her hideously. It was not the kind of a thing a little chap usually feels—it was something different—something more. And to-night it actually all came back. I saw her again, mother.”


    He was so absorbed that he did not take in her involuntary movement.


    “You saw her again! Where?”


    “The old Duchess of Darte was giving a small dance for her. Hallowe took me—”


    “Does the Duchess know Mrs. Gareth-Lawless?” Helen had a sense of breathlessness.


    “I don’t quite understand the situation. It seems the little thing insists on earning her own living and she is a sort of companion and secretary to the Duchess. Mother, she is just the same!”


    The last words were a sort of exclamation. As he uttered them, there came back to her the day when—a little boy—he had seemed as though he were speaking as a young man might have spoken. Now he was a young man, speaking almost as if he were a little boy—involuntarily revealing his exaltation.


    As she had felt half frightened years before, so she felt wholly frightened now. He was not a little boy any longer. She could not sweep him away in her arms to save him from danger. Also she knew more of the easy, fashionably accepted views of the morals of pretty Mrs. Gareth-Lawless, still lightly known with some cynicism as “Feather.” She knew what Donal did not. His relationship to the Head of the House of Coombe made it unlikely that gossip should choose him as the exact young man to whom could be related stories of his distinguished relative, Mrs. Gareth-Lawless and her girl. But through the years Helen Muir had unavoidably heard things she thought particularly hideous. And here the child was again “just the same.”


    “She has only grown up.” His laugh was like a lightly indrawn breath. “Her cheek is just as much like a rose petal. And that wonderful little look! And her eyelashes. Just the same! Do girls usually grow up like that? It was the look most. It’s a sort of asking and giving—both at once.”


    There it was! And she had nothing to say. She could only sit and look at him—at his beautiful youth all alight with the sudden flame of that which can set a young world on fire and sweep on its way either carrying devastation or clearing a path to Paradise.


    His own natural light unconsciousness was amazing. He only knew that he was in delightful high spirits. The dancing, the music, the early morning were, he thought, accountable for it.


    She bent forward to kiss his cheek and she patted his hand.


    “My dear! My dear!” she said. “How you have enjoyed your evening!”


    “There never was anything more perfect,” with the light laugh again. “Everything was delightful—the rooms, the music, the girls in their pretty frocks like a lot of flowers tossed about. She danced like a bit of thistledown. I didn’t know a girl could be so light. The back of her slim little neck looks as fine and white and soft as a baby’s. I am so glad you were awake. Are you sure you don’t want to go to sleep again?” suddenly.


    “Not in the least. Look at the sun beginning to touch the tips of the little white clouds with rose. That stir among the leaves of the plane trees is the first delicious breath of the morning. Go on and tell me all about the party.”


    “It’s a perfect time to talk,” he laughed.


    And there he sat and made gay pictures for her of what he had seen and done. He thought he was giving her mere detail of the old Duchess’ dance. He did not know that when he spoke of new tangos, of flowers, of music and young nymphs like tossed blossoms, he never allowed her for a moment to lose sight of Mrs. Gareth-Lawless’ girl. She was the light floating over his vision of the happy youth of the assembly—she was the centre—the beginning and the ending of it all.


  

    

      Chapter 2

    


    If some uncomplex minded and even moderately articulate man or woman, living in some small, ordinary respectable London house and going about his or her work in the customary way, had been prompted by chance upon June 29th, 1914, to begin to keep on that date a day-by-day diary of his or her ordinary life, the effects of huge historic events, as revealed by the every-day incidents to be noted in the streets, to be heard in his neighbours’ houses as well as among his fellow workers, to be read in the penny or half-penny newspapers, would have resulted—if the record had been kept faithfully and without any self-conscious sense of audience—between 1914 and 1918 in the gradual compiling of a human document of immense historical value. Compared with it, the diaries of Defoe and Pepys would pale and be flavourless. But it must have been begun in June, 1914, and have been written with the casualness of that commonplace realism which is the most convincing realism of all. It is true that the expression of the uncomplex mind is infrequently articulate, but the record which would bring home the clearest truth would be the one unpremeditatedly depicting the effect produced upon the wholly unprepared and undramatic personality by the monstrous drama, as the Second Deluge rose for its apparent overwhelming, carrying upon its flood old civilisations broken from anchor and half submerged as they tossed on the rising and raging waves. Such a priceless treasure as this might have been the quite unliterary and unromantic diary of any—say, Mr. James Simpson of any house number in any respectable side street in Regents Park, or St. Johns Wood or Hampstead. One can easily imagine him, sitting in his small, comfortable parlour and bending over his blotting-pad in unilluminated cheerful absorption after his day’s work. It can also without any special intellectual effort be imagined that the record might have begun with some such seemingly unprophetic entry as follows:—


