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This is my letter to the World


That never wrote to Me –


The simple News that Nature told –


With tender Majesty –


 


Her Message is committed


To Hands I cannot see –


For love of Her – Sweet – countrymen –


Judge tenderly – of Me


 


Emily Dickinson, 1862
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The screen is black. The sound of a pen nib scratching on paper, the sound amplified, echoing in the dark room. A soft light flickers, revealing ink tracking over paper. Follow the forming letters to read:


 


I’ve none to tell me to but thee


 


The area of light expands. A small maplewood desk, on which the paper lies. A hand holding the pen.


My hand, my pen, my words. My gift of love, ungiven.


Lay down the pen and cross the room. The light in the room grows. There’s a window on the far side. Outside it’s daylight.


Now the window frames the view. A road, a hedge, a strip of land planted with trees and shrubs. A path runs between the trees to the neighbouring house, The Evergreens. A middle-aged man is coming down the path, his head a little bowed.


I know him well, I love him dearly. He is my brother.


Moving faster now, across the bedroom, out onto the landing. To the right is a bright window, to the left, a flight of stairs. Down the stairs, the hem of a white dress brushing the banisters, to come to a stop in the hall. The door to the parlour is ajar.


Pause before the almost closed door. Through the crack a thin slice of the room is visible within: a fire burning in the grate, a wing chair by the fire, the middle-aged man settling himself down with a sigh into the chair.


I know that sigh. I know that he’s unhappy. I know that he leaves his home and comes to my house because he finds no joy in his marriage. I am his refuge.


Open the door, and enter. He raises his bowed head. He has a heavy lined face, a sweep of thick hair above a high forehead, bushy whiskers. He smiles.


‘Here I am again,’ he says.


Sit down before him, not speaking, waiting for him to speak. After a little while he rises to his feet, paces up and down before the fire. He talks in fits and starts, as if to himself.


‘I’ve been remembering Mattie, Mattie Gilbert, Sue’s sister. You liked her, I know. She was the quiet one. She was fond of me, I think. I wrote her a letter, after Sue and I became engaged, but she never answered. Now I wake in the night and think, What if I’d married Mattie?’


He paces in silence for a few moments. Then he comes to a stop and stands before the fire, his eyes cast down.


‘I had such great hopes. And what have I left? I have nothing.’


Reach out a hand and touch his arm.


‘I call it very unkind of you, brother.’


He smiles at that.


‘Am I the unkind one?’


‘You think only of yourself. Remember, you’re living for me too.’


‘What am I to do?’


‘There’s joy to be had in the world,’ I say. ‘You’re to find us joy.’
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‘You must have read Emily Dickinson,’ says Alice, ‘when you were at Cambridge.’


‘Maybe one poem, once,’ says Jack.


She can’t get over how much the same he is: the same tousled haircut, the same gentle brown eyes. He’s a teacher now, in his mid-twenties, as she is. How long since they last met? It must be almost three years.


‘So Emily Dickinson had a brother,’ she goes on. ‘A brother who was trapped in an unhappy marriage. In late nineteenth-century Puritan New England, when trapped meant trapped.’


She’s opening a bottle of wine as she talks, both of them frayed by their day’s work, in need of a drink. Good of Jack to come in person, all things considered. This could have been done in a couple of texts. But perhaps he too is curious to see her again.


‘The brother falls in love with the wife of a colleague. He’s in his fifties, she’s in her twenties. They have a passionate affair. And guess where they make love?’


So here they are in the kitchen of Alice’s shared flat in Hackney talking about sex. Megan, her flatmate, has as usual left a pan soaking in the sink which she won’t clean until she reuses it in the morning. This should not send Alice wild with rage, but does. Scrambled egg has to soak, says Megan. What do you want me to do, take a saucepan of cold water into my bedroom? Alice does want this, but is it reasonable? Is it neurotic?


‘No motels in those days,’ says Jack.


‘They make love in Emily Dickinson’s dining room.’


‘In the dining room!’


‘With Emily Dickinson listening outside the door.’


Jack looks suitably startled. This is always the line that sells the story. Not that she’s told it to many, the enterprise is still fragile. And odd that she should be telling it to Jack of all people, given that it’s a story of illicit passion. This after all was the first boy ever to desire her. He trembled when he took her in his arms. A good way to start a love life, new to each other, inexperienced, amazed.


