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Introduction

 


On August 4,
2015, one hundred years to the day after World War I erupted onto
the headlines of newspapers the world around, Mary Russell’s War began to appear as weekly instalments in a blog kept
by Laurie R. King. The journal, like everything else Miss Russell
writes, is both autobiography and cool reporting, laced throughout
with a vein of her distinctive dry humour. Here, young Mary’s
commitment to recording the progress of world events weaves in and
out of her own personal narrative, the two bleeding into each other
until the stories of the girl and the century begin eerily to mesh.
The vivid words of the journal, combined with the photographs,
newspaper clippings, post-cards, and such that Miss Russell slipped
among its pages, give us a taste not only of the times, but of this
young woman’s extraordinary mind—and of the rich and eventful life
that is before her.

 Since the
1994 publication of the first Russell memoir, The Beekeeper’s Apprentice, a stream of stories (all of them under the
“authorship” of Laurie R. King, for reasons explained by Miss
Russell elsewhere[1]) have
continued to uncover the remarkable adventures of this young woman
and her partner-turned-husband Sherlock Holmes. In addition to the
“novels” that make up Miss Russell’s memoirs, an assortment of
supplemental material in the form of “short stories” and the like
offer insight into previously unexplored corners of their
lives[2].

And yet, it
is equally striking how often Miss Russell chooses
not to reveal matters. Her relationship with parents and
brother, for example, is given in small (though illuminating)
vignettes; details are sparse of her work with the psychiatric
doctor Leah Ginsberg; one searches in vain for the precise
locations of houses, or even their physical
characteristics.

Yes, one is forced to read
between the lines, here as elsewhere in the Russell Memoirs. A
reader even begins to wonder if this is not a large part of their
appeal: one gets the very clear sensation, even when Russell is
little more than a child, that privacy is paramount, and that any
conclusions regarding her person will require a great deal of
research, a thorough analysis, and a lot of just plain
investigation.

As is, on reflection, only
appropriate.
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 Mary Russell: My War
Journal






4 August
1914

I was fourteen when I first
heard about the War. Fourteen years and 214 days, with my nose (as
usual) in a book as I walked down the stairs.

At least,
that’s how Mother says I shall remember this day. And Father
agrees: the War will be both long and hard, for all the European
countries and the Empire beyond. Flo’s parents—Flo carries the rôle
of my best friend, so of course I telephoned to her about Britain’s
declaration of War immediately I had finished my meal, although it
was a brief conversation since Mother and Father both wished to use
the instrument, yet they would not allow me to go to Flo’s house,
oh, when will I be permitted to take a simple walk
without a chaperone?—at any rate, Flo’s parents are of the opinion
that England will sweep up the German army in no time. However,
since Mother has a dreary way of being right about
everything, I thought I might mark the occasion by taking out
the Journal she gave me for my birthday 214 days ago, and begin
writing in it. If she’s wrong, I shall show her this, as a
demonstration of her fallibility.

Everyone has been talking about
war for what seems like my entire life—certainly long before the
Archduke and his wife were shot in Sarajevo at the end of June. I
have to admit that I have yet to understand precisely what the heir
to a Bohemian throne (will I ever be able to hear that name without
envisioning Sherlock Holmes and Irene Adler?) has to do with an
invasion of Belgium. Judging by the conversation of many adults and
the cross-purposes of the newspaper editorials, I am not the only
one to whom the sequence is unclear.

Still, one thing is clear: the
fuse of the powder-keg that is Europe has been set alight.

Looking at what I have written
here, I realise that I must decide how much explication a Diary
requires. Do I explain as to a stranger the basic facts of my life?
Or do I make notes that might remind a future, absent-minded self
that, it being 1914, I live in San Francisco though I was born in
England? That my mother is Jewish and my father Christian? I
suppose that the possibilities of unfamiliar eyes seeing this means
I ought to introduce myself. Very well: my name is Mary Judith
Emily Russell (though I never use the name Emily), daughter of
Charles Russell (of Boston, Massachusetts) and Judith Rebecca
Russell (née Klein, of London, England.) I am a day younger than
the Twentieth Century, and in addition to being fourteen years and
214 days old, I am tall for a girl, nearsighted, with blonde hair
the same shade as my father’s (although considerably longer) and
the blue eyes that often go with that colour. I have a brother,
Levi, who is nine years old and resembles our mother, being dark of
hair and eye, sharp of tongue and wit, and irritatingly right about
things. Especially mathematics. He’s something of a genius. I’m
merely very smart.

I probably shouldn’t have
written that, since if he finds this he’ll take it as an admission
that he has the superior mind. If you are reading this, Levi,
remember that even Sherlock Holmes wasn’t as bright as a woman.

[image: ]


11
August

I have decided to write in this
journal, not daily (as the name suggests) but once a week. There is
so much turmoil, so rapid a shift of events, that thoughtful
reflection requires a week’s span.

It is
appalling to think what is happening in Europe. Every morning’s
paper shouts the headlines: BRITISH AND GERMAN FLEETS IN BATTLE. GERMANS
OVERCOME BELGIANS’ DEFENSES AT CITY OF LIEGE. Even AEROPLANES PLAY BIG PART IN LIEGE ATTACK. The fighting in
midair was desultory, but deadly. A huge Zeppelin sailed over Liege
during the early fighting, but was pursued by a Belgian aeroplanist
who risked and lost his life in destroying it. GERMANS BAD SHOTS,
SAY PILOTS.

[image: ]

Noble little Belgium. Father
put up a map of Europe in the library, and places pins at each new
report. He tells me the Germans are following a war plan that
depends on rapidly overrunning the countryside between them and
Paris, and in the past week, Belgium’s grim defence has slowed the
Kaiser. May God grant that this has given France time to prepare
for invasion.

America, of
course, has declared herself neutral, offering to negotiate between
the parties: TENDER OF GOOD
OFFICES BRINGS NO RESPONSE.

This despite atrocity: in one
conquered town, the Germans took fourteen residents, shooting
eight, hanging two—but letting the Mayor go, since the Germans had
been his dinner guests the previous evening. I do not understand
military thinking. I suppose that when many of those fighting one’s
soldiers are, in fact, civilians with weapons, there is no division
between uniforms and not.

There are some
portions of the world not in flames: PEACE IS NEAR IN WAR-TORN MEXICO. And the newspaper corner advertisements that in the
early days were for maps of Europe and a rather tasteless advert
for spectacles (Will War
Advance Price of Glasses?)
have returned to weather reports and apartments for lease on Nob
Hill.

But the world appears to be in
flames. And not only in Europe.

My parents are arguing. At
night, and behind closed doors, but they are arguing, long and
hard. Even Levi has heard them, although he has been as unable to
hear what they are saying as I.

My parents never argue.

 Never.
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18
August
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I was at the Greenfield house
last night (the daughter, Florence, was more or less assigned me as
a friend when we came back to San Francisco two years ago, since
our mothers share many interests and organisations—although truth
to tell, I find more to talk about with Flo’s brother Frank) and
found the family almost completely detached from the War. Mrs
Greenfield seems more concerned at the potential disruption of
their travel plans for next summer than any political turmoil or
loss of life: she is convinced that fighting will be over by
Christmas, but worries over damage to monuments and shortages of
wine and fois gras. When I told her that in Father’s opinion, the
War would be a long one, she merely gave one of her ear-splitting
laughs and told me not to worry my pretty head. I left before I
could say anything rude (which would invariably subject me to one
of Mother’s lectures) and collected Frankie for a rather violent
game of kick-the-can.

The Parents’ ongoing argument,
I have determined, concerns the War. Mother wants to go home, to
England. Father absolutely refuses to permit it. Or rather (I’ve
located an attic corner with a section of plaster thin enough that
sound travels up from Mother’s dressing room) Father refuses to
permit her to take Levi and me with her. And although the two of
them are habituated to spending long periods separated by the
Atlantic, with Mother and us in England while Father comes and goes
from his business concerns in America, she has never been separated
from Levi and me for more than a few days. And as their overheard
conversations have made clear, she does not intend to be now.

So, it looks
as if we are to be stuck in neutral territory—America—until the War
is over. (On one point they agree: this will not be a matter of
weeks, despite Mrs Greenfield.) When I told all this to Levi (who
although only nine, is nonetheless more intelligent than most of
the adults I know) he very rightly pointed out that, as
half-English citizens, we had a responsibility to serve the King in
any way we could. And (as an article in the Chronicle described last week) if a woman on the train from Antwerp
could discover a German spy on the point of releasing carrier
pigeons hidden in a bag, surely we could do no less.

Thus, two nights ago, when we
heard four brief blasts of a ship’s horn, we both suspected it was
the German cruiser that has been lurking out at sea, waiting to
fill its coal stores. A newspaper article five days ago reported
that the Leipsic had wirelessed for permission to enter the
harbour, and had also sent ashore two of its sailors for medical
attention, so we knew it would slip in sooner or later. When the
horn sounded, we were ready. I met Levi at the front door, and we
made it almost all the way down Gough Street before a patrol
spotted the pale coat Levi had insisted on wearing, and took us
home again. Mother was not happy. Father pretended to be angry, but
I could see that he was also amused. It will be difficult to slip
away for the next couple of days, to keep an eye on the Leipsic,
although it is reported to be lying between Fort Mason and Alcatras
Island, so I may be able to see it from the rooftop with Father’s
field glasses, once Mother goes to her meeting this afternoon.

I am cross with Levi. I fear
that my brother, bright though he may be, lacks the instincts of a
criminal—or of a good detective.

(Which reminds
me—there is to be a new Sherlock Holmes story in
The Strand, beginning next month! A serial novel that begins, “The Manor House of Birlstone, Chapter I, The
Warning,” with Sherlock
Holmes making snappish remarks as he stares at a slip of paper he
has drawn from an envelope! Oh, how is it possible to
simultaneously adore and loathe a thing—a good long story, but one
that demands months
of waiting?
 Petty of me, I know,
but I do hope the magazine continues to cross the
Atlantic without delay during the hostilities. At least during the
period that The Valley of
Fear is being
published.)

As if to confirm the need for
citizen spies, this morning’s Chronicle brought the War’s proximity
into focus. I shall copy the article:

SEA FIGHT IS HEARD ON SOUTH
COAST

MONTEREY, August 17—Firing at
sea was heard this evening by J. Lewis, superintendent of
instruction at the Y.W.C.A. camp at Asilmar. It was in the
direction of the heads, near Santa Cruz, northwest of here. A heavy
fog has obscured the view.
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Lewis says that the firing
started at 7:20 and lasted until after 8 o’clock. It is believed
the French cruiser Montelam, which left San Diego Saturday, has
engaged with the German cruiser Nurnberg.

Several others at Asilmar,
Pacific Grove and New Monterey have reported hearing heavy firing
at sea.

 



I believe that the War will require service from
us all before the end, even fourteen year-old girls.


25
August

Reading the headlines, a
rational person must wonder precisely what it means to be a
“neutral” country. We in California are not at war, but at the same
time, even a casual observer (Is there such a thing, in this age?)
can see that the United States are merely undeclared allies of
England. It is the unspoken truth behind the wording of such
newspaper articles as this:

CRUISER LEIPZIG STANDS OFF
SHORE

Fear of Seizure by the Germans
May Halt Departure of the Royal Mail Liner Moana.

The German cruiser Leipzig,
which left port early yesterday morning after taking on coal and
stores, ostensibly bound for the German port of Apia, via Honolulu,
was still off port at 9 o’clock when spoken by the incoming liner
Wilhemina.…

Laden with a million-dollar
cargo, the Moana would make a rich prize for the German and, it is
said in shipping circles, would be just the seizure that would aid
the Leipzig, both as a shield and a coal supply ship if the
foreigner intends to proceed to Apia. The Leipzig has only coal
enough to steam 3500 miles, and it is more than 4000 miles to the
German port.

In the event that it is the
intention of the Leipzig to continue her cruise on the Pacific
coast she would need plenty of fuel, and to this end might lie in
wait for coal-laden windjammers and steamers which at frequent
intervals come here from Australia.

[image: ]

That was Wednesday. Thursday’s
paper all but accused the German-registered steamer Mazatlan of
plotting to transfer much of the coal and provisions it had taken
on board into the Nurnberg. Now, I am no friend of the Kaiser, but
regarding America’s so-called neutrality: were the Mazatlan’s
country of registry to be Great Britain, would this question even
arise?

Levi went to ask Papa to take
us down to Pier 17 for a look at the Mazatlan, but Papa refused.
Had he suggested a jolly ride in the new Maxwell, it would have
been an easy matter to urge our path towards the waterfront, but
overt reconnaissance of a suspected War Ship was unacceptable. Levi
will never learn, that with Mama it is possible to be direct, but
when it comes to Papa, particularly when he is in a temper as he
has been this week, the oblique approach is better.

Matters
appeared to have reached a head on Saturday, all of which Papa
spent behind the closed door of his library, typing
furiously[3]
without so much as a break for
luncheon. When he came out, late in the afternoon, late in the
afternoon, he had a stamped envelope in his hand (too flat for an
entire day’s worth of typing). I did contrive to glance at it while
he was putting on his hat, and saw that it was addressed to the War
Office in Washington, DC. Papa was gone just long enough to walk to
the nearest posting box, during which time I naturally made a
thorough search of the library, but found no sign of his long
labours. This can only mean that he had locked his manuscript away
in the safe.

(Note to self: locate a
safe-cracker willing to teach the trade to a young girl.)

[image: ]

After Papa had gone upstairs to
bath and shave (both of which he normally does in the morning), he
came down, poured himself a drink half again as generous as his
usual serving, and gave Mama a kiss on the back of her neck. I note
this because the past two weeks have seen the two of them decidedly
cool, and although I have no wish to encounter the sloppy emotions
parents occasionally reveal, I admit that it is more desirable to
have parents in accord than parents at odds. My own are, in
general, of an amiable and co-operative disposition, although there
have been times, particularly before we moved back here from
England in 1912, when walking around them was like sailing into
port through a field of mines.

Sunday Levi and I took
breakfast on our own, with Mah (our cook) in the kitchen. Sunday
afternoon, Papa took us down to Golden Gate Park, where he produced
a quite marvellous Chinese kite, which rode the stiff breeze like
some magical creature.

Monday seemed almost ordinary,
by comparison with the last two weeks.