    “June 29th, 1914. I made up my mind when I was at the office to-day that I would begin to keep a diary. I have thought several times that I would, and Harriet thinks it would be a good thing because we should have it to refer to when there was any little dispute about dates and things that have happened. To-night seemed a good time because there is something to begin the first entry with. Harriet and I spent part of the evening in reading the newspaper accounts of the assassination of the Austrian Archduke and his wife. There seems to be a good deal of excitement about it because he was the next heir to the Austrian throne. The assassination occurred in Bosnia at a place called Sarajevo. Crawshaw, whose desk is next to mine in the office, believes it will make a nice mess for the Bosnians and Servians because they have been rather troublesome about wanting to be united into one country instead of two, and called Greater Serbia. That seems a silly sort of reason for throwing bombs and killing people. But foreigners have a way of thinking bombs settle everything. Harriet brought out her old school geography and we looked up Sarajevo on the map of Austria-Hungary. It was hard to find because the print was small and it was spelt Saraievo—without any j in it. It was just on the line between Bosnia and Servia and the geography said it was the chief city in Bosnia. Harriet said it was a queer thing how these places on maps never seemed like real places when you looked them up and just read their names and yet probably the people in them were as real to themselves as we were, and there were streets in them as real as Lupton Street where we were sitting, finding them on the map on the sitting-room table. I said that bombs were pretty real things and the sound of this one when it exploded seemed to have reached a long way to judge from the newspapers and the talk in London. Harriet said my putting it like that gave her a queer feeling—almost as if she had heard it and it had made her jump. Somehow it seemed something like it to me. At any rate we sat still a minute or two, thinking it over. Then Harriet got up and went into the kitchen and made some nice toasted cheese for our supper before we went to bed.”


    Men of the James Simpson type were among the many who daily passed Coombe House on their way to and from their office work. Some of them no doubt caught sight of Lord Coombe himself as he walked or drove through the entrance gates. Their knowledge of him was founded upon rumoured stories, repeated rather privately among themselves. He was a great swell and there weren’t many shady things he hadn’t done and didn’t know the ins and outs of, but his remoteness from their own lives rendered these accepted legends scarcely prejudicial. The perfection of his clothes, and his unusual preservation of physical condition and good looks, also his habit of the so-called “week-end” continental journeys, were the points chiefly recalled by the incidental mention of his name.


    If James Simpson, on his way home to Lupton Street with his friend Crawshaw, chanced to see his lordship’s car standing before his door a few days after the bomb throwing in Sarajevo, he might incidentally have referred to him somewhat in this wise:—


    “As we passed by Coombe House the Marquis of Coombe came out and got into his car. There were smart leather valises and travelling things in it and a rug or so, as if he was going on some journey. He is a fine looking man for one that’s lived the life he has and reached his age. I don’t see how he’s done it, myself. When I said to Crawshaw that it looked as if he was going away for the week end, Crawshaw said that perhaps he was taking Saturday to Monday off to run over to talk to the Kaiser and old Franz Josef about the Sarajevo business, and he might telephone to the Czar about it because he’s intimate with them all, and the whole lot seem to be getting mixed up in the thing and writing letters and sending secret telegrams. It seems to be turning out, as Crawshaw said it would, into a nice mess for Servia. Austria is making it out that the assassination really was committed to stir up trouble, and says it wasn’t done just by a crazy anarchist, but by a secret society working for its own ends. Crawshaw came in to supper and we talked it all over. Harriet gave us cold beef and pickled onions and beer, and we looked at the maps in the old geography again. We got quite interested in finding places. Bosnia and Servia (it’s often spelled Serbia) are close up against Austria-Hungary, and Germany and Russia are close against the other side. They can get into each other’s countries without much travelling. I heard to-day that Russia will have to help Servia if she has a row with Austria. Crawshaw says that will give Germany the chance she’s been waiting for and that she will try to get through Belgium to England. He says she hates England. Harriet began to look pale as she studied the map and saw how little Belgium was and that the Channel was so narrow. She said she felt as if England had been silly to let herself get so slack and she almost wished she hadn’t looked at the geography. She said she couldn’t help thinking how awful it would be to see the German army marching up Regent Street and camping in Hyde Park, and who in goodness’ name knew what they might do to people if they hated England so? She actually looked as if she would have cried if Crawshaw and I hadn’t chaffed her and made her laugh by telling her we would join the army; and Crawshaw began to shoulder arms with the poker and I got my new umbrella.”