‘And that,’ says Alice, ‘is what I’m going to write my screenplay about.’


A film by Alice Dickinson, featuring Emily Dickinson, no relation. But the shared last name is where her love for the poems began. And after that, the dream. With a mother a journalist and a stepfather a screenwriter, she’s grown up in a world of stories. Her own writing began in secret, but it was a secret she had no desire to keep. Her stepfather Alan read the few pages of a short story, and admitted to amazement and envy. Envy, the purest form of praise.


‘You really are a writer,’ he said.


He showed the pages to his producer. His producer asked Alice if she had any ideas for a screenplay.


‘Adultery in Amherst,’ Alice replied. ‘Sex and poetry.’


No promises, but worth a first, and of course unpaid, draft.


‘And that’s why I have to go to Amherst, Massachusetts,’ she tells Jack, ‘to do the research where it all happened.’


It’s so strange that Emily Dickinson should have brought Jack back into her life. Their last meeting, or rather their last parting, had been at Victoria station, a private moment buffeted by hurrying crowds. He was hurt and angry. She had no good reason for ending their relationship, or none that she could make him understand. Their parting, unresolved, had rendered him proud and distant. He had not looked back as he had walked away across the busy concourse.


Now all it takes is a general message on Facebook to all her friends, asking if anyone has a connection to Amherst, Massachusetts, and Jack turns out to be the one.


‘His name’s Nick Crocker,’ he says, pulling out a scrap of paper, an email address, a phone number. ‘He teaches at Amherst College. He was Mum’s first boyfriend, a million years ago.’


‘English or American?’


‘English, married to an American. Mum says he may turn out to be useless. They’ve not been in touch for years.’


Alice taps the address and number into her phone.


‘This is great, Jack.’


She gives him a glass of wine. He raises his glass to her.


‘Here’s to your screenplay.’


‘I expect it’ll all come to nothing. But a girl can dream.’


She likes the way he looks at her, as if he’s not sure it’s really her. In the time since they last met she’s got a new job, a new look, a new haircut. Jack has gone on being Jack, but that’s not so bad.


‘Are you packing in the job?’ he says.


‘Christ, no! I’m just taking two weeks off. It’s a great job.’


‘I’ve no idea what it is you do.’


‘I’m a copywriter,’ she says. ‘And don’t say, “Oh, so you copy writers.”’


‘Is that what people say?’


‘People like you, who disapprove of advertising.’


‘You mean people who earn less than you.’


She relaxes after that. It comes as a surprise to find that she wants Jack to approve of her, but it also touches her. Like finding she’s not left all her past behind after all.


‘So what sort of copy do you write?’ says Jack.


‘You really want to know this?’


‘Yes.’


It’s not in his appearance, but it’s there in his voice: he’s more comfortable with himself than he used to be. He’s become surer. He’s not handsome, never has been, but he has a loveable face. At first you think he’s too soft, too unformed, but then you start to see the self-awareness, in the wrinkling of his brow, the twitching of his lips. Alice feels his gaze on her, and realises she wants him to admire her.


‘My biggest account,’ she says, ‘is a hair products company. Which means I’m marketing bottles of hair product to hairdressers.’


‘Hairdressers.’


‘There’s more to the psychology of hairdressers than you think.’


‘They see themselves as artists?’


He offers it as a random shot, but it’s right on the money.


‘How did you know that?’


‘If I was a hairdresser, that’s how I’d be.’


The power of empathy. Good for Jack.


‘They see themselves as sculptors with scissors,’ she says. ‘Henry Moores. Rodins.’


‘And you’re there to help them.’


‘Now you are laughing at me.’


He shakes his head, smiling at her, saying nothing. Alice feels confused. Where did Jack get his new manner? It’s like he’s learned how not to speak, how to create the expectant silence that fills a room. She guesses it must be a teacher’s trick.


‘Is this what you do in the classroom?’


‘What?’


‘Just stare at the kids until they start making fools of themselves.’


‘Not at all,’ he says. ‘I’m very encouraging.’


‘Lucky them.’


‘I think your screenplay idea sounds terrific.’


‘You don’t have to encourage me, Jack.’


