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My Dear: To-day I opened the cedar
wood box—I can see the little wrinkle of your
level brows over these cryptic words, can
almost hear you ask why something so simple
should be chronicled as a war time event.

I expect you remember just where the box
stood on the little very old table at the left side
of my study window.  It was often between us,
when we had those wonderful talks in the
summer of 1913.  Once I remember I removed
it gently out of your reach, as you thumped its
precious lid rather hard to emphasise your
indignation over the accumulated injustices of
life.

It is far removed now from the delicate setting
you so much approved, the red rose of the
window hangings no longer accentuates its
quaint outline.

It now stands bald and bare on the
workman-like writing table in the smoking room of
our Kingdom by the Sea.  You never achieved
acquaintance with this dear place in your
extensive yet inadequate travel year, owing to
George's feverish desire to transport you to
the particular bit of Germany he had so long
idealised.  I am thinking now of his chastened
demeanour when he brought you back.
Something had gone out of his early dream; that
elusive essence which once gone can never be
recaptured.  Youth is ours only once—we
may go on pretending; but there comes no
second spring.

Your letters—and certain of George's—considered
by his critic worthy of the privilege,
have always been "taken care of" (I love that
comforting American phrase) in the cedar
wood box.  It so happens that it is the one
intimate thing I have brought here with me.  It
was picked up in the garden with part of its
contents scattered, after making a hasty exit
through the window—Heavens!  I hear you
say—what can she be talking about—and why
is she so far from her base in war time?  Here
is the bald and awful fact—

There is no more North House.  Have
you taken it in, Cornelia?  You loved its
simple dignity, its old-world repose.  You
had no fault to find because it did not
spread itself to any great extent, and lacked all
the wonderful conveniences to which you are
accustomed in your own home.  You allowed
it the defects of its quality, nay, I even believe
that you loved them.  Did you not put your
hand over my mouth when I audibly wished
that my mauve thistle spare bedroom had been
a more spacious chamber, where you could sit
or stand at an angle immune from draughts, or
from bumping against some aggressive article
of furniture.

I often apologised for the one bathroom,
small at that, and for the inadequate supply of
hot water.  Then you would point to the moss-grown
terrace at the back, the cedar tree on the
lawn, sloping to the winding river, and the
delicate vistas beyond.  "Oh yes," I said, "it is
the only garden in the world, but the house
could be improved on."  Did I really say that?
I know I did, not once, but a thousand times,
and now I am the prey of a most unendurable
kind of remorse, that which we feel when
something we loved is removed permanently
from our sight and we know we belittled it.

Now perhaps you will understand, Cornelia,—the
home we all loved together—though
often belittling it in the grumpy Scotch
way—is dead.  It will never be ours any more.
Its roof can never shelter those we love, nor
its walls echo the happy laughter which doeth
good like a medicine.  I see the bewilderment
gathering in your quizzical eyes, and you
wonder what it is all about, and whether I have
taken leave of the small modicum of sense
Himself and you allotted to me the last time
we discussed the question together.

The truth is, I am afraid to begin.  I do not
know how to tell it.  The world is full of
words—but there do not seem to be any to fit
this case.  But I must try.  I have been
sitting ever so long, looking out to the sea, which
is no longer a pathway to the sun, but a
menacing grey highway across which awful shapes
may at any moment race to destroy our peace,
and fill us with terror and dismay.  To the
left, as I turn my eyes, through the window
I see the gleaming nozzle of one of the big
guns, with the gunners ready beside it.  They
are there night and day.  So even our
summer home is in the grip of the war monster
from which there is no escape.  It is the 16th
of October and the skies are very grey, the air
heavy with a strange chill, the sea mists are
creeping up—and the moan of the breakers
against the rocks seems to presage some coming doom.

It was very lovely in Hertfordshire in
October—its early weeks gave us a taste of the
most beautiful Indian summer I have ever
seen.  Our chestnut trees were never more
glorious, nor more vividly clad.  Flame was
the keynote of the colour scheme, and it
lingered—wonderfully blent with all the
undertones of departing summer, till the picture our
garden presented was so entrancing, I could
not attend to my ordinary tasks, grudging
every moment spent away from it.  We were
clearing the herbaceous borders—and planning
a new scheme for enhancing the beauty of
the lily pond.  I had long serious discussions
with the gardener, an understanding creature,
about economy in bulbs.  The true garden-lover
would do without clothes, rather than
raiment for her garden; but we had to
patriotically compromise, and, with a little
ingenuity and extra planning, saw a very promising
vista for the spring.  You have noticed,
indeed, it was, I think, more than once the
subject of our talk, that the last summer of a
person's life is often the most beautiful.  It
was so with our boy.