The War news seems to be either
triumphant or disastrous, depending on which headline one reads.
Last night, I made the mistake of asking Papa how long it might be
before we had a chance to travel through the new canal in Panama,
since the Germans seemed determined to lock us behind a fence of
warships. My innocent question led to an hour spent with the new
War Map (19¢ from the San Francisco Chronicle: is this not war
profiteering?) spread out over the table in his library. This key
point, it seems, is why Japan’s entry into the War yesterday was
such a blessing, particularly for those of us on the Pacific Coast:
The Japanese navy is keeping the German Pacific fleet bottled up in
their port on the southern peninsula of China, leaving only two
ships—the Nurnberg and the Leipzig—free to threaten coastal cities
and make raids on Allied shipping.

That is something of a relief,
although even the presence of those two ships will prevent the
Russell family from sailing for the Panama Canal any time soon.
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However, the week’s news has
also provided me with a weapon against the parents. The next time a
lecture looms on the horizon, I shall be ready with a very
different article with which to distract an uncomfortable mother or
father:

YOUNG LOCHINVAR KIDNAPS GIRL IN
AUTOMOBILE

Youth Steals the Object of His
Affections, but Is Captured in San Jose.

 


There follows
the tale of a 17 year old nurse-girl kidnapped at point of revolver
(from Baker Street, which is not far from here—shades of the
“Solitary Cyclist”!) and driven to San Jose, where the man planned
to force a county clerk to issue a marriage license, and a minister
to perform a marriage. “Throughout the seizure of Miss Broadhurst was of the most
exciting nature. Screams and shots aroused the entire
neighborhood…”


This young man does not sound like Walter Scott’s
hero to me—“faithful in love and dauntless in war.” However, he
does seem potentially useful, since questions about the incident
could serve to loose me rapidly from the parental presence, if
needs be—certainly when it comes to Papa, who turns quite
endearingly pink when certain topics come before us.


1
September

The Germans
continue their advance on Paris, despite the valiant efforts of
Belgium. LOSSES ARE HEAVY ON
BOTH SIDES. The French and
English are lined up against the Kaiser along a vast line, digging
in their toes against the push. Casualties on Both Sides are Appalling. Aeroplanes, meanwhile, pass over their heads
to drop bombs on Paris, hitting near the Gare de l’Est.
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On this side of the globe,
British ships have captured the German port of Apia, which will
give the Nurnberg and Leipzig one fewer source of provisioning.
Closer to home, however, the papers talk of the arrest of two
burglars: one was caught when his snores woke the woman who had
gone to sleep in the bed over his hiding place, and the other was
arrested when he got stuck attempting to climb in through a
transom.

I do not think
the residents of San Francisco are sufficiently concerned with the
War in Europe. Could it be merely the readers of the
Chronicle? Father came home early from work today, closeting
himself in his library again. This time, there was no pounding of
the type-writer, merely silence and the odour of his pipe. After an
hour of this, Mother let herself in. I contrived to be in line of
sight when she did so, and saw him sitting in his leather chair
with a typed letter in his hand. I have yet to locate a duct or
thin place in the walls that gives me access to library
conversations.

Why
do parents persist in keeping things
from their children? This is a very foolish way to run a family,
and is based on the assumption that minors lack either intelligence
or common sense. Until recently, I would have thought this a
mistake my own parents would not make. It is disappointing to
discover otherwise.

Until I can uncover the source
of all these familial mysteries, I amuse myself by collecting
examples of War-time absurdities. Such as the following
article:

Rudyard Kipling Is Arrested on
Suspicion.
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LONDON—Rudyard Kipling, who
lives near Brighton, on the south coast, was arrested as a
suspicious person while taking one of his regular constitutionals
along the sea front.

He entered into the fun of the
thing: in fact he was delighted at being mistaken for a possible
German spy, inasmuch as it proved to him in a most convincing
manner that a vigilant watch is being kept.

Kipling was detained for some
time, during which he was searched, but eventually his identity was
established, and he was set free with apologies.


8
September

School is now fully under way.
Not that Levi and I are directly concerned with classrooms, but our
tutors follow the schedule of public school, thus rendering us now
as occupied with books and chalkboards as any child of the city. I
have two tutors this year. In the afternoons, a nervous
ex-schoolmaster with dandruff over his shoulders coaches me through
the scientific side of the curriculum, while in the mornings, Miss
Warren, the same teacher I have had since we returned here two
years ago, is responsible for the less meaty part of my education,
from American and English history to Greek philosophers. She
herself is English, which is a help when it comes to my spelling,
which tends to meander between the two systems unless firmly
brought to heel. This year she has also taken on the duty of
driving some modicum of general knowledge into Levi’s single-track
mind, an uphill battle. Perhaps I should suggest that if she can
find a way to present her material in some form of puzzle, a prime
way to capture Levi’s attention, she would have better luck with
the actual content.

Speaking of uphill
battles: several hundred thousand Frenchmen are furiously digging a
complicated system of entrenchments outside of Paris. Is the idea
that the Kaiser’s men will fall into it as they press forward?
Trenches seem hardly more adequate than a row of sharpened stakes
when it comes to foiling the advance of a modern army, or even
slowing it much: every fortress in the north of France is now in
German hands. I see on Mother’s face, and in the long hours at her
War Work, that she dreads one morning to hear the news-boys’ shout,
“Kaiser crossing the Channel!” Her ladies’ maid, Phillips, has left
for home, and Mother has said she will not replace her, but instead
devote Phillips’ salary to buying aeroplanes—that being her War
Work (a phrase she pronounces with Capital Letters.)
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I should perhaps pause to note
that Mother has decided to raise funds to buy aeroplanes for
British pilots to fly over the Front. She has entered into this
with as much methodical devotion as she does any other matter, with
the result that her study is now the headquarters of this
diminutive organisation, with thrice-weekly meetings and such a
quantity of mail that the Post Office has added a delivery to this
neighbourhood.

While Parisians dig trenches,
on this side of the world, one of the two German cruisers that have
haunted the Pacific was finally spotted:

CRUISER NURNBERG WILL SAIL
STRIPPED TO FIGHT

Commander of German Craft Says
Vessel May Be His Coffin

HONOLULU—The German cruiser
Nurnberg, whose whereabouts have been a mystery since she left here
early last month, appeared off this port early today.

Inasmuch as the Nurnberg left
this port thirty-five days ago, just before war was declared
between Germany and Great Britain, she is entitled now to take on
as much coal and no more as will carry her to the nearest home port
and may remain in Honolulu twenty-four hours.

Where that port now is becomes
a point for the international lawyers to decide. The British have
seized German Samoa, and the Japanese are blockading German’s naval
base in Kiso-Chow bay.

 


And elsewhere:

Nothing has been seen of the
German cruiser Leipzig, the only other German warship in the
Pacific not bottled up in Kido-Chow bay.

 


It is
difficult to locate “Kido-Chow” on the atlas of China, that being
one of the many foreign cities given half a dozen completely
unrelated spellings. Micah, who took a day off work from his
bookstore in Chinatown to help Mother in the garden, found it for
me. He tells me that the word is something closer to “Chiaow-show”.
Between the typographical errors and its wilful mistakes,
the Chronicle
is proving less than dependable as a
source of geographical knowledge.

I scoured the papers in vain
for any further arrests of English literary figures out for a
stroll on the coast. Were I a famous writer, I should do my best to
be captured staring out to sea, a flag-like scarf clasped in my
hand. It would no doubt do wonders for one’s sales figures.

 


(Later that day.)

Today’s paper, which I read
after having written the above (one’s parents, inevitably, are
granted the day’s news first) contained an exciting update:

BATTLE-SHIP PURSUING GERMAN
CRUISER

British Dreadnought Australia
Reported to Be in Chase of Kaiser’s Nurnberg, Which Left Honolulu
September 1st, After Taking Coal.

It is believed here that the
Australia cable to British Columbia was cut by the Nurnberg.
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My fellow Californians seem
completely oblivious of any threat. Mother has her war work, Father
clearly is up to something (he has yet to explain that letter to
the War Office!), but what are those who are technically under age
to do? Are Levi and I—objectively speaking, two of the more gifted
minds in the city—to concern ourselves with nothing but
mathematical problems and English poetry? After much discussion, he
and I went to Father in the library this evening to put the
proposition before him, and in the end, Papa did at least agree to
tutor us in German, one of the languages in which he is fluent.

That will not be sufficient,
but at least we have succeeded in planting the thought in his
distracted mind.


 


15
September

Last week,
Levi circled an article in the news concerning a boy of
fourteen years and eleven months who was serving in the German
army, leaving it prominently on the library table. Father said
nothing. Then this morning, the news included mention of Mrs
Vanderbilt washing dishes in the scullery of a Paris Red Cross
Hospital. A full range of volunteers, except for us.

As for
deaths, the casualties roll includes Honourables, a viscount, a
lord, and the brother of a duke, while Mother has received a third
letter concerning the loss of English childhood friends. Closer to
home, a dispatch from New Zealand now reports no fewer than
five German cruisers in the Pacific!  Yet a local company,
playing on all these headlines of death and terror, saw fit to
compose an advert saying:

[image: ]

Some
sales-man no doubt thinks himself most clever.

A letter came
from my grandmother in Boston, bemoaning the interruption of
fashion out of France (!) and the departure of a good friend for
Germany, and included a note to me (on flowered paper) asking if I
was wearing my hair up yet, and if so did I wish Granny to buy me
some combs for my Christmas present? It pains me to consider that I
am related to this person, who has as little sense of the world as
Flo’s mother. In the meantime, a woman explorer has discovered a
new mountain in Canada, Father enjoyed a baseball game at Ewing
field, and the Kaiser has been approached with an exchange of peace
terms.

When I
complained at dinner last night (admittedly, in a voice of
considerable distress) that I felt as if my brain were being torn
across like a sheet of paper, Father ordered me to stop reading the
news, and Mother suggested I speak with her friend Dr Ginsberg
about my distress. (Dr Ginsberg, a woman, is a doctor of the mind,
not the body—and although I like her well enough, and consider her
the most sensible of my mother’s lady friends, I have no wish to
strip myself emotionally bare before her.) I excused myself early
from the table, and took to my room.

[image: ]

I have not
even been able to indulge in my long-anticipated escape into the
world of Mr Conan Doyle’s fiction, since the two chapters that make
up this month’s first episode of the serialisation of
The Valley of Fear
finds even his two protagonists at
odds. In the course of these stories, Mr Holmes often expresses
affectionate criticisms of his flat-mate’s abilities, but never
have I seen him as openly rude as he is in these pages. “Your
native shrewdness”, he sneers, going on to mock Watson’s “innate
cunning” and “Machiavellian intellect.” It is almost as if he
desires to drive Watson into moving out of Baker Street. Or hauling
off and delivering a good punch to that supercilious nose. “He was
undoubtedly callous from long over-stimulation,” Watson
writes—hardly an excuse for a string of outright
insults!

And yet,
reading the chapters a second time, I find two clues that might
have been put there for me alone, valuable clues of “that highest
value which anticipates and prevents rather than avenges crime,”
along with a reminder that “the temptation to form premature
theories upon insufficient data is the bane of our
profession.”

Or perhaps
three clues, because the episode turns around a complex
cipher.

Ciphers are a
thing Levi adores.

First,
however—“Data! I can’t make bricks without clay!” Or rather, Levi
can’t figure a cipher without material.

One: There are
without a doubt German spies in San Francisco—and from certain
things Father has let slip, I believe he agrees.

Two: The city’s
blithe preoccupation with baseball games and ladies’ fashion can
only be making those spies confident to the point of
carelessness.

Three: The very last
person a spy would suspect of watching him would be what Mr Holmes
would term an “Irregular”—in this case, a girl of fourteen and her
nine year-old brother.

Four: The newspapers
are full of suggestions, for attentive minds.
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This morning
at breakfast, Father told Mother that he will be going into
Chinatown to see Micah Long (which surprised me, and her, since
Father has not been as friendly to Micah as he was when I was a
child) and will not be at home until perhaps seven. In one of those
instances of the mind outpacing one’s thoughts, I spoke up and said
that Flo wanted me to help plan her birthday party, but that I too
would be home by seven. Inevitably, Mother said it would have to be
six, but after pretending to sulk, I agreed.

This means
that I am free to wander the city for nearly three hours this
afternoon. Moreover, when the offices of the German Consulate
close, the streets will be busy enough that few would take notice
of a young girl on the pavements behind them.

And with
Levi’s assistance, I shall also be able to come and go freely after
dark. A burglar might get caught in a transom (or sleeping beneath
a bed!) but not I.

I could only
wish that the author of Raffles the Cracksman had thought to
provide hints on the opening of safes in his own stories. As it is,
I must hope that any spy I locate will be lacking in care, and
leave his papers lying out.


22
September

Disaster!
Calamity! Oh, how I loathe dogs!

Who’d have expected a German
spy to have a poodle? Father shouted at me—shouted!—and said that I
was fortunate it hadn’t been an Alsatian, which might have taken
off my leg. Mother—well, Mother went silent, and sits in her
morning room, white with fury.
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It took me four afternoons of
following men leaving the Consulate on Sansome Street before I
located a likely suspect for being a spy, based on the relative
affluence of his home, the lack of any signs of a family, and the
way he left his street-side curtains shut even during the day. Only
because it has been warm was the transom window over Herr Schmidt’s
(another reason for suspicion: are people actually named Smith or
Jones?) front door left unlatched, although as access to the house,
that window would have been inadequate for even a medium-sized
burglar. For someone of my girth, however, I did not anticipate any
problem. With Levi’s assistance, I dressed in black trousers and
dark shirt, and left the house as soon as the parents were
abed.

The poodle
caught me standing at the desk of Herr “Schmidt.” The man himself
seized my ankle as I pulled myself up to the transom, and had it
not been for his brutish application of force and the arrival of a
butler, I might have succeeded in kicking myself free. The police
were called, my parents roused from their beds, and…I doubt I shall
ever rid myself of those memories, so I shall not dwell on them
here in this written account. Suffice to say, I am condemned to my
house. My war work, for the time, is over. A recent issue of
the Chronicle
informed its readers that the Prince
of Wales will not be permitted to fight, either, I suppose for fear
of the consequences should he be taken prisoner. Never did I
suspect that I should have anything in common with the next King of
England.