Which is wildly false. Alice is in constant need of encouragement, for all Alan’s kind words. This research trip, for which she is sacrificing two precious weeks of her annual leave, is driven solely by hopes and dreams. She doesn’t yet know how to shape the story. In particular, she doesn’t see a way to bring it to a satisfactory conclusion.


She wants to tell Jack all about it. She wants Jack to believe in her dream.


‘The love affair was tremendously passionate,’ she says. ‘It’s all on paper, they both kept journals, they wrote each other streams of love letters. And all the time it was going on there was Emily, the spinster, the recluse, writing these sexually charged poems.’


She pulls a book off the shelf and finds a poem to read to Jack.


‘You must know this one.’


She reads, but because she knows the poem by heart, she’s able to watch Jack at the same time.


 


Wild nights – wild nights!


Were I with thee


Wild nights should be


Our luxury!


 


Futile the winds


To a heart in port –


Done with the compass –


Done with the chart!


 


Rowing in Eden –


Ah, the sea!


Might I but moor tonight


In thee!


 


Jack gazes back at her in silence. The poem always has this effect. The look on people’s faces that says: why isn’t my life like that?


‘Is Emily Dickinson supposed to have ever had sex?’ says Jack.


‘No one knows. Most likely not. But her brother sure as hell did.’


‘In the dining room.’


They drink the wine sitting side by side on the sagging sofa, and she shows him pictures of the main characters in her story. Mabel Loomis Todd, twenty-four years old, wife of the newly appointed assistant professor of astronomy at Amherst College. She looks sly-faced, a little pop-eyed.


‘She was tremendously attractive, apparently. She wrote in her journal, “I have simply felt as if I could attract any man to any amount.”’


‘When did all this happen?’


‘The Todds came to Amherst in 1881. This is David, her husband.’


A neat little man with a close-trimmed beard and a pointed moustache.


‘And this is Austin Dickinson, Emily’s older brother.’


Austin is taller, with a heavy lined face, a sweep of thick hair above a high forehead, bushy whiskers down either cheek.


She reads him extracts from the letters and journals. Austin writes of ‘the white heat which engulfs my being.’ Mabel writes, ‘What else could have made heaven to us but each other?’


‘David didn’t mind?’


‘Apparently not.’


‘So Mabel had sex with both of them.’


‘Sometimes on the same day.’


‘My God!’


‘She was in love with Austin, but she went on being very good friends with David.’


‘Very good friends who had sex.’


‘It has been known, Jack.’


He’s watching her, and she feels herself actually blushing. And then, because her own reaction says more than she means, she takes up the book again and turns its pages, as if looking for some new extract.


How complicated it all is. There are no rules any more, no agreed limits. Friends become lovers, lovers drift back into friendship. We owe each other nothing, but we still hurt each other.


Her gaze falls on a photograph of Mabel Todd taken in 1885, at the height of her affair. The collar of her dress is decorated with flowers, painted by her own hand. She wears long gloves, wrinkled at the wrists.


This long-ago story, this adulterous affair that touched the life of a poet, means more to Alice than the sum of its parts. It has become for her a meditation on the nature of passion. This is how she hopes to incorporate the poems. The lovers act, the poet reflects. And behind Emily Dickinson stands herself, a latter-day Dickinson, staring into the mysteries of love.


Did I miss it? she asks herself. Did I open the package and somehow mislay the instruction manual? Somewhere there has to be this cache of essential information on how men and women manage their emotional transactions. External facts don’t correspond with internal feelings. Why is it so hard to be intimate with men? It’s not physical prudery. She has no objection to sleeping with a man when the occasion seems to require it. But the men of her own age, her friends from university, her colleagues, rarely arouse passion in her. Brotherly love has replaced sexual desire.


So what is it I want? A tall dark stranger? Maybe just once, even if it all ends badly. Someone who’ll sweep me off my feet.


I want to be seduced.


That’s not about to happen with Jack. And yet, to her surprise, she finds she remains possessive. She has no right to such a feeling, but it’s there. She’d like to get him into smarter clothes. She’d like to change the way he does his hair.


‘So tell me about you. Is there a girlfriend on the scene?’


‘Not right now,’ says Jack.


‘Not easy, is it?’


‘The disease of our time,’ says Jack. ‘Everything’s possible, so nothing seems enough.’