Do you remember how I told you that when
our little fishing expedition at Amulree came
to an end in 1910, and the children were so loth
to leave the old inn and the everlasting hills,
I said to him, "Never mind, son, next summer
when Dad and I go to America to visit Uncle
George and Aunt Cornelia, you and Effie will
come here all by yourselves, or with Aunt Jack,
and have it all over again."

He turned his big quiet grey eyes on mine
and said very simply, "These things don't
happen, Mummy."  He was very young when he
learned that lesson.  It all came true, not in
my sense, but in his.

Before the next summer came, his dear
beautiful body was laid on the cliff side at the
Kingdom by the Sea and his soul had stolen
"away" to his appointed place in his Father's
House.

That was the most beautiful summer in our
lives—not in his only, but in our whole family
life, of a richness and nearness and dearness,
to describe which, there are no words.

Well, and this the last summer of our garden's
life, in so far as it concerned us, was the
most beautiful we have ever known, in a
circle of many summers, all beautiful.

Never had there been such wealth of bloom.
The roses!  They simply flung themselves in
regal magnificence at our feet.  The more you
cut and gave away the more persistently they
insisted upon coming on; not in single spies,
but in battalions.

The old walled vegetable garden which you
so loved, being invariably found, when missing,
between its box hedges, surpassed itself.
We could not use the stuff.  Our Belgian
household over the way, of whose doing and
being I as chairman of the Belgian Guest
committee have written you so much, had access
to the garden to help themselves.  It is a royal
memory we have; but only a memory.  Sometimes
it seems as if soon, all life would be only
a memory.

Hope seems—for the moment—to have
folded her tent like the Arabs, and silently
stolen away.
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On the 12th Effie came home from France
in her first leave from active service.  You can
imagine the excitement in the household, the
somewhat tremulous expectancy of Himself
and myself.

The one ewe lamb, as you know right well,
is a kind of desperate possession.  Once or
twice I have recalled your warning counsel not
to let her leave us; but, my dear, you would
have to be here to understand the strange new
blood that is firing the veins of both youth and
maturity and age, the red blood of patriotism.
She was very young to go out to that strange
awful sublime place they call the war zone.
But she came back to us radiant, quite
unchanged; but yes, there is a change.  She has
the eyes of one who, born in a great time, is
striving to live greatly.  She was, before the
war, one of the lotus flowers to whom the call
came opportunely, and now she is blooming
for others all unconscious of herself.  You
who have known and shared my anxieties about
her future, will rejoice with me, I know.  She
is not a good letter writer, she has the very
Scotch habit of leaving out all you want to
know.

A dear English friend of mine, whose name
I must not tell you, speaking of her husband,
one day in a moment of exasperation said,
"You have to take too much for granted with
a Scotch husband."  I smiled comprehendingly,
having lived so long with Himself.

Effie is a little like that.  You never know
what is shut up inside of her.  The Boy was
so different, so easy to know—and so lovely
when you did know him.  Well I suppose it
would not be good for us to be given without
effort or seeking the key to every treasure
house.  Heavens, how I wander!  I must
come back and tell about the thing to which
Effie came home.

We had had a quiet lovely day together.
I had managed to worm a little out of her about
her beloved camp at Etaples, not half enough—but
just enough to know what this wonderful
new life of service for others is doing for the
child.

Himself was rather busy, and had to go out
after dinner to see some patients who required
a late visit.  The house surgeon from the
hospital had just dropped in asking for him and
we kept him, expecting that Himself would be
back quickly.

At half past nine, tea came up.  Do you
remember how you, and especially George,
jeered at our evening teacups, and how
gradually you were drawn into the snare until you
acquired the passion, and used to watch the
library clock, sure the kitchen one did not correspond?

I had a restless feeling that night.  It was
very dark, with a close sultry air, and I went
upstairs throwing open windows that had been
shut.  I was standing at the open window of
Himself's dressing room when I heard the
unmistakable whirr of the Zeppelin engine.

I have tried to describe it to you before.  It
is a sinister grinding noise, unlike anything on
earth.  I flew down to tell them that the
Zeppelins were out.  Effie, eager with the quick
longing of youth for every adventure, said,
"No such luck," and we immediately went out
on the terrace to crane our necks in an
endeavour to discover the marauder's silver
silhouette against the clear dark sky.  Then
quite suddenly there was the most terrific bang,
and somewhere in the near distance strange
lights like shooting stars seemed to descend
upon our little inoffensive town—we stood
dumb, holding our breath, while the bangs
continued getting louder and louder.  Presently,
we were joined by the terrified servants, who,
at their supper in the basement kitchen,
unaware that the Zeppelins were in the
neighbourhood, came rushing out.  The young ones
were inclined to scream.  I remember laying
my hand on somebody's arm, and saying,
"Hush, be still!"  To me it was a stupendous
moment, during which the whole fabric of
existence seemed to be tottering—and we on the
edge of some unimaginable abyss.  I remember
Effie's face lit by the weird glare from the
incendiary bombs now falling in rapid succession
from the upper air.