I may give up reading the news
entirely, for it seems to alternate between joyous declarations
that the Allies are pushing the Kaiser back, fearful warnings that
the German army is on the point of overrunning key English and
French positions, and blithe promises that the Kaiser is on the
point of agreeing to talk over peace terms. And as to the regular
reports of extreme behaviour on the part of the Kaiser’s soldiers,
an American Writer who visited the Front says otherwise:

ATROCITIES ARE LIES SAYS
AMERICAN WRITER

Worst Behavior of German
Soldiers in Belgium Was

Kissing of Pretty Girls

…in less than twenty-four
hours the Belgian citizens were chatting comfortably with the
German invaders, and the allegation of German brutality and
demonical torture dissolved into one of the myths which have
accompanied all wars.
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Clearly, one cannot trust the
newspapers. When, that is, one can find them. Papa has taken to
burning the news once he has read it (forcing me to borrow those of
old Mrs Adderley down the street, whose house is one of the few
places I am permitted, following my plea for the welfare of the
poor old woman—who in fact is neither poor nor lonely, having a
house full of servants and more friends than I.)

Mama, when she can bear to
address me directly, again urges me to discuss my behaviour with
her psychological friend, Dr Ginsberg.

But really, what is there to
say to a mind-doctor? It is not I who has gone mad, but the
world.


29 September

Catastrophe has struck. It is
the end of everything. And I have no one to blame but myself.

On Saturday afternoon, at long
last, the Parents took Levi and me into their confidence. Too
late.

The letter Papa sent to the War
Office concerned his intention to enlist in the American army. We
are neutral, yes, but that does not mean the government wish to be
unprepared. His ability with languages, his family connexions, and
some ill-defined (to us, his family) ties with the world of
Intelligence (my father, a spy? Surely not!) conspire to mean that
he could be of considerable value, to this country and to England,
hard at war. Not that they would send him to the Front—even if his
limp would allow him to be sent overseas—but rather to an office in
Washington, DC.

Both he and Mother have known
for some time that this was coming: this, it seems, was the cause
of their protracted disagreement last month. Her immediate impulse,
on War’s declaration, was to go home to England,
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but Father’s utter conviction
has finally swayed her into an agreement that England is no place
to take a family. Once agreement was reached, they were merely
waiting for certain arrangements to be made before revealing their
plans to us.

Bitterly, I
now learn that she
was on the edge of convincing
him that San Francisco would be the safest place for us: that
she, Levi, and I would remain here, continuing with our schooling
and her funds-raising for the Royal Flying Corps, rather than (as
he wished) have us three retreat to my grandparents’ house in
Boston. He was, as I say, on the edge of agreeing to this,
when…

My fault. Had I not tried to do
my part for the War effort, had I not gone after a German spy, the
three of us would be waving Papa off at the train station next
week. Instead, we shall all board the train with him. It seems that
he cannot trust his fourteen year-old daughter to stay out of
trouble. Cannot trust his wife to keep control over said daughter.
We shall go to Boston, to that fatuous woman, my grandmother, with
her small dogs and her flowery hats and her too-warm house that
smells of lavender.

Papa had Micah help carry our
trunks from the attic. Mama has begun to pack them, without knowing
for how long she is packing. Papa wants to go down the Peninsula to
the Lodge on Saturday, to retrieve some things we left there on our
July holiday, and to close it up for the coming months. Even years.
I would like to accompany him—would like the whole family to go,
since it is a place where we have been happy, and which we may
never see again. But Mama says we may not be sufficiently packed up
by the week-end, and that we probably won’t have time.

My fault, all of it.

And in Europe, War continues to
sink its teeth into civilisation.

Uniforms of French Officers
Good Targets

Expert Declares
Disproportionate Loss Due to Too Much Gold Braid

and Lace on Clothes.

**

GERMAN AEROPLANE DROPS BOMBS ON
PARIS

Man’s Head Blown Off, Child is
Crippled and Damage is Done to Buildings.

**

A Twelve-year-old boy has been
fighting hard in the rifle pits in the public gardens at Belgrade.
He is the pet of the full-grown soldiers and lives the same life as
they do, and takes his full share of the sniping, as he is a
first-class shot.
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In further news, a Christmas
ship full of gifts is being put together for Europe. No one talks
any more of the War being over before then.


7
October

[A newspaper clipping and two
pieces of lined paper are here pinned to the pages of Mary
Russell’s journal.]
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**

Late Saturday night I received
a telephone call from Mrs Long, housekeeper to my dear friend
Judith Russell, to say that there had been a motorcar accident on
the road south of San Francisco. At first, I could make little
sense of her, other than something terrible had happened—the poor
woman was weeping so, her English had all but left her. After a
time, her husband Micah (the Russells’ gardener) came onto the line
instead, and gave me the details.

The shock of
grief is a physical thing, a blow to every cell of the body at
once. Three-fourths of a beloved family, gone—and the life of the
surviving member uncertain. I have cancelled my appointments and am
currently at the side of young Mary’s hospital bed, that
when—when!—she wakes she will see a known face instead of
strangers.

She appears terribly injured.
Her doctors cannot say how much internal bleeding there is, but
what skin I can see between the gauze wrappings is either scraped
or bruised. I watch her breaths go in, and out, and find my own
breathing urging her on.

**

Dearest Mary,
I am so very, very
sorry. I have known your mother for
thirteen years, since she returned to California the summer after
you were born. She was my oldest friend, and my closest, and I
cannot even begin to picture what life is going to be without
her.

Your father too I liked
immensely, and admired unreservedly. A strong man, good to his
bones, and utterly devoted to his wife and children.

And your brother—but no, I
cannot bear to think of that brilliant life cut short.

My dear child, you have family,
you have friends. It may not feel like it at first, when you wake,
or indeed for a long time. But there are many of us who love you,
both for the family taken from us, and for you in yourself. I will
be there for as much and as long as you need me. Anything I can do
to lighten your burden even the faintest scrap, you need only
ask.

But for now, please, dear
child, do something for me: just keep breathing.

Your friend,

Leah Ginsberg


13
October

[In the handwriting of Dr Leah
Ginsberg.]

I write this entry in the
journal of Miss Mary Russell, who is currently in no condition to
do so herself. A journal records a life, and it should be kept.

It is not ten days since the
terrible accident that robbed Mary of her family and the world of
three good people. Mary is in the hospital with a series of
injuries resulting from her being thrown from the family automobile
just before it went off a cliff south of San Francisco. The
family’s housekeeper-cook, a Chinese woman named Mah Long, has
asked me to help with various arrangements until Miss Russell is
able to make decisions for herself.

One thing I help Mrs Long do is
take various items to the hospital for Mary’s comfort and
reassurance. Inevitably, a cook thinks of food, and although Mary
has to be coaxed to eat anything at all, she is slightly more
amenable to tastes that are familiar to her. I, being a therapist
of the mind, address the less concrete means of healing this young
woman. Her own bedding, her bath-robe over the hospital gowns,
familiar books and childhood toys (we all become children, under
trauma.) When I found this journal in her bedroom, it seemed to me
she might be interested in recording her thoughts, and I brought it
along with the porcelain-headed doll and the worn stuffed rabbit
she kept near her bed at home.

As yet, in the four days the
journal has sat beside her hospital bed, she has yet to touch it.
So rather than allow it to sit abandoned, I have taken the
responsibility to sit down with her pen and enter this Tuesday’s
events, from another’s point of view.

The journal up to now appears
to have been largely taken up with the events of the European War
(Mary: I have merely glanced over it, but not read it: privacy is a
necessary part of any diary.) Today’s entry has no such headlines,
although that war continues, inexorably. There is sufficient
conflict here in this hospital room, for the present.

—Leah Ginsberg


20
October

Dr Ginsberg has been tormenting
me to write in this journal, as she has been urging me to weep, and
to talk about the accident. My eyes remain dry, I have nothing to
say, and I have considered having one of the nurses carry the
journal to the hospital incinerator. I suspect that if I do so, a
fresh volume will appear. The woman is relentless.

I have now proven to the
doctors of all stripes that I am still capable of setting pen to
paper. That is all.


October 27,
1914

[On a sheet of stationery
pinned to the pages of the journal:]

Mary, because you seem worried
about possible damage to your brain, as evidenced by your
occasional lapses in memory, I am adding a page here as an aide
memoire, that you may read it and reinforce your natural
recollection of the facts. Yes, your brain sustained an injury, but
the doctors and I all agree: you are healing, and there is no sign
of permanent damage.

Rest assured, dear Mary, that
each morning I personally bring the wall calendar beside your bed
up to date, drawing a line through the previous date, checking to
be sure the day’s appointments and scheduled visitors are accurate.
I promise you I will continue to do this until you no longer need
my help. I further promise you that your brain will return to its
customary sharp state as its physical trauma subsides. Your
fretting about it only delays healing.

Your family servants, Micah and
Mah Long, visit on alternate afternoons, and bring you the food
that you seem to find more appealing than the Western dishes
offered by the hospital. Your friend Flo comes two or three days a
week, and your father’s lawyer needs no more signatures at present.
I mention those two people because you seem particularly concerned
with them. Similarly, your concern over the post: I have sent brief
replies to all the letters in the lidded box on the small table,
and between the Longs and me, new letters reach you within a day of
their arrival at your home. Similarly, I read you the day’s news
and anything else of interest each morning, and again—yes, the
headaches will lessen, as indeed they are beginning to do already,
although it may not seem so to you.

The other things that your mind
has fixed upon are submarines, and your mother’s canary.
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About those
two I can only reassure you that there is no indication
that the Germans have send their under-water craft to our shores,
and that I have taken your mother’s little pet home with me, where
it sings to my large collection of artificial birds from around the
world. I shall try to take a photograph of the little yellow thing
perched atop the large black hawk carving you have admired in the
past.

Please, child: worry not, and
get well. Next week you will be moving to a convalescent hospital,
where I believe you will find things more comfortable and less
troubling. Certainly it will be quieter.

I will place
this atop your journal when I come to your room this morning. Also,
you will be pleased to hear, the October issue of
The Strand arrived at your house, so I will bring it and see if
you would like me to read you some of the new instalment of the
Sherlock Holmes serial that you said you were
anticipating.

(Later that morning: I am not
at all certain that “The Valley of Fear” is an appropriate piece of
fiction to read to a convalescent girl, concerned as it is with a
brutal murder. However, when I made to stop, you grew agitated, and
so I continued. Perhaps the story will be less appealing by the
time its November episode appears. At least it has no German
spies!

—Leah Ginsberg


November 3,
1914

[In Dr Ginsberg’s
handwriting.]

This past week saw a relapse in
Mary’s state of mind. At first, I and her doctor both feared a
return of the infections caused by the dirt in her injuries, and
she did admit to headaches. However, when she showed no indication
of fever, and she responded coherently to direct questions, I
decided that these were not hallucinations, but agitation. As her
body regains its strength, her mind is forced to deal with loss,
and it is doing so in a manner typical of both Mary and her mother:
ideas.

It began when
I was re-reading aloud last month’s episode of The Valley of Fear, and she began to mutter under her breath. (As noted
before, I do not consider this a proper piece of fiction for a
young woman in her condition.) At first I thought she was troubled
by the story and I stopped reading, but she insisted I continue. At
the second interruption, I had the good sense to ask her what was
wrong.

“This takes place before
the final problem,” she said.

“Which final problem?” I
asked.

“The story called ‘The
Final Problem’. Surely that happens after this one? How could
Watson have forgotten Moriarty in a few years?”

This was a conundrum for which
I could summon no reply, so I read on. Moments later, she said,
“They’re in conversation. That’s slander, not libel.”

Then after a bit, she protested
at the series of numbers broken by the words DOUGLAS and BIRLSTONE:
“Why bother with a cipher, if those names are freely given?”

At that point I suggested we go
on to the next tale in the magazine, but she would not have it, and
subsided, with only the occasional protest at some sequence or
point of disagreement with an earlier tale.

This was
irritation, not distress, and I took the return of intellect as a
good sign. Less encouraging, however, was her sudden resumption of
interest in a possible German spy ring in San Francisco, evident
when I came in to find her hospital room half-buried in a month’s
worth of back issues of the Chronicle, with
articles circled and annotated.

“German Shops
in London Destroyed” said
one. “Germans claim the right
to land troops to create a foothold in Canada” another. However, she seemed less than
concerned with the enormous loss of life in the lengthy battle
going on near Ypres in Flanders. Instead, a theme of her interests
emerged:

Oct 26:

That a European Government has
commissioned an American girl to purchase firearms for its use
along the battle front in Europe developed today, when it was
learned that Miss Gladys A Lewis of Chicago is the mysterious “G.
A. Lewis” who has been negotiating with the Standard Arms
Manufacturing Company of Wilmington, Del. for all military
rapid-fire guns that concern can make in the next two years,
regardless of cost.

**

Oct 28:

DEATH OF GERMAN SPIES CAUGHT IN
FRANCE

How They Were Found Out Though
Disguised in Red Cross Uniforms.

and:

British Seize Germans on an
American Tug

**

Oct 29

1,500,000 MEN IN ENGLAND TO GO
TO WAR

and:

Russians Execute German Girl
Spy

Death Follows Discovery That
Young Woman’s Clothes

Were Lined With Plans of
Forts.

**

Oct 31

Two Empires Plan to Seize Our
Ports

Roosevelt Sounds Note of
Warning

“I have seen deliberate
plans prepared to take both San Francisco and New York and hold
them for ransoms that would cripple our country and give finds to
the enemy for carrying on war.”

**

Nov 3

SAN FRANCISCO ANSWERS CRY OF
BELGIUM

Mass Meeting Called for Next
Friday to Launch Plan to Send Food.

 


Spies, the building threat to
her mother’s homeland, and a reference to her mother’s war work of
raising funds for her embattled country.

At that point, I agreed with
her attendants that a mild dose of bromide would be a relief for
everyone.

—Dr. Leah
Ginsberg


10
November

I have been neglecting this
Journal in recent weeks. It seemed beyond pointless. However, it
begins to appear that my life will continue, and Dr. Ginsberg feels
that some weekly notation might be of use in the restoration of
normal thought. What is there to say? My family is dead. I,
however, am alive. And following the increasing number of visitors
and letters who insist that I have a future, I admit that plans for
it must be made.