He gives a rueful grin. The comfort of old lovers.


‘Oh, Jack.’


She’s remembering him sitting beside her on a bench looking out over the bleak expanse of Seaford beach. She’s remembering their first kiss.


‘As it happens,’ says Jack, ‘I have an insight of my own on this. You know I’m teaching in the East End?’


Alice has only a hazy notion of Jack’s recent career. She associates teaching in the East End with missionary work, which gives her guilt cramps.


‘Is it very rough?’


‘No, not at all. It’s a brand-new Sixth Form Academy in Stratford, right by the Olympic park. The idea is to get local kids into Oxbridge, which means selecting the most highly motivated, which turns out to be mostly kids from the Bangladeshi community. So I’m teaching seventeen-year-old girls wearing hijabs.’


He stops, and puts his head on one side. He’s looking at her quizzically.


‘I’ve never actually told anyone this.’


‘Please don’t say you’re turned on by veiled women.’


‘It’s not a veil. It’s a headscarf that covers the hair and frames the face and goes round the neck. Once you get used to it, it can be very attractive.’


‘I think you mean sexy.’


‘On the right girl, yes.’


‘You really think that?’


‘It’s this whole thing about forbidden fruit, isn’t it? Put something just out of reach and you start wanting it.’


‘That is so depressing.’


But it’s true. Isn’t that exactly what went wrong with her and Jack? He was too much within reach. She tries to recall her feelings back then, through the intervening layers of guilt. When they parted she told Jack it was because she needed space, but there was something else too, something more like fear. Jack’s need for her frightened her. It felt bottomless. He made her feel tired.


He’s looking at her now, half smiling, and she gets the sudden disconcerting sensation that he’s reading her thoughts.


‘This love affair you’re writing about,’ he says. ‘That’s forbidden fruit, isn’t it?’


‘And the rest. They were breaking every rule in the book.’


‘Not so easy for us.’


‘Everything’s possible, so nothing seems enough.’


Oh God, now I’m quoting Jack.


‘You just said that, didn’t you?’


‘Even so,’ he says, ‘I don’t want to go back to the old days. At least we can now actually talk to each other. Men and women, I mean. Men and women never used to tell each other the truth.’


‘You think we do now?’


‘We try.’


Here we are, trying. Everything we say has two meanings: one for the world and one for just us. He really has changed, but it’s hard to say exactly how, because he looks so much the same.


But of course it’s staring her in the face: he’s no longer in love with her. She can no longer presume that he wants to please her.


‘When I read Mabel’s letters,’ she says, ‘I almost envy her. Her love was so passionate.’


‘You think her passion was real?’


‘Why wouldn’t it be?’


Jack takes his phone out of his pocket.


‘See this? This is an iPhone Five. There was so much demand for it I had to wait six days to get it. Over those six days I was sick with excitement, I wanted it so much. Then I got it, and I was in heaven. Undoing the box, taking it out, peeling off the protective film, touching it with my fingertips, arousing it to life – it was all a sort of ecstasy. Then by the next day it was just a phone again.’


Alice laughs.


‘Jack has phone sex.’


‘But you get the point. You can have passion or you can have gratification, but you can’t have both.’


He’s telling me this is how he’s come to terms with the past. We were too available to each other, and so the passion died.


‘So what are we supposed to do about it?’ she says, answering both levels of their conversation.


‘Don’t ask me.’ He gives his sweet rueful grin. ‘I do diagnosis. I don’t do cure.’


There is one way to go. She thinks of Mabel and David, good friends who had sex. But she can’t do it. What would be the point? You can’t reduce sex to comfort.


‘You’re not planning on running away with one of your sexy students?’


‘No way,’ says Jack. ‘Strictly off limits. I’m just there to teach them Unit One, Aspects of Narrative.’


‘Aspects of narrative? That’s what I need. Maybe you should teach me.’


He looks at her, saying nothing, smiling. That damn teacher trick.


‘What I mean,’ she says, ‘is I need to know how to tell a good story.’


‘You’re the copywriter.’


‘You’re the teacher.’


This is safer ground. Enough about real love. Stay with fiction.


‘Well,’ says Jack, ‘I can tell you what I tell my students. All stories are defined by their endings. The ending is the story’s destination, and the point after which the story can’t continue.’