There was no fear upon it, only a kind of
uplifted spirituelle look.  I seem to remember
that she said, "Do you think it will be this one,
Mummy?" but she stoutly denies having uttered
any such words.  Presently, however,
"this one" descended and found its mark.  The
din was indescribable; conceive of forty-two
bombs dropping in a limited area in the space
of four minutes, the glare of their bursting,
the air full of sulphurous fumes and an awful
indescribable sense of evil, imminent, devilish,
against which we were absolutely helpless and
unarmed.  As we stood there in absolute
silence, holding on one to another, we had no
sort of knowledge or information that our very
own house was being destroyed.  To you this
may seem incredible, when you reflect that the
terrace, though wide, is joined to the house.

It was all so quick and so terrible, that we
felt it must be the end of the world, the total
destruction of everything we had considered
stable in our earthly life.  Presently, the
voice of the man beside us spoke: "I think it's
over now, and we're safe."  The air-ship,
sailing low, so that we saw it distinctly between
the cone of the cedar tree and the sky,
disappeared rapidly and the noise of explosions
ceased—only to be replaced by the cries of
excited people, and the moans of the hurt and
dying in the street.  The darkness was profound,
the power station having been destroyed early
in the attack.

We pulled ourselves together, and proceeded
towards the house with a view of entering.
Part of the walls remained standing,
but there was no house.  There in the middle
of the beautiful hall you so much admired the
whole fabric seemed to have collapsed.  Doors,
windows, furniture, pictures, piled in an
inextricable heap.  We saw right out into the
street in the further side, where already there
were twinkling lights and moving figures as
the work of mercy and assistance began.  But
where was Himself?




Quickly people began to climb in upon our
ruins, seeking presumably for us or for our
remains.  Presently, among them, very white in
the face, and very glassy about the eyes,
appeared Himself, wheeling his bicycle.  They
had told him down the street that his home and
every one in it had been destroyed.  He
counted us,—we clung together for just a
moment, then he said, "I must go."  "Where?"
I asked, still holding on.  "To my job," he
answered as he unstrapped his emergency bag
from his machine and strode away.  We did
not see him any more till the early morning,
he and his colleagues being busy at the
hospital.  Then the whole population seemed to
be crowding us where we stood.  We had no
lights but a few stray candles.  Police and
military presently appeared to take possession,
and the general public were excluded.  The
accredited powers climbed across the debris to
reach the garden, when a strange sight
presented itself.  Five incendiary bombs which
had been dropped after the explosive ones and
were intended to complete the work of
destruction, had only sunk in the soft earth, and
were burning there like bale fires.  The
authorities were hunting for unexploded bombs,
always a terrific menace until handled by
experts and shorn of their hellish power.  They
said, and say still, that one is at the bottom of
the river where it can't do any harm.  We tried
to go up what remained of the staircase.  The
secondary staircase which connected the old
wing with the more modern part, was blown
into space; not a step of it remained.  The
beds, which had been in the rooms of the old
wing, were outside somewhere, their twisted
metal work and torn mattresses being
afterwards found near the railings of the front
garden.

You remember the mysterious little passage
with the double doors that led from my
bedroom into the old wing; well, it was entirely
gone; cut off as clean as if a knife had done it.
We were very adventurous, climbing about
trying to see by candlelight the full extent of
the damage, and with nobody to tell us that
we took our lives in our hands every minute
where walls were tottering, and ceilings, so
to speak, hanging by a thread.  My eight-foot
old mahogany wardrobe which you admired
so much had climbed upon my bed, and half
the ceiling was on the top of that.  Conceive
what would have happened had the attack
come without warning, when we were asleep
in our beds!

It has happened in other places.  The
protecting mercy of God was over and round
about us—our time had not yet come.  I had
then no feeling of anguish over my ruined
home, none of us had.  To Effie, it was a great
adventure—the War in concrete visible
tangible form!  We simply did not realise what it
all meant; I suppose we shall realise it right
enough later on.




Midnight came—one o'clock in the morning—two
o'clock—Himself turned up at last and
insisted that I should find a billet somewhere
and lie down.  He and Effie determined to
keep a vigil in the ruins.  A fine rain had
begun to fall, but there were dry places in the
house, a corner of the drawing room queerly
almost untouched.  The vagaries of the
concussion were beyond belief.  The gable end of
the dining room left standing was stripped
inside of every scrap of plaster, leaving the
lathes naked and bare.  An old Chippendale
mirror still stuck heroically to its nail, above
the mantel, or rather the place where the
mantel had been, not shattered or scratched.  But
all the lovely old ladder-back chairs are gone
and the sideboard.  I shan't really know till
I go back whether we have anything left.