I am no longer in the hospital,
but lodged now in a building that from the outside looks like a
private residence. With me here are four other unfortunates who
have 1) survived their injuries and 2) lack the resources for
returning to a family’s care. The staff gently prod us until we
move our bodies about the grounds, gently pester us until we have
eaten food from our plates, and gently persist in finding things
that might restore an interest in our surroundings. All this meek
compassion and soft-hearted torment makes me want to curse aloud
and throw furniture at the window (as if I could lift it.)

However, they are right, my
life will be in limbo until I begin to cope with the mounting
demands. Hence, I have agreed to see one or two visitors a day, and
to work my way through the intimidating pile of condolence
letters.

The visitors have proven
trying, although fortunately my attending nurses here remain in
hearing, and intervene to send the more emotional guests on their
way, with many sympathetic pats. But the letters are if anything
more difficult, since most were written immediately the news
reached the writer, when the shock was raw and no thought of
lessening the impact of their words on the survivor had yet
occurred to them.

There is an old woman assigned
to help patients with their correspondence, and it would appear
that she has seen it all before. After a few days, despite making
little impact on the depth of the pile, I began to feel as if the
entire world were mourning the loss of my family. Following that
break-down, my elderly helper took to reading the letters first,
putting some aside for later consideration.

I felt ashamed at this
cowardice, but my strength is limited.

Then today, after she left me
for my period of afternoon rest (normally I fall asleep like a
small child) I found my eyes resting on the small pile she had set
aside. They rebuked me, this collection of letters from those who
had loved my mother and father. So after a time, I got up and
brought them back to bed to read.

And there it was, the one I had
been wondering about, the one I had been hoping for since the day I
woke in my hospital bed, the only one that really mattered. The
words were few, but the bold strokes of his pen might have been
dipped in blood, for the agony they imparted:

Mary, Mary, my favoritest Mary.
Oh, child, my heart has been ripped from its chest. If I’d thought
it would not merely compound your grief, you would have woken to
find me at your bedside.

But it is your choice: if you
want me there, however briefly, I will come. You know how to reach
me.

 


The note was not signed, but
there was no need. However, as if I might have lost my mind—or, as
if he knew that sometimes another person read my letters to me—the
paper was folded around two playing cards: an eight of hearts, and
a jack of spades.

No: I did not need him to come
and stand beside my bed, especially knowing—or, suspecting—that the
“grief” to which he referred would be his immediate arrest for some
crime or another.

It was enough
to know that Uncle Jake[4] was
thinking of me.


17
November

How do I write about this? My
tumbling thoughts were just beginning to settle down, my mind was
starting to feel as if it were moving in a forward direction again
for the first time since the accident, when….

How can I go on, knowing the
deceit of my own parents? Why would Mother have led me astray? Why
would Father not have raised an objection?

It began when
the November Strand
arrived at the end of last week.
When Dr Ginsberg brought the post, the magazine was included, and
as my headaches have lessened considerably, I did not need her to
read to me this third instalment of The Valley of Fear.

So I thanked her, and picked it
up—at which point she reached into her shopping bag and pulled out
half a dozen of the Sunday Magazines from my father’s New York
newspaper. “Would you like to read the rest of it?” she asked
me.
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“The rest of what?” I
naturally enquired.

That was when
she revealed my parents’ inexplicable behaviour: this story, so
teasingly stretched out by the English Strand monthly
magazine, has all the
time been delivered in
generous weekly (rather than monthly) dollops to Mr. Conan
Doyle’s American
audience! Worse, my father
knew about this, having seen not one but two issues: both the
papers from September 20 and from September 27 would have contained Sunday Magazines with
portions of The Valley of
Fear. And he knew I was
looking forward to this tale, since we had just been talking about
the (considerably smaller) portion in the September issue of
Mother’s Strand.

So what happened? Why keep the
American version from me? Father usually at least glanced through
the Magazine section: had he been too busy? Had Mother missed them
as well? Did Mother wish me to participate in the same hardship as
her English compatriots—and Father choose not to go against
her?

I was just beginning to stand
on my feet, and now they have been swept out from under me. My
mother deceived me, and my father sided with her. Perhaps even Levi
knew. And now my Uncle Jack has decided to keep his distance from
me.

I am alone in the world. Time
to grow up, I think.


24
November

The Valley of
Fear is a murder mystery set
in a moated house. At night, the owner puts up the drawbridge, yet
someone gets in and kills him.
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England is an
island. The moats around her, the seas and channels, only appear to
protect her: “Forty Zeppelins
Are Ready for Service,” say
the papers, and “British
Birdmen Raid Zeppelin Works.”

Why is Mr
Holmes so interested in a candle? Why does Mrs Douglas show so
little reaction at her husband’s murder? Why have British warships
seized a load of German toys? Why are the Mexicans shooting across
the border at Americans? Why does Dr Ginsberg think I am
hallucinating an uncle, just because my parents never told her
about Jake?

In the story,
the dead man says, “I have been in the Valley of Fear. I am not out
of it yet.”

He speaks for
me.


1
December
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Last week, O irony, was
Thanksgiving. Yesterday, I returned home for the first time. Dr
Ginsberg went with me, and I admit that I was grateful for her
company in the car that drove me through the city streets and up
the hill. I was braced for the emptiness of the house, for cold air
and darkness—and so I was shocked when the kitchen door came open
before my hand and warmth washed down across my face.

Our cook, Mah, had been to see
me every few days, but invariably wearing Western style clothing
and shoes that threatened to trip her at every incautious step.
Here, she was in her usual trousers and tunic, and when she put her
arms around me…

It was difficult.

A while later, I went upstairs
with Dr Ginsberg. The bedrooms look very strange, with no flowers,
no clutter, the beds stripped. Lifeless.

I was there not to stay, but to
see the place. Next week I will come back and we will pack my
possessions to leave here, perhaps forever.

Before then, perhaps I ought to
have a conversation with Dr Ginsberg about how adults go about
negotiating. It is a skill I imagine I am going to need, to keep
from being trapped in various impossible situations.

BRITISH
MERCHANT SHIPS IN FEAR OF RAIDERS, say today’s headlines. And what of her
passenger ships? Are they not in danger of attack? I believe
there are laws against that kind of atrocity, but do they apply in
time of War? And in any event, can a ship that rides beneath the
water always tell the nature of the hull ahead of them?

It doesn’t matter. I am
decided. I shall go to Boston, to my grandparents, but I will not
remain there. I belong in England.


8
December

At last, the wheels of my life
give a sensation of moving, for the first time since I set out to
hunt German spies back in October. What a very long time ago that
seems. Such a young child she was.

(I still feel that the
authorities were very wrong to dismiss my accusations. Before I
leave here, I shall post a stern but anonymous letter concerning
the dangers. If I type it, on Father’s machine, that may add a
degree of authority.)

Letters arrive
with regularity from Boston, my grandmother’s increasingly
distraught pleas for me to board a train, with a hired nurse,
before another day passes. She has taken to writing Dr. Ginsberg as
well, although I imagine that the tone there is less pleading than
peremptory. I have just sent a telegram to Grandmamma, saying that
I plan to arrive some time between the 18th and the 21st, and that I
shall cable again with further details. No doubt my unwillingness
to consult with her as to the exact train I take, in which precise
compartment, and wearing which hat will set off a positive blizzard
of envelopes, both postal and telegraphic. However, unless I am
willing to turn my life over to the woman, here is the time to
stand firm and convey the message that I intend to take command of
my own life.

No: I shall
pack my trunks, have another conversation with my parents’
lawyer—my lawyer, now—and make the final arrangements for
closing up the house.

My
house.

Also, have two
or three more conversations with Dr. Ginsberg. I find that, as my
strength returns, my recollection of events is becoming oddly
vague, as if my brain will only permit me one or the other:
health or memories. It is worrying. I have dreams in which
my mother’s face is obscured by a grey, mist-like veil. Last night,
I shot bolt upright in my bed (which hurt) because I could
not recall which of his two mechanical pencils Levi had with him
when the car went off the cliff. I did not fall asleep again for
the longest time—but, why should it matter in the least which
pencil he took? I can only think that some part of my brain is
protesting at the obscuring effects of scar tissue (actual or
psychological). Since I cannot permit my own mind to rebel against
me, I shall ask Dr. Ginsberg to help me retrieve the clarity of
those events.

Other than this peculiar mental
quirk, my injuries are beginning to fade. I can even raise my arm
enough to brush my own hair, at last. Dr. Ginsberg will take me
into the shops this afternoon, since all my shoes pinch and my
winter coat is now childishly short. She says that we need not go
into the City of Paris, that the Emporium has perfectly adequate
clothing. Which is good, since I believe merely walking in the door
of Mother’s favourite shop, particularly at this season of the year
(Mother, perversely, adored Christmas) would reduce me to
tears.

So, my trunk lies packed in the
house, ready for the final tucking-in of objects—apart from one
troubling absence. Someone has stolen the mezuzah from the front
door! Who would want that? In any event, I have retrieved the one
that graced Mother’s door into the garden, and packed that. After a
last survey of the house tomorrow (during which I shall type the
letter concerning the German embassy’s spies) the trunk will be
locked up and taken to the train station in Oakland, and I can say
my good-byes to San Francisco.

I need only
wait for the arrival of the December Strand before setting
off across the country. I am alone now, and alone is how I shall go
forward.

In the meantime, my eyes seem
to linger over these final issues of the San Francisco Chronicle,
although the reading makes for distressing news indeed.

WOMEN VICTIMS OF COSSACK
OUTRAGE

Most Fiendish Atrocity in
Galicia

**

French Youths May Fight

300,000 Under 18 to Prepare

**

FIERCE BATTLES FOUGHT IN
FLANDERS TRENCHES

The reporter’s “utter surprise
at the absence of movement and lack of noise. Within one’s range of
vision with a strong glass are probably concealed 100,000 men…”
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**

Commercializing Santa Claus Is
Something New

It’s Positively the Very Latest
Idea in Christmas Celebrations


14
December

My commitment
to writing a journal entry on the weekly anniversary of the start
of War (it began on a Tuesday) is being put aside this week, for it
looks as if my usual writing time tomorrow will be taken up with
other things. That is because today—a Monday—my issue of the
December Strand
arrived. I can now leave on the next
train east.

I do not, in
fact, know why I so badly wanted to wait for this magazine. It is
reading matter for the train, yes, but more than that, the story
feels like a last, and rapidly dwindling, series of gifts arriving
from my mother. Silly, but true. In any event, I have written
to The
Strand’s subscriptions
department asking them to send future issues to the London house.
And if the letter goes down on its Atlantic passage, or is lost in
the chaos of wartime London, so be it: I can always buy a copy,
once in England.

My grandmother is not yet aware
that my time in Boston will be so brief. It is a battle I shall
fight when I am faced with it. In the meantime, I find I am looking
forward to this cross-country voyage, where no-one knows who I am,
what I represent, where I am going. My fellow passengers will know
nothing but what I choose to tell them. With my hair up (I have
been practicing, with Dr Ginsberg’s help—although she does not know
why) I will even look like a woman rather than a girl. I could
invent an identity—any identity at all—and none of the other
travellers would be the wiser.

I shall spend this afternoon
with Dr Ginsberg—but not for one of her hypnosis sessions. (Which,
incidentally, have not been terribly successful. Rather than
restore my memories of the accident, as I had hoped, or bring a
catharsis of tears, as was her ill-hidden wish, hypnosis seems to
have made the events even more distant. Nonetheless, merely
attempting clarity seems to have restored a degree of peace to my
mind. So much so, I wondered briefly whether the good Doctor had
manipulated my emotions, implanting a suggestion of happiness...?
But I decided that, even if that is so, I may not need to know of
it, quite yet. I can always write and ask her, later on.) Rather,
today will be our social farewell. She has become my family here
(gently, unobtrusively—in comparison with the rather pushy attempts
by Flo’s mother) and I shall, frankly, miss her. I have a gift for
her, wrapped in green paper though she does not celebrate
Christmas: a small bird sculpture for her collection, to keep
company with Mother’s canary.

In the meantime, my trunk
awaits me in Oakland. Tickets are purchased, my new travelling
outfit is hanging in the corner, my rooms in this temporary home
cleared of possessions. I anticipate another argument over the need
of a nurse to accompany me—one of many coming arguments over which
I shall prevail, through logic and an icy, calm stubbornness.

Another thing
I shall miss is the San
Francisco Chronicle, with its
blend of news and nonsense, petty local concerns beside
earth-shaking events. I doubt I will find the London papers so
blithely willing to forget War.

ZEPPELIN CRUISER FLEET NEARLY
READY FOR RAID

Giant Armed Air Craft to Make
Attack on England Soon, Is Report

**

NEW PHASE OF THE HORRORS OF
WAR

Many Soldiers Go Mad During
Terrific Battles and Suffer Torture.

**

GIRLS THWART BOLD EFFORT AT
ROBBERY

DAUGHTERS AS HEROINES

18 and 15 year old daughters
coolly faced the revolvers and practically “shooed” them from the
house.

**

In the Falklands, the cruiser
that visited my War Journal back in the summer has finally met her
match:

SHORE BATTERIES FIRE 200 SHOTS
AT BOATS

German Cruiser Nuernberg Caught
and Destroyed by British Warships, and Dresden is Cornered in
Magellan.

 


And in a move of
pseudo-sympathy I cannot but feel is typical of those with no stake
in the matter:

CARNEGIE OPPOSES WAR TRUCE FOR
CHRISTMAS

Declares it Would Be Immoral to
Stop Fighting and Then Begin it Again


22
December

Boston is
cold. I have not seen snow for years, but here it covers the
rooftops, muffles the sounds, clots the shoes of the walker. The
cold penetrates the houses, so that despite the festivities of the
season, regardless of the cooking smells and shiny ornaments and
tentative but growing collection of wrapped gifts, my grandparents
remain formal, distant.

But that is not entirely fair.
They too have lost family. When I stand before them, a troublesome
girl who is their son’s only survivor, it must be painful. It is
certainly uncomfortable. And so where another would extend arms and
embrace me, these two are polite and uncertain.

Not that I wish to be embraced.
I am no longer a child, and giving myself over to a warm hug might
melt my resolve: to be away from here by the new year. To be
heading across an ocean for home.