Alice thinks about that. Is it self-evident to the point of banality, or is it rather original? She’s inclined to be struck by the fact that Jack has gone straight to the heart of her problem: she has no ending.


‘So do you think,’ she says, ‘that you have to know the ending before you start?’


‘Start what? A story without an ending isn’t a story.’


‘Isn’t it?’ says Alice humbly. ‘I was rather hoping I could just write the screenplay and find the ending when I got there.’


‘That’s how they made Casablanca. But it’s also how they made ten thousand really rubbish films.’


‘Maybe I’ll find an ending in Amherst. That’s what research is for, after all.’


But she’s more insecure on this point than she cares to admit. How much should she plan her screenplay, and how much should she rely on the inspiration of the moment and let it grow all by itself? She prefers the organic method, having already written some pages of strange, almost hallucinatory prose, without any clear notion where they might belong in any greater structure.


‘Maybe I should show you my first draft when it’s done. You can do your lit crit on it.’


Jack puts on a mock teacher voice.


‘Structure, voice, language, setting, time sequence, character,’ he says. ‘I can do you the full service.’


The bottle of wine is finished. Alice hears herself say, ‘Do you want to stay and have something to eat?’


‘No,’ says Jack. ‘I have a pile of essays waiting to be marked back at my place.’


She only fully understands that she wants him to stay when he tells her he’s going to go.


‘It’s good to see you again, Jack. It’s been too long.’


He nods and smiles. They’re still side by side on the old sofa, with the books open before them. Might as well try what Jack calls men and women telling each other the truth.


‘So have you forgiven me?’ she says.


Silence. Maybe that was a mistake. Maybe it’s all so long in the past for him that he can barely remember what he felt. But when he speaks at last it’s as if it all happened yesterday.


‘Nothing to forgive,’ he says.


‘I think I made you very angry. I’m sorry, I really am.’


He closes his eyes, sitting there beside her, and says nothing.


She can hear his slow breaths. She shouldn’t be doing this, but she can’t stop herself. She’s reeling him in from the past.


‘You never called,’ she says. ‘You hated me. I don’t blame you.’


‘I didn’t hate you,’ he says. ‘I was heartbroken.’


So he’s back. The soft sound of his voice tells her so. Now she starts to be fearful again. If you break it, you own it. Am I ready for that?


Footsteps on the stairs, a key in the lock. Megan to the rescue.


Alice’s flatmate enters in a rush, shedding bags, coats, shoes, complaining of the rain, her lateness, the failure of her phone.


‘Can you believe, the fucking battery’s dead! I feel like I’ve died and been buried! Is there anything in that bottle? I need a drink. Actually, what I need most in the world is a pee.’


And she’s gone into the bathroom.


Jack stands.


‘When are you off on this trip?’


‘Soon. October the fifth.’


‘Let’s get together when you’re back. You can tell me all about it.’


‘I’d like that,’ she says.


She sees him down the stairs and out onto the street. They kiss goodbye, holding each other for a wordless moment in the doorway. Then she watches him lope away through the drizzle towards the tube station. Returning to her room she experiences a wave of sadness.


What’s wrong with me? Maybe I’m like Emily Dickinson. Maybe I know too much, and will never fall in love.


 










3


Mabel Todd did not like Amherst at all. After the busy social life of Washington DC, where she had been something of a star, the little town in the valley of the Connecticut River seemed to be plunged in a perpetual twilight. There was the college, of course, but most of the faculty was made up of old men; David, her husband, was by far the youngest at twenty-six. The faculty wives dressed in dark colours, ate their suppers at six o’clock, and did not care for playing cards or dancing.


David too was disappointed. He had accepted the position at the college on the understanding that a wealthy benefactor was to endow a new observatory. President Seelye told him on arrival that this was no longer a likely prospect. Also it turned out that David was expected to teach three beginning divisions of mathematics, as well as astronomy.


‘Then they must pay you more,’ said Mabel.


‘I’m afraid that’s not possible,’ said David.


‘Oh, really, David! You should stand up for yourself.’


David was a little man, not given to standing up for himself, but the truth was this quite suited Mabel. He adored her and he indulged her, and most important of all, he gave her absolute freedom.