Effie took me up to my billet in a neighbour's
house, and as we groped our way by the
railings in the inky darkness I suddenly clutched
something soft.  The flashlight revealed part
of our dining room curtains—heavy silk
damask ones, that had evidently been blown clean
out up the street, and twisted round the
railings by invisible hands.

I did not sleep any, you may be sure.  I
was the slave of physical fear after the
excitement had died down.  Shaking in every
limb, even to my lips, I lay till about six
o'clock, then got up again and dressed to go
and seek my treasures.

The sun was shining cheerfully as I wended
my way through the gaping crowds which had
come from God knows where, getting a
sympathetic word and grip here and there from
familiar friends.

And presently I came to the North House
gate, Oh Cornelia!




It all looked so piteous in the clear sunlight,
the shell of the dear home; the inextricable
mass of plaster and bricks and broken wood
work and all the belongings of a house.  The
crowds, there seemed to be millions of them,
everywhere fell back to let me go in.  Himself
met me, smiling bravely, but a little grim about
the eyes.

"We are going to breakfast at the Odell's,"
he said, "and after that you and Effie go off to
Scotland; it is all arranged."

It was no use protesting—you know how
Himself can look, and what it means when he
says a thing has got to be done.

We hung about a little, and I had a sort
of resentment because the public were all over
the place where my house had been.  They were
not our own townsfolk, but incomers, who
had arrived in motors, in horse traps, on
bicycles from miles away.  The North road was
simply black with them.  We went off
presently in a cab to our kind neighbour's house,
where we had a good breakfast and much
sympathy, which seemed to put fresh heart into
us.  When we got back, it was to get ready
for our journey to Scotland.

Somebody found my clothes; people I had
never seen before seemed to be packing them
up in trunks, not ours, which appeared
mysteriously from the outside.  Kind hands
brought us lunch, already prepared, and so
we got ready to go away.  But before the end
I had a hard task.  Poor Tubby, the lovely old
mother chow, had gone mad, or at least become
dangerous through sheer terror.  You know
how sensitive she was.  She had to be shot and
nobody could get her out of the kennel but
me.  I went and dragged her forth and put
the collar around her neck and took her to
the place of execution, where the man with the
gun was waiting.

How did I do it?  God knows, Cornelia.
But it was absolutely necessary for the safety
of human creatures, and I know she has
forgiven me in the happy hunting ground where
she has gone.  She knew I loved her; but when
I heard the report of the gun the iron seemed
to enter into my soul.  Wang has gone too,
and Satan, the impish and delicious Persian
cat that became an inmate of this animal-loving
house after you left, was found stark by
the edge of the immense crater made in the
front garden by the bursting shell.  It wiped
out his favorite laurel bush, under which we
suppose he had been sleeping when the terror came.

He was not injured in any way—he died of
the same concussion which split the old cedar
tree and broke it right in two.  Soon after
eleven we trundled away to the station en
route for London and Scotland, leaving
Himself to make shift alone.  It was his
ordination, and we seemed too dazed to stand up
against it.  We have been here three days, and
already Effie and I are both very restless.  I
expect in a few more days in spite of Himself
we shall be speeding back, for there is much
to do there.  First and foremost we have to
find another roof to cover us.

I will write as soon as I get back, and can
co-ordinate my thoughts.

You and George will mourn with us, and
I have no doubt George's sentiments on the
subject of America entering without further
parley will be vivified and strengthened.  As
I write I see the desolate ruins—the broken
and desecrated household gods, the crowds
of gaping strangers who regarded it as a
spectacle without appearing to sense its tragedy.
Other houses in the town were destroyed, but
I have presently no knowledge or cognisance
of them.

All sorrow and loss must be intensive at
the first.  This certainly is.  It is a poor
devilish kind of sport, to rain death upon
non-combatants and sail away immune from
punishment or reprisal.  It makes women dumb
and men desperate.  I know what is in the
mind of Himself.  Loathing of the age limit,
longing to defy the years and be out with the
fighting forces in the field.  I shall never keep
him after this, Cornelia.  He will slip through
another door.

Is there a light?  Yes, I remember kind faces
I never saw before looking eloquently into
mine, the clasp of strange but friendly hands,
the offer of a score of homes.  The gleam of
brotherhood and sisterhood lightens the dark
places of the earth, and defies organised and
perfected cruelty to do its worst.
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It is three weeks since I wrote my last
letter—two weeks and three days since I came
back—no, not home, only back.  We have no home
any more—as we used to have it, though we
have found a roof to cover us.
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