The small
section of The Valley of
Fear contained in the
Strand magazine that I waited for in San Francisco was hardly
adequate to keep me entertained as I crossed this vast nation. In
it, Dr Watson comes across a laughing new widow, then finds Mr
Holmes most cheerful and “débonnaire” over breakfast, and submits
to a lengthy diatribe concerning the murder case (much of which is,
to my mind, rather dubious—although it was good to see them in
agreement at last.) There is an intriguing passage, when Holmes
reflects that were he ever to marry, he hoped to inspire feelings
in his wife that would prevent her from being so easily escorted
away from his dead body. I had noticed that oddity at my first read
of the opening scenes—but his musings opened an unexpected door:
imagine Sherlock Holmes with a grieving wife!

However, none of these is what
truly caught at my imagination. Instead, my eye kept being pulled
to the brief line describing where this conversation took place:
“sitting in the ingle-nook of an old village inn.”

Such an evocative phrase! Not
that I, a minor—and a female—would be allowed to settle into such a
portion of an inn. (Unless I were dressed as a man, that is. The
thought occurred to me this morning, as I struggled to pin up my
hair before the glass of the swaying train car, to give myself the
greater appearance of maturity and thus avoid those questions of
where my parents were: If I were to hide the length of it under an
oversized cap—or even a bowler, like the picture of Irene Adler
wishing Mr Holmes a good night—few would know it was there at all.
At present, of course, I would merely look like a boy instead of a
man, causing the innkeeper to throw me out due to age rather than
sex. Still, in a few years when I have wrinkles, I shall have to
try it.)

That ingle-nook calls to me, as
I sit in my frigid Boston bedroom with snow whispering down the
window. It gives me a point to lock on to, pulling me back to my
mother’s home. No doubt my father sat in similar ingle-nooks, in
one or another Sussex village. Not London: Sussex is my home.
Yes.

There was
another portion of that Strand episode that
made me even more grateful than the ingle-nook’s evocation of home:
humour.

I laughed—yes,
laughed out loud, in my snug quarters on the rattling train, for
the first time since October—when I read the part where Holmes returns late at night to the
inn’s room he and Watson are sharing, and—I shall copy the passage
directly, allowing me to chuckle again whenever I come across
this:

I was already asleep when I was
partly awakened by his entrance.

“Well,
Holmes,” I murmured, “have you found out anything?”

He stood beside me in silence,
his candle in his hand. Then the tall lean figure inclined towards
me.

‘I say,
Watson,’ he whispered, ‘would you be afraid to sleep in the same
room as a lunatic, a man with softening of the brain, an idiot
whose mind has lost its grip?’

‘Not in the
least,’ I answered in astonishment.

‘Ah, that’s
lucky,’ he said, and not another word would he utter that
night.
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29
December

Two days left in this ghastly
year. Four days left for me to be fourteen.

On the third day, I shall slip
away.

In the past week, the idea of
dressing up as a man in an English ingle-nook has kept coming back
to me, to the point of fixation. On Christmas afternoon, I found
myself standing before the looking glass, a child in plaits. A
child. With a twist of my arm, I gathered those plaits together at
the top of my head, and there before me stood a young lady. Hair
down: a child; hair up: the assured young adult seen by my fellow
passengers on the train. A child, then with a change of hair and
attitude, a person who might well travel all on her own.

I must be quit of Boston. This
is no place for me, and my well-meaning, barely educated,
humourless, and conventional grandparents in their over-heated
house will either smother me, or drive me mad. And since they will
never approve my leaving, never give their permission for me to
sail the dangerous Atlantic, leaving is a thing for me alone, to
take into my own hands.

In disguise.

Today I shall dress in clothing
more suitable to a woman ten years older than I. I shall go to my
father’s bank to obtain some funds. Because I cannot be certain
they will give me enough, I will take my mother’s emeralds in my
pocket, to sell at a pawn-broker’s.

Once I have money, I will have
a ticket. And once I have a ticket, I shall be on the ship to
Southampton.

New Year’s Day. I tell myself
it is a good omen. I tell myself that next year will be less awful.
I tell myself a German sub-marine boat will not see our hull, and
we shall put in to Southampton without harm.


5 January
1915

I ought to be
ashamed at the exhilaration I feel, walking the decks of this ship.
The Atlantic heaves and shoves, concealing German
Unterseeboots—U-boats, they call them now—and icebergs and
deep darkness. The wind howls, while my fellow passengers speak in
low voices, as if the sound might be heard beyond the hull. Despite
the hazards lying out here in the deep, one of our engines lies
idle so as to save fuel, though it prolongs our crossing by half a
day.

I may be the only person on
board to whom this was good news. The longer the crossing, the
greater the delay in facing London and all she holds.

Were I in fact the twenty years
(twenty-two? -five?) I appear to my fellow passengers, I would
entertain the idea of staying in Southampton. Finding employment,
perhaps—I understand many women now work in England, from
constabulary duties to munitions factories. I could even enlist for
driving an ambulance on the Front! I would be good at that, I am
sure.
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However, I cannot be certain of
my ability to maintain an appearance of age. Plus that, simply
disappearing from the world would not only inflict pain on what is
left of my family, it would also be the act of a coward.

Also, I admit: I lack the
mental and physical stamina for a sustained adventure.

No: I shall face London. I
shall prevail against my aunt, who I am certain will be clutching a
dozen telegrams from Boston by the time I arrive on her front door.
My grandparents will have received my letter by now (I paid an
acquaintance to post it the day after I left, for fear that they
would find some way of discovering which ship I boarded, and force
it back to New York!) and my aunt—my mother’s sister—would have
been the first to hear from them, with (I have no doubt) a series
of escalating demands that she instantly place me back on the first
ship heading west again. Which no doubt she would delight in doing,
were she capable.

Even considering my condition,
there will be small chance of digging me out of England, once I’m
there.

Last night at
dinner the Purser (the thought occurs—perhaps I have not mentioned
in this Journal that I am travelling under a false name?) walked
slowly through the dining room, gazing intently at every passenger
under the age (the apparent age) of
twenty. I had been practicing the skill of manoeuvring around the
ship without my spectacles, so as to avoid that giveaway, and my
hair gathered beneath its very grown-up hat is a far cry from the
description of blonde plaits that he no doubt was given. (There is
not much I can do about my eye colour, but blue is not exactly rare
here. And clearly, no one has yet discovered my theft of my
cousin’s passport, thus there has been no enquiry about an “Emily
DuPont” on the passenger list. I did not even need to tell the man
examining my papers that no, I was not one of The DuPonts, because clearly my Emporium coat and pinching
shoes had told him that already. Although, why oh why are my shoes
shrinking?)

So, with the perfect freedom of
anonymity and adulthood, I walk the corridors, I sit in the
first-class salon making shallow conversation with other ladies, I
dutifully blush at the jovial remarks of the men. Admittedly, I am
not good at the techniques of flirtation that one might expect of a
woman of twenty-two, but in a flash of inspiration, on my second
evening I dropped my eyes to my soup plate and murmured a vague
sentence about the tragic loss of a junior officer with whom I had
an unofficial understanding. As a result, my fellows now sympathise
with my lack of interest in the opposite sex, while at the same
time looking with approval on any pleasure or attempt at social
intercourse that I may venture.

I suppose I should also be
troubled by this previously unsuspected knack for confidence
trickery—but I believe I have been sufficiently troubled in recent
weeks, and I will no doubt be facing an entire barrage of other
troubles once we make landfall, from a wartime countryside to an
irascible aunt.

Just for these days of
crossing, I shall gaze out across the white-capped expanse of salt,
and feel at rest.


12 January
1915

My determination to demonstrate
maturity is tried hourly. My aunt has an incredible talent for
getting under my guard, or perhaps it’s more a matter of finding a
sensitive spot with her prodding finger.

If only she did not resemble
Mother…

I gather my patience to me and
keep repeating my intentions—firmly, with a commitment to reason,
and without screaming at her. (Which is what I want to do, and what
I am doing internally. My eyeballs feel as if they are bulging in
their sockets, sometimes, with the effort of concealing my
fury.)

The best approach seems to be
one of icy resolve. No, I repeat to her: No, we shall not open the
London house, since I do not intend to stay in London. No, I will
not hire servants, for I will be moving to the house in Sussex, and
in any event, servants are thin on the ground. Yes, I understand it
is inconvenient to all. No, I am not asking you to move to Sussex
with me, I am fifteen years old and can manage with the assistance
of local help—the same local help that has cared for my family over
the years.

[image: ]

In truth, were it not for my
aunt, I might consider staying in London. The war is so immediate
here, the streets awash in uniformed men, and a sense of… purpose,
I suppose, everywhere. It feels wrong for a fit (relatively fit)
young person to turn her back on need. Surely there is some task
that needs doing, even if less exciting than driving an ambulance
on the Front?

Realistically, I know that will
not happen. I am too young for anything more demanding than the
preparation of bandages. Instead, I will find some kind of training
that I might do. Of course, from the talk around me it sounds
unlikely that the War will continue past the spring, but I keep
calling to mind the grim look on Father’s face when he told me that
the War would drag on. It is impossible to believe that the
terrible carnage across the Channel will not burn itself out before
a second summer begins, and yet…

In case he was right, I will
prepare for service, whatever and whenever that may be. And if he
was wrong—well, so much the better: who would wish to prolong War?
In any event, no skill is wasted, ultimately.

So: to Sussex I shall go,
eventually, with or (preferably!) without my aunt. I shall continue
my education, I shall devote myself to skills ordinary and arcane,
I shall be patient and mature. And I shall prevail.

To Sussex!


19
January

My aunt is a perfect virtuoso
of the arts of delay. Under our roof the immoveable object has been
meeting the irresistible force…and it has moved.

The delays of bank signatures
and explanations, and the troubles of wartime shortages, and the
foul weather, and the increased risk of German invasion on the
South Coast: and more and more.
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However, I believe my aunt has
finally accepted defeat. The legal gentlemen have agreed that,
young as I may be, I am nonetheless the legal owner of the house
she lives in, the coal that fills her fireplace, and the wine in
the cellar that she pours into her glass each evening. When my aunt
had left us—I would say that she flounced off, but that would be
lowering myself to her level—Mama’s legal gentleman permitted me a
brief look at the record books. He does seem a superior sort of
individual, one of the few men I have met who did not seem about to
pat me on the head. (Most irritating, to be patted upon the
head.)

As I said, I was only given a
brief look at the books before he folded them away and had his
assistant bring me cocoa and a slice of terribly sweet cake. At
some point I shall have to return.

In the meantime, I direct the
packing of my possessions, and arrange the purchase of books and a
few things I will need (including another pair of shoes, I’m
afraid.) I go to Sussex tomorrow, and my aunt, or the weather, or
even the Kaiser himself cannot stop me.


26
January

It is
difficult not to believe that the current state of the world was
designed specifically to thwart the intentions of one Mary J.
Russell. I fully realise how utterly absurd, and insensitive,
and childish
that statement is, but since late
October, as my mind flailed around for an alternative to endless
suffocating misery, the only thing I wished—the only thing
that gave me any glimmer of light in a very dark tunnel—was the
thought of listening to a kettle come to boil in my mother’s
kitchen in Sussex. And now…

I
know that innocent people have died. A small child was killed in
her bed. I have no right to raise a voice in complaint at how the
Kaiser has inconvenienced me.

But why could he not have
waited, just a day?

Hours before I was to board the
southbound train with my reluctant aunt in tow, bombs fell on
English soil. At first, the belief was that these had been
aeroplanes, although now the reports are of Zeppelins. Whether or
not they were intending to hit London (as the Germans have been
threatening) and were blown by strong winds up into Norfolk, or
whether they chose a lesser target for a trial run—even if, as many
say, they were attempting to destroy Sandringham, from which the
King returned only yesterday—is of course the topic of huge debate.
But however it happened, England has now joined with her European
sisters in feeling the blow of explosives, and English civilians
have now died along with those of France, Belgium, and the rest. In
the wee hours of the morning, bombs and incendiary devices rained
down on Yarmouth and King’s Lynn.

My aunt is
convinced—ridiculously—that the Kaiser’s next goal will be the
South Coast: Zeppelins working their way across empty farmland from
Dover to Portsmouth, with no greater target for their incendiaries
than farm houses and grazing sheep? I have told her that in fact,
London is sure to receive its share sooner or later, and we shall
be much safer buried down in the country. She, no country person,
is not convinced. She dithers.

So, I have sent a wire to Mr
Mason, my mother’s farm manager, telling him in no uncertain terms
that he may expect me to arrive in Eastbourne as close to midday
tomorrow as the erratic schedule of the trains permits. (Whenever
there is a particularly harsh battle in northern France, trains are
diverted to the coast, to receive the surviving wounded and
transport them to hospitals. I am not alone, in being
inconvenienced by War.) My telegram to Mr Mason did not say
specifically that my aunt would be with me. In truth, she will not.
Still, I fear that she will follow on my heels before long.
Certainly once the Zeppelins come into view over London town.

And if tomorrow morning
Victoria Station is the recipient of a dropped bomb while one Mary
Russell waits for her train—well, that at least shall settle the
matter of her future.


 


2
February

Thursday will mark the six
month point of this War that was to be over by Christmas. In
California, the fighting in Europe is but a distant rumour, while
here in Sussex—

But I get ahead of myself.

On Wednesday morning, I left
the house in London without being noticed (which required that I
make a small diversion in the garden at back, but I am sure nothing
serious was burnt) and travelled to Victoria Station.
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There I bought
a ticket for Eastbourne (since there were times even before the
disruption caused by War when trains would neglect to stop at the
station closer to my home) and was told that the delay would
probably not be more than a couple of hours. I settled into the
waiting area with my book, and indeed, it was not
much more than two hours. As it did not take us
much more than twice the normal time to reach the
town.

Mr Mason was patiently waiting,
as I knew he would be. Had the Kaiser’s troops crossed the Channel
and invaded the coast—had Zeppelins flattened everything from the
Pier to Town Hall—Patrick Mason would have contrived to find and
claim me.

Not that he was pleased to see
me, exactly. He took my valise with as ill grace as he could
manage, indicating just what he thought of my decision to come to
the coast, and unaccompanied at that. It took me most of the trip
home before I could distract him from disapproval, by earnest
enquiries into the farm, and the horses, and the life of the
village as a whole.