Sitting together by the light of a kerosene lamp in a room in the Amherst House on Pleasant Street, she allowed him to pet her. He fondled her and stroked her hair as if she were a favourite cat.


‘I should have thought you would be bored with me by now,’ she said.


‘I’ll never be bored with my beautiful puss,’ said David. ‘You know I can’t stop looking at you.’


‘That young Ned did some looking of his own.’


‘Why wouldn’t he? Amherst has never seen anyone like you.’


‘You don’t mind, do you? I think you rather like it.’


‘I like everyone to look at you,’ said David, taking her in his arms. ‘Aren’t you my blue sky? You know I kiss the floorboards where you’ve trod.’


‘Wouldn’t you rather kiss me?’


So he kissed her, and then became eager, and she had to push him gently away.


‘It’s not the right time of the month. Not for at least a week.’


‘I’m counting the days.’


Mabel counted the days too. She limited their lovemaking strictly to the fourteen days in the month when she would not get pregnant, and this had been successful, but for one failed experiment. She had got the idea that she was only fertile at what she called ‘the climax moment of my sensation’. This turned out not to be so. The result was a daughter, Millicent, now eighteen months old, left behind with Mabel’s parents in Washington DC.


Mabel was not made by nature to be a mother. There had been a time when this had dismayed her. She was aware that motherhood was a woman’s crowning achievement, but silently she believed that this did not apply to her. She was, she told David, too much of a child herself. Also they were new to Amherst, and living in lodgings. Once they were settled in a home of their own Millicent would join them.


In the meantime, unpromising though it appeared, Mabel intended to make her mark on Amherst. She was given to what she called ‘presentiments’. She was filled with a presentiment that there was a great adventure about to unfold.


‘I shall do things that will be heard of,’ she told David. ‘There’s so much in me, waiting to come out.’


David believed her. Neither of them were quite clear what form the coming glory would take. Mabel had a talent for playing the piano, for singing, for painting, for theatricals.


While she waited for her adventure, there were lesser goals to achieve. Mabel’s family background was modest, and she longed to rise in the world. She dearly wished for her own carriage. And she wished for her husband to be successful in his profession.


‘You must discover a new moon of Mars, and this time it shall not be stolen from you.’


David had been at the telescope in the Washington Observatory when he had observed an inner moon of Mars that Professor Hall had mistaken for a tiny star. It was David who identified it as a moon, later named Phobos. But because Professor Hall had already measured it, the new moon was credited to him.


‘No more moons for me,’ said David. ‘I shall make my name next year, with the Transit of Venus.’


 


David’s teaching duties occupied him most of the day. Alone and restless, Mabel took to walking the lanes in the surrounding countryside, admiring the colours of the fall, and here and there plucking leaves to bring back to adorn their rented room.


One day, while ambling along the Leverett road, she paused beside the neighbouring stream to explore a copse of black alder. Hearing a carriage come to a stop behind her, she turned and saw a two-horse gig driven by a grave-faced older gentleman staring towards her. In the moment before he looked away, embarrassed to be discovered, she took in the frank admiration in his keen blue eyes. The gig then moved on up the road.


Mabel was accustomed to admiration in men’s eyes, and thought little of the incident. However, a week or so later, at a gathering of faculty and their wives, she recognised the grave-faced gentleman again. He reminded her a little of her father, not so much in his appearance as in the impression he created. She thought she saw in him her father’s patience and wisdom. From the posture of those round him, Mabel understood him to be a man of some distinction.


‘Who is that?’ she whispered to David.


‘Why, that’s the treasurer, Mr Dickinson. He’s the one who hands out the money round here.’


‘Would it help you if I were nice to him?’


‘It certainly would.’


David introduced his wife to the grave-faced gentleman, who bowed and showed no sign that they had met before. Mabel was not so delicate.


‘I think you like to ride about the countryside in your carriage, Mr Dickinson,’ she said.


‘The affairs of the college are wide-ranging,’ he replied.


‘I envy you. I have no affairs. My wanderings are without purpose. Unless you can call a love of nature a purpose.’


‘I can indeed,’ said Mr Dickinson.


‘Oh, you’ve hit the right note there,’ cried a professor’s wife who had joined their group. ‘Mr Dickinson is famous for his botanising.’