    In this domesticated and almost comfortable fashion did the greatest tragedy the human race has known since the beginning of the world gradually prepare its first scenes and reveal glimpses of itself, as the curtain of Time was, during that June, slowly raised by the hand of Fate.


    This is not what is known as a “war story.” It is not even a story of the War, but a relation of incidents occurring amidst and resulting from the strenuousness of a period to which “the War” was a background so colossal that it dwarfed all events, except in the minds of those for whom such events personally shook and darkened or brightened the world. Nothing can dwarf personal anguish at its moment of highest power; to the last agony and despairing terror of the heart-wrung the cataclysm of earthquake, tornado, shipwreck is but the awesome back drop of the scene.


    Also—incidentally—the story is one of the transitions in, and convulsive changes of, points of view produced by the convulsion itself which flung into new perspective the whole surface of the earth and the races existing upon it.


    The Head of the House of Coombe had, as he said, been born at once too early and too late to admit of any fixed establishment of tastes and ideals. His existence had been passed in the transition from one era to another—the Early Victorian, under whose disappearing influences he had spent his youth; the Late Victorian and Edwardian, in whose more rapidly changing atmosphere he had ripened to maturity. He had, during this transition, seen from afar the slow rising of the tidal wave of the Second Deluge; and in the summer days of 1914 he heard the first low roaring of its torrential swell, and visualised all that the overwhelming power of its bursting flood might sweep before it and bury forever beneath its weight.


    He made seemingly casual crossings of the Channel and journeys which were made up of the surmounting of obstacles, and when he returned, brought with him a knowledge of things which it would have been unwise to reveal carelessly to the general public. The mind of the general public had its parallel, at the moment, in the temperature of a patient in the early stages of, as yet, undiagnosed typhoid or any other fever. Restless excitement and spasmodic heats and discomforts prompted and ruled it. Its tendency was to nervous discontent and suspicious fearfulness of approaching, vaguely formulated, evils. These risings of temperature were to be seen in the very streets and shops. People were talking—talking—talking. Ordinary people, common people, all kinds of classes. The majority of them did not know what they were talking about; most of them talked either uneducated, frightened or blustering nonsense, but everybody talked more or less. Enormous numbers of newspapers were bought and flourished about, or pored over anxiously. Numbers of young Germans were silently disappearing from their places in shops, factories and warehouses. That was how Germany showed her readiness for any military happening. Her army was already trained and could be called from any country and walk in life. A mysterious unheard command called it and it was obliged to obey. The entire male population of England had not been trained from birth to regard itself as an immense military machine, ready at any moment for action. The James Simpson type of Englishman indulged in much discussion of the pros and cons of enforced military training of youth. Germany’s well known contempt of the size and power of the British Army took on an aspect which filled the James Simpsons with rage. They had not previously thought of themselves as martial, because middle-class England was satisfied with her belief in her strength and entire safety. Of course she was safe. She always had been. Britannia Rules the Waves and the James Simpsons were sure that incidentally she ruled everything else. But as there stole up behind the mature Simpsons the haunting realization that, if England was “drawn in” to a war, it would be the young Simpsons who must gird their loins and go forth to meet Goliath in his armour, with only the sling and stone of untrained youth and valour as their weapon, there were many who began to feel that even inconvenient drilling and discipline might have been good things.


    “There is something quite thrilling in going about now,” said Feather to Coombe, after coming in from a shopping round, made in her new electric brougham. “One doesn’t know what it is, but it’s in the air. You see it in people’s faces. Actually shop girls give one the impression of just having stopped whispering together when you go into a place and ask for something. A girl who was trying on some gloves for me—she was a thin girl with prominent watery eyes—had such a frightened look, that I said to her, just to see what she would say—‘ I wonder what would happen to the shops if England got into war?’ She turned quite white and answered, ‘Oh, Madam, I can’t bear to think of it. My favourite brother’s a soldier. He’s such a nice big fellow and we’re so fond of him. And he’s always talking about it. He says Germany’s not going to let England keep out. We’re so frightened—mother and me.’ She almost dropped a big tear on my glove. It would be quite exciting if England did go in.”
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