I will admit, I nearly broke
down when I walked into the kitchen. Mrs Mark, the neighbouring
lady whom Mother depended on both while we were in residence and
when we were away, had lit the fires and filled the pantry (as well
she could considering the shortages). I stood there in the warmth
and the fragrance of her new-baked bread, and when she came over to
give me a hug, it was all I could do to keep from bursting into
tears.

Mrs Mark tutted and fussed and
made haste to supply me with tea and food, which returned the world
to some stability, since I had neither eaten nor drunk since
morning. She showed me three times where everything was, exclaimed
four times at how grown up I was, and scolded me for my thinness
five times. On the sixth recitation of how good it was to see me, I
gently ushered her towards the door and told her (for the fourth
time) that I would see her tomorrow, and that no, there was no need
to send someone over to stay in the house until my aunt
arrived.

Then I went through much the
same ritual with Mr Mason—who says I am to call him Patrick: I
think I remind him of Mother—before finally, the door shut behind
my visitors, and I was alone in the house.

In
my house.

I walked
through all of the well-loved spaces of my past. Dining room, with
its echoes of conversation. Sitting room, where we had read aloud
and played cards. The hallway with its umbrella stand and empty
hat-rack. I turned to the stairs, and climbed them to the bedrooms.
Everything smelled clean, not at all like a house that had been
closed for three years[5]. My
childhood bed, looking very small, had been made up, with a doll
that I had not played with since I was five on the pillow. However,
there was also a small crystal vase on the table containing three
hellebores: Mother had treasured her garden’s winter flowers,
exclaiming with glee at any hellebores or forsythia that opened in
time for our Christmas table. The bath down the hall had been laid
with fresh towels and a bar of my mother’s favourite scented soap.
My brother’s room was next, its shelves holding toys and books that
he had outgrown long before he died. Then the next room…

It took me some minutes to turn
the doorknob. When I stepped inside, although the air smelt the
same as all of the other rooms, there was some angle of light
through the curtains, some atomic trace of the two that had shared
the bed, some imperceptible touch…

Dr Ginsberg would have pleased
to see the long-delayed tears loosed at last. It took a quite
absurd length of time to being them under control again. And I did
so, in the end, by discovering a more tangible form of comfort.

We had all been in the habit of
leaving behind certain items of clothing, here in Sussex, whether
we were returning to London or to America: old, worn clothes
suitable only to the most rural of lives. Even after three years,
and three deaths, Mrs Mark had been no more willing to clear those
garments away than she had my brother’s books or my childhood
doll.

The wooden chest at the foot of
my parents’ bed breathed out the remembered cedar smell when I
raised its heavy lid. Inside lay two neatly folded stacks of
country wear: Mother’s on the right, Father’s beside it. I could
not imagine pulling on her clothing, not yet, but my hand reached
out for a tweed jacket that was older than I. My thumb found the
small mend in the hem from when he had neglected to put out his
pipe before dropping it into his pocket. A very young Levi had
noticed the smoke, and had been reduced to helpless laughter by
Father’s antics.

I put the jacket on. To my
astonishment, other than the breadth of its torso, it very nearly
fit, being only slightly long at the wrist. I closed the cedar
chest and went back downstairs, to let myself out into the
garden.

The early winter evening was
closing in. Everything was very still. My ears did not know what to
do with silence, after so many weeks—months—without it. The
convalescent hospital had never been truly quiet, and had been
followed with the days of train, then Boston, and another train and
then the rhythm of the ship’s engines throbbing in the bones, and
of course London never slept, but here…
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The only thing I could hear was
a distant, rhythmic murmur that I thought was my pulse. However,
listening more carefully, I realised it was external: the constant
beat of waves against the chalk cliffs, five or six miles off. I
could not remember noticing the noise before, but then, the recent
days of gales and heavy storm was only now dying away. And in any
event, how often had I, as a child, sat in the garden at night,
listening to the stillness? Mother did. Now I knew why.

I lay that night in my
childhood bed, feet pressed past its end, hearing the old familiar
creaks of the house. I slept eventually. In the morning, before Mrs
Mark or Mr Mason—Patrick—could come to check on me, I bundled into
my father’s tweed jacket and then his greatcoat, which I found in
the niche near the front door (even the moths couldn’t make much
inroads into its harsh wool.) My plaits fit under a cap that had
been given my brother by an uncle (who had misjudged the size of
Levi’s head), a rough lunch occupied various pockets of the
greatcoat, and I set off across the Downs in the direction of the
Channel. Even if I lacked the strength to make it that far, one
must always have a goal.

The air was cold but
marvellously clear after the recent storms, an invigorating
contrast to the stinking yellow London fogs. A few farmers were
out, but at a distance, and I saw only two motorcars when I crossed
the main road. For the most part, it was me, the sheep, and the
wind teasing the gorse-bushes.

The white chalk headlands rise
and fall in a series of precipitous cliffs. The tallest of them is
Beachy Head, a popular final site for spurned lovers and the
otherwise despairing. It took me a ridiculously long time to make
it that far, stopping at increasing intervals to rest, the cold and
my determination forcing me to my feet. It was after midday when at
last I approached the cliffs, to peer cautiously over the
precipitous edge at a narrow strip of dry shingle below. No sign of
suicides today, fortunately—and if there had been, the incoming
tide had already cleared them away.

I retreated from the edge—this
is a cliff, after all, which means that bits are falling off all
the time, particularly following a heavy beating from the waves—and
pulled an apple and a wedge of cheese from my pocket, settling with
them on a tussock. My father’s coat wrapped me like flexible
armour. The Channel was calm, its waters blue, with a few boats off
in the distance. So utterly deceptive.

I bit into the apple and
wondered how many German U-boats were prowling beneath that
innocent blue surface. From this distance, I would not see a
periscope coming free of the water, swivelling about, locking onto
that approaching steamer. Without a freak glance of sunlight, I
could not know if a sailor beneath the surface were examining the
great blazing white cliff, noticing a figure seated at its top…
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I shuddered and got quickly to
my feet, turning to walk the nearly invisible path worn by summer
ramblers. If the Kaiser decided to launch an attack on England,
where would his generals choose? His Zeppelin had flown over
Norfolk, but a sea crossing of actual troops? If Germany took
France, or at least its northern coast, then any attempt at England
would begin here. Hastings, where the last invasion came to shore
in the year 1066, was less than twenty miles away.

Would this
summer find a return of peacetime rambling along the chalk cliffs?
Or would the War be dragging through its second August? What if the
Germans were here
by August, the invasion well
underway? Would a new generation of cliffside ramblers speak a
language other than English?

No, that was not possible. If
invasion threatened, the citizens of England would pour out across
the countryside like ants, armed with old shotguns and pitchforks,
rallying to throw the invaders off the white cliffs and fill the
shingle below with their bodies. Not that shotguns and pitchforks
could do much good against the sorts of guns the—

With that thought, my steps
slowed, then halted. I heeled around to face the open view, and
listened hard, mouth slightly open. That same pulse, sounding in my
ears.

Only it was not a pulse. What I
had heard the night before, what I heard again now, came not from
within my own body. Nor did it rise from the Beachy Head cliffs,
where—oh, dullard that you are, Mary!—last night at dusk, the
shingle beach would have been dry as could be.

That sound was coming from a
hundred miles away. The sound pattering against my eardrums, now as
the night before, was the voice of War: the ceaseless, massive
throb of artillery barrage.
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In a patch of hell on the other
side of that calm blue water, boys not much older than I lay dying
into the French earth.


9
February

My blessed solitude, broken
only by the occasional presence of Mrs Mark inside and Patrick
Mason out, could not last. Indeed, I was fortunate to be granted as
many days as I was. But in the end, my aunt descended upon Sussex,
bringing with her many trunks and much complaint. Unfortunately,
her arrival happened to coincide with the end of a string of fair,
dry days. Gales and occasional hard showers ended my freedom to
wander the countryside, or as much of the countryside as I can
manage before my various ill-healed injuries demand rest (I was
near collapse last week when I finally made it home, and spent the
next day in bed.) The rain and her presence conspire to keep me
inside, well supplied with reading material from the shelves of the
sitting room. The books here are old, but entertaining—my mind
still balks at anything resembling work.

While on the
topic of light reading, I must say that I found this month’s
instalment of Valley of
Fear oddly disturbing. Not
due to the accumulations of plot, although the tale does seem to be
going in many directions at once. No, what troubles me is the
passivity of the heroine. This vivacious young woman has been
assigned one suitor, whom she dislikes and fears, then falls
beneath the spell of a hot-tempered and troublingly pushy young
newcomer. Stories such as this seem designed to drive a reader into
contemplation of herself and her future, but the thought of coming
under the influence of a handsome young man with a good singing
voice and “pretty, coaxing ways” causes me to feel even more uneasy
than the idea of being kidnapped by a “Young Lochinvar” with a
pistol. I may be more intelligent than many girls my age, but
evidence suggests that intelligence alone does not render one
immune to love’s stupidity.

A day or two
after reading The
Strand, I made my way down to
the stables for a conversation with Patrick. Mother’s farm
manager—my
farm manager—is a man with little
formal schooling and a great deal of what Father called “hard
sense”. I sat on a bench with my back to the stables door, his old
mare dozing at my shoulder, and told him about my concerns. He may
have been embarrassed at the unwonted intimacy of my questions, but
since he was working on some piece of machinery, he could bury his
face in its gears and pretend not to hear me. Until I asked him
directly if he thought I should worry about the danger of marrying
a man with pretty ways.
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He made a sound very like one
of his horses when it gets straw dust in its nose, and told me that
I was too sensible for that. But I persisted, asking him what a
person could do to ensure they were not in a position of idiotic
vulnerability.

He shoved his face even further
into the innards of the machine, and mumbled something. “Pardon?” I
asked. “I said,” he replied, “seems to me that it’s the girls
without interests in life what gets into trouble.”

Interests in life. It is true:
a lack of goal leaves a person as directionless as a sailing ship
without wind. What I need is a goal: to enable me to overlook the
caustic presence of my aunt, and to take me beyond my present state
of emptiness.

Mother and Father both expected
me to go to University. I am fifteen years old. With every week of
idleness, I fall further behind my peers. This must stop. Time to
by-pass the sections of book-shelf that hold the pretty novels and
essays, and turn to the meat of the matter.

It seems to me I saw a Latin
grammar there, somewhere.


16
February

February is not a time of year
where one may easily wander the Downlands with a Latin text in
hand. If the pages are not blown asunder, they are rendered into
sodden masses of pulp, and in either event, are difficult to
manipulate by half-frozen fingers.
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So—needs must—I have made my
scholar’s residence in the warmth and dry of the stables, where my
aunt never ventures. Patrick is a pleasantly unobtrusive companion,
who does little more than murmur a greeting on his way to and fro.
The main drawback is the dimness of the further reaches, making for
an oscillation between the bright front of the stables and the warm
depths of it.

Three days ago I was surprised
to hear voices approach. I hastily gathered my things, preparing to
flee into the dark, but neither voice seemed to belong to my aunt.
Unless she was a silent partner to the conversation—unlikely—it was
Patrick and someone else.

The someone else was a boy. He
halted just inside the door, startled by my sudden emergence from
the straw-lined manger. Patrick stopped too, having clearly
forgotten that I would be there.

“Ah,” he said. “Miss
Mary. Pardon the interruption, we’ll be gone, I’d just—”

“Oh heavens no, you’re
not disturbing me. In fact, you’re saving me from the imperfect
subjunctive.” I looked at the boy, and Patrick made
introductions.

“Miss Mary, this is one
of your neighbours, Second Lieutenant Thomas Saunders,” he said.
“Thomas, Miss Mary Russell, what lives in the house.”

I was surprised, as the young
man seemed little older than I. Also shorter. I slumped a bit,
having found that males in general and young ones in particular
regard height in a female somewhat intimidating, and thrust out my
hand.

“How d’you do?” I said, a
greeting he echoed.

“Thomas is off to France
in a few days,” Patrick said. “A short leave before he goes to join
his regiment.”

“I wanted to come see how
the horses were doing,” the young man explained. “I used to spend
most of the summers here as a boy, helping Mr Mason with the
horses. He sometimes let me drive them, when I’d helped him hitch
them on the cart.”

“Oh!” I exclaimed. “I
remember you—Tommy, with a sister named…Mattie, was it?”

“That’s right, though she
wants to be called Matilda now. And I remember you—you had the
funny brother who knew everything, didn’t you? And the uncle who
made those wizzer what-you-call-ems. Sky lanterns.”

[image: ]

“But…” I stopped. Mattie
had been a little younger than I, but I’d have sworn that Tommy was
only two years older. A seventeen year-old officer, on his way to
the Front? I thought of the distant rumble of guns, and
shuddered.

I must have been staring at
him, because Patrick cleared his throat. “I’ll just let—”

“Would you like a cup of
tea, Tom—er, Lieutenant Saunders?”

“Please, call me
Tommy.”

I fled to the kitchen, finding
it blessedly empty of my aunt’s presence. I managed to assemble
three mugs of tea and a plate of rather hacked-up seed cake, plus a
large wedge of cheese and some uneven bread-and-butter sandwiches,
and carried the laden tray out to the stables.

Men and boys alike tend to
overlook the looks of one’s kitchen efforts in favour of quantity,
and it was no less so with Patrick and Tommy. They drank and ate,
and we talked. About what, I cannot remember, really, although it
is now scarcely forty-eight hours later.

We talked about normality, I
suppose. Horses and shortages, childhood and California, his sister
and my brother. Other than an awkward expression of condolence on
his part, death was ignored, both those in the past and the deaths
taking part across the Channel. Under the effects of food, drink,
and conversation, Tommy’s stilted manner faded, and his face
resumed something of the animation I remembered.

He went home soon thereafter,
but he came back yesterday, and again today. We sat in the stables
while Patrick worked, talking about his school and my problems with
Latin and where the world was going, and what we wanted to do when
it was over. Over those three conversations, his face seemed to
undergo an oddly divided change: he began to look both younger,
more like to the boy I had known, yet at the same time older, more
assured.

My mother had been fond of him,
I remembered. I could picture her laughing at one of his antics. I
was hit by the sudden image of this young officer, half a dozen
years ago, handing her a rough bouquet of flowers from his mother’s
garden.

“Do you need anything?” I
interrupted, causing him to look a question at me. “I mean, a book
to take with you, or a packet of tea? Some warm socks
perhaps?”

In the end, he took a small
book of poetry and the rest of the cheese. And when he left, he
gave me a kiss on the cheek, and pressed my hand in his.

We both promised to write.


23
February

Each morning,
the young son of the village postmistress comes cycling up the lane
to bring us, in addition to the various requests from housekeeper
and aunt, the previous day’s edition of The Times. My
aunt seems to think this inappropriate reading material, given my
sex and age, but it is the newspaper my parents used to read, and
the font is familiar to me (though the quality of the paper itself
seems to have slipped somewhat, as well as the quantity, under
Wartime shortages.)

It is, I admit, a more
challenging way to follow the world’s events than the San Francisco
Chronicle used to be. That paper’s preference for sensational
headlines made for a more entertaining experience, more concerned
with daring criminal exploits, rum-smuggling, and the abduction of
young girls than about the War dead and the dry decisions of Crown
Courts.

Still, even
the Times acknowledge the need for the softer interests
among the hard edges of international affairs. For example, the
Queen has been visiting her “Work for Women” Fund workrooms, a
training college where unemployed girls are taught the skills of
dressmaking, ironing, and kitchen. Only a few, it seems, are deemed
capable of learning a clerk’s skills.
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Elsewhere, a schoolboy of 13
years has taken ten shillings of his choir money and set off for
the Front, sleeping rough and carrying luggage for tips. When
retrieved, he was disappointed to hear that he cannot enlist as a
drummer boy for another year.
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In the meantime, the King has
been inspecting a collection of motor ambulances at the Palace.
They, too, are on their way to the Front, under the auspices of the
Red Cross. Posters urge enlistment, shops arrange goods on sparse
shelves, there is talk of gathering scrap metal and iron fences to
be melted down into armament—while half the population of Britain
sits at home and feeds the children.

Why are women permitted the
needle, even the type-writing machine, but not the rifle? Surely
chivalry is a dangerous luxury when the enemy is on the other side
of a narrow strait of water? Perhaps, if the pressure of having
more and more of the men away in the trenches builds, some leeway
may open up, that the “gentler sex” may be granted the right, if
not to fire a rifle across no-man’s land, then at least to drive to
the aid of wounded riflemen in those Red Cross ambulances?

My farm’s
motorcar—my
motorcar, much good will it do
me—currently sits upon blocks of wood at the back of the stables.
However, even if I were to take it down, fill the tyres, and get it
running, I should then come up against petrol shortages. (Oh, why
did I not insist that Father teach me to drive, once my feet could
touch the controls?) Still, there are motors occasionally to be
seen in the village. One of them belongs to the local doctor, who
is to be seen, pressed up against the windscreen with a worried
look on his face. This has given me a plan: I shall invent an
ailment to get in to see him, and tell him he needs a chauffeur.
(Chauffeuse?)

The actual skills of driving
will no doubt be quickly learned—Patrick will teach me, when
confronted with the fait accomplis of my new position—and once I am
expert enough, I can put my name forward for the Front.

All sorts of men drive. How
hard could it be?


2 March

Today is the
second day of March, with no sign of the month’s
Strand. February’s issue did not come until the third of the
month, and the post seems only to be getting slower. Perhaps the
magazine should forswear the serialisation of its pieces for the
duration of War, in consideration of its frustrated
readers.

Similarly, I received two
letters from Lieutenant Saunders on the same day, though they were
written a week apart. I found it difficult to decide whether I
should read both at once, or whether I should wait a week for the
second, so as to duplicate his chronology across the Channel. In
the end, I compromised and waited a day to read the second one—by
which time two more had arrived.

I shall probably now receive
nothing more from him for a month.

Which causes me to wonder if
the post office could be to blame for my lack of correspondence
from Dr Ginsberg? She wrote to me every week, when I first left
California, although again they arrived in fits and starts.
However, I have had nothing since a letter dated on my birthday, 2
January. That one I did answer, briefly. Perhaps she has
interpreted my lack of replies as a wish to be left alone? Or, it
has also occurred to me that that one of the ships sunk by the
Germans could have held my piece of Royal mail, so I wrote
again.

Perhaps I ought to send a
third, just to be certain that one of them reaches San Francisco?
After that, if there is no reply, I shall have to accept that ours
were not the close ties I had thought; that her friendship with
Mother, followed by her professional care of me after the accident,
is not sufficient call on her affections. She is, after all, a busy
woman.

If a ship
bearing my letter did go down, it would not be the only one.
Submarines prowling the waters off Beachy Head have sunk a number
of ships in recent weeks. It must be terrifying to look over the
rails and see a periscope sticking up from the waters, followed by
the track of a torpedo coming at the hull. One of the
ships—the Thordis—claims to
have made a run directly at the U-boat and damaged it, but either
it sank or it limped off because it did not wash up on our
shores.
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Not that I would know. Although
my walks have got longer, as my stamina has improved, I have
avoided the coast since my one time there, not wishing to see
doomed ships or hear the sound of the guns. Instead, when the
weather permits, I go northerly out of the Downs and into the
Weald, where the trees shelter one from distant rumbles. Last week
the weather took a turn for the better, Thursday dawning
surprisingly warm beneath a cloudless sky. I slid my book in one
pocket and some bread and cheese in another, and before midday I
reached the Michelham Priory.

I had come
across mention of this ancient moated house, formerly monastic and
now private, in one of Mother’s histories of Sussex. It reminded me
of the moat that surrounds the house in Valley of Fear,
and I took a fancy to see it. As I drew near, I saw that the
resemblance was thin, since the Priory moat is quite a distance
from the house walls, not directly below its windows as events in
the story require. Nonetheless, the place looks intriguing. Perhaps
another day I shall knock at the door.
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Is it a sign of maturity that I
noticed restoration on portions of the structure? I doubt that last
summer I should have noticed such a thing. My parents attended a
Christmas party at Michelham one year, and I remember Father’s
concern over the heavy hands of the restorers. Today, this seems a
frivolous sort of worry, when a million men are at each other’s
throats just over the horizon, but a person grasps what small piece
of normality she can, these days.

So, I agree with my father: I
hope the Priory’s restoring hands are gentle.


9 March

This month’s
instalment of The Valley of
Fear finally came (two days
ago!) although I have to admit, it has not done much to clarify the
mystery around the story’s murder. I could see from the very first
that any victim whose head was all but obliterated by a shot-gun is
a victim whose identity the reader should question, and with this
current episode, one is led to suspect that the man McMurdo, far
from being the criminal and bounder he appears, has another purpose
behind his presence in the Valley. In the hands of a more cunning
writer, one might begin to suspect a sort of double-bluff, but I
fear Mr Conan Doyle is too straight-forward for that.

As for “Birlstone Manor,” even
with the Michelham Priory off my list of candidates, Sussex has
proven rich in alternatives. Brief research through my mother’s
collection of Sussexiana has given me a plethora of moated houses,
the investigation of which will have to wait until the roads have
dried enough to permit use of a bicycle. I was surprised at first,
until I reflected on this part of England: as enemies from Norman
French to the Kaiser’s Boche well know, the south coast is
Britain’s open underbelly, and it would well behove any king to
have a string of fortified allies between the south coast and
London. War is not a new thing to this land.

As to the
current horrors, The
Times informs me that 12,369
re-dyed old sweaters have been sent to the Front, along with
countless socks and other bits of knitwear, for the benefit of
12,369 apparently desperate soldiers. In the meantime, the Bishop
of London has dedicated a motor coffee stall on its way to France,
that he might promote temperance among the serving men: heaven
forbid that men clothed in mud-soaked and ill-dyed jumble-sale
rejects should be handed a mug of alcohol to warm their
bones.
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Regular articles on “Daily Life
in the Army” describe a continuous assault of artillery on the
nerves, the deadly skill of German snipers, and an omnipresent
rattle of machine guns, while wounded officers retreat to the
luxury of Woburn Abbey and Blenheim Palace for their
recuperation.

This may or may not have to do
with the article concerning a “young woman of independent means”
from Bayswater who was charged with assaulting with her umbrella a
Captain home on sick leave, saying that she had been insulted by
men like this.

In Paris, meanwhile, debate
continues over the coming width of ladies’ skirts and the most
flattering way to arrange one’s veil.


16
March

The
juxtaposition of War with an attempt at maintaining the bastions of
normal life is at times painful. For example, last Tuesday’s
Times (which reached me late on Wednesday) contained the
following:

NEW PROFESSIONS FOR WOMEN.

That section of the field of
labour hitherto regarded as the exclusive property of men is being
rapidly invaded by women. These include: Medicine, railway clerical
work, carriage cleaning, grocery, engineering, toy-making,
architectural drawing, debt collecting, motor driving, banking, and
accountancy.

 


While nearby was printed
excerpts of a diary from the Front:

AT NIGHT.

It was quiet when we were in
the line. To the right there was the “devil driving in nails” with
a machine-gun, and along the line the isolated reports of rifle
fire—for firing at night keeps your own sentries awake and worries
the enemy. The Germans are blazing away with pistol flare lights,
the brilliant pallid flame of which hangs in the sky and then
slowly nears the earth, throwing everything within its radius into
sharp relief. Their searchlight flashes across every now and again,
lighting up the low rain-laden clouds and playing like phenomenal
summer lightning along our trench line. When we leave the trenches
the night has grown black. We plod heavily up the communication
trench, which seems to thirst after our boots, bending low so as to
avoid the prying finger of the searchlight.
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Thomas—Lieutenant Saunders—is
there in the midst of it, his letters giving a picture of truly
appalling conditions: freezing mud, swarming lice, and, even in the
cold, a pervasive miasma of unburied bodies. I encourage him to
write me these distasteful details of life, since I am quite
certain he cannot send them to his mother and I feel (Dr Ginsberg’s
influence!) that it must only do a sufferer good to unload some
small part of his burden onto a sympathetic friend. At the same
time, I try not to read the lists from the Front, lest it remind me
how many junior officers lose their lives in their first weeks of
duty in the trenches. Thomas tells me that he has a sergeant of the
classically grizzled type who has taken him under his gruff and no
doubt malodorous wing, going so far as to deliver a slap to his
head (assaulting an officer being a court martial charge) to knock
it below the sandbags, lest the sniper’s crosshairs find a
focus.

Would that Lieutenant Thomas
Saunders learns his lessons well, and keeps his head well down in
the future.
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I have finally worn down the
patience of the village doctor, who has come to accept my offer and
agreed to teach me the basic skills of starter motor and gear
lever. In fact, these lessons amounted to a demonstration of a)
pushing the starter button, and b) a change of the gears, after
which he got out of the motor and left me to explore the machine’s
workings on my own while he (having been up for 36 hours attending
first a difficult birth and then an emergency surgery) stumbled off
to his bed.

I will admit that I was a
bit concerned with the effects of my initial trials on the workings
of the motorcar, but it would appear that the machine is designed
to permit much choking, grinding of gears, and bucking to a halt.
By midday, I could drive to the outskirts of Eastbourne and back
without killing the engine more than a handful of times.

I then presented myself to the
good doctor, and told him that I would be available at any time,
day or night, and that he had only to telephone to my house or
drive past and sound the horn. I assured him that it would be quite
convenient for me to be given some hours of enforced reading in the
car’s shelter while he attended to patients. I am not sure he was
convinced (he did, to the contrary, look a bit stunned—perhaps he’d
forgot about handing me his keys?) However, once I have taken up a
position outside of his surgery for a few days, springing to his
service whenever he makes in the direction of his motor, he will
understand that Mary Russell is not to be put aside.

The next thing will be to find
someone to teach me the basic workings of the engine itself, since
I imagine that the ability to render elementary repairs would be a
necessity when driving ambulances on the Front.
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23
March

This week has taught some
interesting lessons, both in practical knowledge and—perhaps more
valuable in the long run—in the subtle relationships between the
sexes.

Dr X and I (I decided I should
probably not use his name, since my presence as his driver is
probably against a string of regulations and I would not want the
man struck off simply because he is too exhausted to argue with me)
have forged a reasonable working relationship, in which he agrees
to permit me to drive him about the countryside on his daily
rounds, while I agree not to lay wait for him outside of his door
at night. As a temporary solution, it is most workable, although
eventually I shall have to take on the skills of night-time
driving.

One of our trips this past week
took us to Seaford, where he anticipated a longer than usual visit.
As I prepared to settle in with my Latin, I noticed just down the
road a small garage, so I set aside the text and moved the motor
over to the establishment’s forecourt.

I have not reached the age of
fifteen years without realising that few men take women
seriously—particularly young women. There are two ways around this:
One can force matters, asserting one’s needs and abilities until
the man reluctantly (and resentfully) gives way, or one can
manipulate him. The first way is easier on a woman’s self-respect,
but I have to admit, the second seems both faster and more
productive.

In this case, my request—that
the man in the greasy coveralls be hired to introduce me to the
mysteries of the internal combustion engine—had the result I had
anticipated: he laughed. Had his hands not been so filthy, I think
he might have patted me on the head.

But instead of
bridling and manoeuvring him into a corner, I did the unnatural (to
me) and unexpected: I went soft, blinking my eyes at him (and
contriving to seem shorter than I was) while admitting that it was
silly, I knew, but until I knew just a couple of
things, like changing tyres and what to do if the starter wouldn’t
catch, the aged grandmother I lived with far at the end of a
country lane would be vulnerable and might even have to move into
town…

He relented, patently amused at
the idea of a girl changing a tyre, much less cleaning the points
of a carburettor, but since the forecourt was empty of other
cars—and, perhaps more important, other men—he walked around to the
bonnet and opened it to demonstrate the key architecture.

Two hours later, having passed
from amusement through bemusement to astonishment, he had taught me
all the main parts of the motor and what to do in any event short
of a broken axle.

Dr X was most taken aback at my
appearance, and my aunt filled with outrage, but I shall purchase
my own set of coveralls and keep them in the motor, against my next
exploration of the guts of the machine.


30
March

In the past
week, the Times
has continued to shrink in pages,
and expand in its messages of desperation. Letters from the Front
speak of A DOCTOR IN THE
BATTLE LINE and his
AMBULANCE WORK UNDER
FIRE, from Neuve
Chapelle:

It has been quite impossible to
write lately, as there has been a tremendous battle going on, the
earlier part of which was a great success… Life has been absolute
Hell; there is no other word for it…..Getting the wounded away was
the worse. I had only four stretcher-bearers out of 16, and only
two stretchers; and the shell fire was so great that it was
impossible to carry them to the ambulance a mile and a half
away.

 


Boys at home
are being encouraged to respond to the thrill of War, that they
might be encouraged to volunteer for service in the Red Cross, to
raise war funds, and to dig potatoes for desperate farmers. In the
meantime, THE CALL TO
WOMEN includes
TO WORK IN ARMAMENT FACTORIES
doing SHELL-MAKING, and to
shore up the nation’s defences by FARMING.

Under this
relentless barrage of War news, the headline BRIDES DROWNED IN BATHS, concerning one George Smith of Shepherd’s Bush,
accused of killing a series of three wives by drowning each of them
in a bath, seems positively droll and homely by comparison. As does
the description of NEW
PROFESSIONS FOR WOMEN that
includes POSSIBILITIES OF
MUSIC ENGRAVING and
WOMEN TRAM CONDUCTORS.
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I do not know that music
engraving fills a tremendous Wartime need, although I suppose even
the boys on the Front would appreciate sheet music from time to
time. Driving a tram would at least free a man to carry a gun—as my
own driving frees the doctor to concentrate on his work, allowing
him to doze the roads instead of hunching bleary-eyed over them. It
may be a sign of his cumulative fatigue (the district’s other
practitioners are all in France) but either my driving has
improved, or he is too tired to object. The other night, the sound
of a fence-post scraping against the side of the motor only caused
his snores to briefly pause, and fortunately the post missed the
head-lamp.

I fear, however, that the good
doctor will have to make use of another chauffeur before too long.
I am determined to make a more active service to this, my mother’s
homeland and the land of my birth: driving an ambulance at the
Front. This decision has come, I realise now, from a methodical
series of lessons, although I did not see the sequence until I
looked back: Last December, I learned the skills of appearing older
than my years. In January, I perfected the means of getting my way
through calm and implacable will. In past weeks, I have learned to
drive: day and night, sun and hard rain, on roads or over uneven
ground. I can even perform simple motor repairs. My nerves are
steady, my stamina vastly improved, and my wits sharp: England
needs such as me. I know my vision of coming to the rescue of
Thomas Saunders is but a figment of imagination, but surely any
number of other young men could stand in his stead.

I have heard of a local
widow-woman who is not only well skilled behind a wheel, but whose
sons are now out of her house, leaving her at loose ends for
employment. To make matters even more interesting, the lady is of
an age appropriate to my Doctor X, whose wife died four or five
years ago. I have arranged the use of the motor this afternoon,
while the Doctor holds surgery hours, to go and see if she might be
willing to step into my place. If so, I shall forge identity papers
and leave for the Front. If a schoolboy with ten shillings of choir
money can work his way to France, I shall have no trouble at all
slipping into a driver’s position amidst the chaos of a field
hospital. By the time I am discovered, I will have made myself
indispensible.
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6 April
1915

A slight hitch in plans has
occurred, with the discovery that identity papers are not readily
forged by a person with naught but an amateur’s workshop. However,
by asking around among the village troublemakers, I discovered a
man in Eastbourne who can provide the necessary documents, and I
have paid him the first instalment of the price. Unfortunately, it
will take him some days to finish. My peripatetic reading on the
Downs resumes.

I admit to a
brief reconsideration of plans following some Times articles this last week, which suggest that the government
may be starting to take seriously the potential that lies in the
female half of the nation. The government wishes to induce women to
come to the aid of agriculturists by doing dairy work, milking, and
other “light” employment. In the meantime, Patrick will be troubled
in the coming year by the same article’s description of
“the scarcity of farm labour
and the requisitioning of hay by the War
Office….” My two strong arms
will be missed, when it comes to this year’s harvest. Or perhaps
not—with any luck, the War will be over by then. In any event,
Thursday’s news then trumpeted THE ARMY OF WOMEN with OVER 20,000
APPLICANTS FOR WAR WORK, so
perhaps he and my aunt will manage without me.
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I suppose it
is understandable that Sunday’s celebration of the Easter holiday
made for a wistful pursuit of normality, with a number of News
pieces such as one about the EASTER HARE AND EASTER EGGS. (It asked: What is the connexion of the hare with eggs,
and of both with Easter? In reply, the writer claimed that as a
Christian symbol, the hare is as old as the catacombs, where it is
the emblem of the repentant sinner. This seems a dubious bit of
theology to me; I wonder what Mother would make of it?)

Similarly, an
earnest gentleman urged the use of HONEY FOR SOLDIERS,
in a letter to the editor that began, “May I bring to notice the value of honey for our
warriors? It is an especial nutrient for them when they have lost
body heat on deck or in trench…”

Lacking Easter
eggs, or even pots of honey (which personally I’d have thought
unsuitable as a gift for the Front, being both heavy and breakable)
I shall divert myself with my former reading material, the Latin
text of Virgil. The Georgics, by odd
coincidence, contain a section on bees: “First, seek a settled home for your bees, where the
winds […of War?]
may find no access…”

I write this in the still hours
of the morning, sleep having been banished by a heavy heart. For
yesterday, just before tea, Patrick came to the door with a look on
his face such as I had never seen there before. I knew immediately
what it meant, and yes: Second Lieutenant Thomas Saunders died of
wounds, three days ago.

It was a shock, and a huge
sadness, yet I cannot say it was unexpected. I think I knew the
moment Thomas planted his shy salute on my cheek that I would never
see him again. Just as I know that this War will not be over until
it has ripped the heart from every person on earth.

My friend’s passing has firmed
my own thoughts. The Meteorological Office predict rain tomorrow,
making it a good day to spend in the stables with my thoughts and a
review of this journal. When I started it thirty-six weeks ago, I
was the daughter of two parents, the sister to a younger brother,
resident in a country far from War. A child, with no more pressing
concern than my right to visit a friend. So much change, such
misery in the world.

When I have finished meditating
on the past months, I shall close this book my mother gave to me,
and send it to a place where it shall be safe. Then I shall do my
best to forget it.

Thursday’s
forecast is for fair skies. So on that day when the sun rises,
before my aunt is astir (her unreasonable behaviour having reached
absurd heights, most recently over the purchase of shoes!) I shall
pocket the Georgics
and a bread roll, to set out for a
last day’s rambling. Only this time, instead of turning north to
the forested Weald, I shall walk towards those distant guns and
that ominous stretch of sea, that I might confront them face to
face.

I do not know
when, if ever, I will read the final instalments of
The Valley of
Fear, a story that has taken
up so much of my interest in recent months, a tale that—shallow as
I feel to admit it—helped to pull me from the state I was in after
the accident.  

Stories do
not matter, not really. Like the hay harvest, this one may have to
go on without me.  I shall do what I can, and do it with all
my strength, wanting only to feel that my parents, and my
brother, would be proud of me.

Mary Judith Russell

Sussex, England

 


**

Thus ends Mary
Russell’s War Journal. Her memoirs continue in The Beekeeper’s Apprentice, which opens on that Thursday morning, 8 April
1915, with the
words:

I was fifteen
when I first met Sherlock Holmes, fifteen years old with my nose in
a book as I walked the Sussex Downs, and nearly stepped on him. In
my defence I must say it was an engrossing book, and it was very
rare to come across another person in that particular part of the
world in that war year of 1915. In my seven weeks of peripatetic
reading amongst the sheep (which tended to move out of my way) and
the gorse bushes (to which I had painfully developed an instinctive
awareness) I had never before
stepped on a person.

It was a
cool, sunny day in early April, and the book was by Virgil.
I had set out at dawn from the
silent farmhouse, chosen a different direction from my usual—in
this case southeasterly, towards the sea—and had spent the
intervening hours wrestling with Latin verbs, climbing
unconsciously over stone walls, and unthinkingly circling hedge
rows, and would probably not have noticed the sea until I stepped
off one of the chalk cliffs into it.

As it was, my first awareness
that there was another soul in the universe was when a male throat
cleared itself loudly not four feet from me. The Latin text flew
into the air, followed closely by an Anglo-Saxon oath. Heart
pounding, I hastily pulled together what dignity I could and glared
down through my spectacles at this figure hunched up at my feet: a
gaunt, greying man in his fifties wearing a cloth cap, ancient
tweed greatcoat, and decent shoes, with a threadbare Army rucksack
on the ground beside him. A tramp perhaps, who had left the rest of
his possessions stashed beneath a bush. Or an Eccentric. Certainly
no shepherd.

He said nothing. Very
sarcastically. I snatched up my book and brushed it off.

“What on
earth are you doing?” I demanded. “Lying in wait for
someone?”

He raised one
eyebrow at that, smiled in a singularly condescending and
irritating manner, and opened his mouth to speak in that precise
drawl which is the trademark of the overly educated upper-class
English gentleman. A high voice; a biting one: definitely an
Eccentric….[6]


 


Addendum I:
The Story Continues

 


A complete list of the Russell
Memoirs can be found on the Laurie R. King web site,
www.LaurieRKing.com. Of particular interest are:

The
Beekeeper’s Apprentice: when
Mary Russell meets Sherlock Holmes, and becomes his
apprentice.

“Beekeeping
for Beginners”: the early
days of their relationship from Holmes’ point of view.

“Mary’s
Christmas”: a tale of Miss
Russell’s youth.

Locked
Rooms: the complete story of
the San Francisco events in Russell’s life.

The Mary
Russell Companion: with many
details about Sussex, Mary Russell, Sherlock Holmes, and all the
rest.

*

More about
Mary Russell and Sherlock Holmes can be found on the Laurie R. King
web site, www.LaurieRKing.com. Laurie also keeps an active author page on
Facebook.


Addendum
II: attributions

 


Newspaper
quotes are taken verbatim from The San Francisco Chronicle and The Times of
London. The erratic spelling
of newspapers, noted by Miss Russell herself, is preserved in her
excerpts: Nurnberg is elsewhere Nuernberg, Leipzig appears as
Leipsic, Alcatraz ends in an –s, Asilomar is given as Asilmar,
etc.

Photographs used without
attribution are my own, or were scanned from original newspapers,
magazines, and postcards in my possession. Other images
include:

August 4: Front page courtesy of San Francisco Chronicle/Polaris;
Irene Adler, “A Scandal in Bohemia” by Arthur Conan Doyle. 11:
Library of Congress; Library of Congress. 18: Uncle Sam by James
Montgomery Flagg courtesy of Wikimedia; map from
San Francisco and Oakland, a Visitor’s
Guide by Rand McNally, 1923. 25: Leipzig
courtesy of Wikipedia; Raffles, the
Amateur Cracksman, courtesy of
Wikipedia; Kroonland in Panama Canal, 1915, courtesy of Wikipedia

September
1: Plane over Paris courtesy of Wikipedia;
Rudyard Kipling courtesy Wikipedia. 8: Pilot dropping bomb courtesy
of Wikimedia; German cruiser Nurnburg in the SF Bay courtesy of
Wikipedia. 15: The Valley of Fear
cover courtesy of Wikipedia; Toy vendor, Chinatown, San Francisco (circa 1900) courtesy of
Library of Congress. 22: Will You Stand
for This courtesy of the Imperial War
Museum. 29: Kitchener poster courtesy of Wikipedia; submarine fleet
courtesy of Photos of the Great War.

October
27: Submarine fleet courtesy Photos of the Great
War

November
17: Sunday
Magazine courtesy of Wikipedia. 24: Holmes
inspecting a moat from The
Valley of Fear, by
Arthur Conan Coyle

December
1: Grant Ave & Market courtesy of Wikipedia.
8: Cambrai trench courtesy of Wikipedia.

22: Holmes with
candlestick from The Valley of Fear
by Arthur Conan Coyle.

January
5: wheeled stretchers courtesy of Photos of the
Great War.

February
2: British Army Victoria Station courtesy
Imperial War Museum; submarine surfacing from Photos of the Great
War; artillery barrage courtesy of Wikipedia. 9: Land girl courtesy of Imperial
War Museum. 16: Sky lanterns courtesy of Wikipedia. 23: Queen Mary
courtesy of Wikipedia; Army cycle poster courtesy
Wikipedia.

March 2: Ship explosion courtesy of Wikipedia. 9: National Doughnut
Day courtesy of Wikipedia. 16: Vickers gun courtesy of Wikipedia;
trenches courtesy of Photos of the Great War; women ambulance drivers courtesy of Photos of the Great War.
30: women tram drivers courtesy of Wikipedia; The Toll of War courtesy of Library
of Congress.

April 6: Women’s Land Army courtesy of Wikipedia.

 


Photos of the
Great War:
www.gwpda.org.photos

Library of
Congress War of the
Nations:
www.flickr.com/photos/library_of_congress


End
notes

[1] “My Story” and “A
Case in Correspondence”.

[2] See Addendum
I.

[3] This may be the document given
in Locked Rooms.

[4] Russell’s Uncle Jake, her
father’s younger brother, appears in the story “Mary’s
Christmas.”

[5] Events of three years previous
are given in “Mary’s Christmas”.


[6] Long excerpts from The
Beekeeper’s Apprentice and other Russell memoirs are at
www.laurierking.com/books.
For the momentous meeting from Sherlock Holmes’ point of view, see
“Beekeeping for Beginners” at www.laurierking.com/ebooks.
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Family Lost in Fiery Crash

Three members of a prominent

were killed on Saturday moming when
their car went off the road, just south

of the beach-side town of Pacifica.

The road, although paved, is widely
regarded as one of the most freacherous
pieces of roadway any car could attempt.
It is not known whether the cause of the
crash was mechanical failure or some dis-
traction, although family friends assert
that the car was nearly new, and Mr Rus-
sell was a highly experienced driver.

Mr Charles Russell, of Boston, was a
‘prominent businessman here in San Fran-
cisco. His wife, Judith, an English citizen
‘before their marriage, has been active in
recent weeks with patriotic drives raising
funds for the war efforts of her native
country. Their son Levi was also killed.
The family s survived by the daughter,
Mary, who s hospitalized with injuries too
serious o permit a conversation with
Teporters. ,5
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DONT

1 Don't use a motor car
or motor cyele for

pleasure purposes.
2. Don’t buy new clothes
needlessly. Don't be

ashamed of wearing
old clothes in War time.

3. Don't keepmoreservants
than you really need.

In this way you will save money for
the War, set the right example, and
free labour for more useful purposes.

Your Country will
Appreciate Your Help.
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