‘I don’t think of it as botanising,’ said Mr Dickinson, his eyes still fixed on Mabel. ‘I think of it as beautification. My ambition is to turn the town common from a swamp into a park. For that I need a great number of new young trees.’


‘And what species of tree do you favour, Mr Dickinson?’ said Mabel.


‘Our own native American species,’ he replied. ‘Oak and maple, elm and laurel. Why look to foreign lands for beauty, when we can find it here at home?’


Mabel smiled prettily, accepting this as an elegant compliment.


‘I like your treasurer,’ she said to David later.


‘He’s a bit of a dry old stick,’ said David. ‘But in this town, his word is law. They say in Amherst you can’t be born, married, buy a house, or die without a Dickinson in attendance.’


Mabel made it her business to find out more. There was no shortage of gossip. The word was that Austin Dickinson and his wife Sue did not get on, and lived virtually separate lives. Then there was the mysterious sister Emily, who lived as a recluse, and was known as the Myth.


‘Why does she hide herself away?’ asked Mabel, intrigued.


Some said she was mad. Others that her heart had been broken. Others still that it was all a pose, and typical of the Dickinsons, who thought themselves better than everyone else. The story was that Emily never left the house or received visitors, wore only white, and arranged her hair in the fashion of fifteen years ago, which was when she went into retirement.


All this touched a secret part of Mabel’s heart. The more she learned about the Myth, the more interested she became. Here was a woman who lived not as society expected, but as she herself chose. Mabel too felt herself to be a rebel. Had she not named her daughter after the famous champion of women’s rights, Millicent Fawcett? The Myth was said to write strange poems, unlike any other. Mabel longed to read them, and to reveal herself as the only one to understand their meaning. And surely the Myth, alone in her silent room, was unhappy, as Mabel was unhappy.


This was the deepest secret of all. To David, to all the world, she presented a cheerful front; going so far as to claim a particular talent for happiness. She would take trouble to find four-leaf clovers wherever she went, and press them in the pages of her journal.


‘There, you see,’ she would say. ‘I have a right to be happy.’


My perpetual blue sky, David called her. My sun and moon and stars.


But when alone, Mabel told herself the truth. All was not well in her life. David adored her, but David was given to adoring young women. He had made her a full confession before their marriage. It had been a shock to learn that men could love more than one woman at once, and a further shock to learn that men had a taste for what she thought of as ‘animal coupling’, sex without love. But she was by nature a practical person, and she had learned fast. David had shared his sexual experience with her. It had pleased her to learn how to please him, and after a while she began to find pleasure in it herself. He was honest, and he was a skilled and devoted lover. This was much. But it wasn’t enough.


Her father had taught her to love poetry, and was himself a poet, though only in an amateur way. Through him and with him she had found a spiritual home in the works of the great poets, from Shakespeare to Walt Whitman. On long rambles in the countryside her father had confided in her, telling her of the higher realm in which men and women found their lasting reward. Mabel was sensitive enough to understand that her father was a disappointed man. By profession he was a clerk at the Nautical Almanac Office in Washington DC. His job was to prepare the tables of moon, star and planet culminations, and to proofread the American Ephemeris and Nautical Almanac. He did his work dutifully, but he felt himself to be so much more than a clerk. He was not a vain man: he was proud. Mabel drank in his pride in her childhood, and swore to herself that she would not be crushed, as her father had been crushed, by the demands of a family. She would not be caught in the little cage prepared for her by the little world.


Somewhere, she knew, there was a finer love than David’s waiting for her. There was a life waiting to be lived that was all-embracing in its intensity, that would satisfy all of her, body, mind and soul. Somewhere there was a secret garden behind a locked door, if only she could find the key.


‘I would like to meet this Miss Emily Dickinson,’ she told David. ‘I feel we could become friends.’


‘She sees no one,’ said David. ‘That’s why she’s such a mystery.’


‘Why would she want to see people like the Conkeys and the Cutlers? She knew them once and found them to be without vitality, and chose to keep her own company. I have, I hope, some vitality left in me.’


The Todds were invited to The Evergreens, the home of Mr and Mrs Austin Dickinson, but not to the Homestead, the house next door, where Emily lived with her sister Lavinia. For now, The Evergreens sufficed. It was a handsome house, built in the style of an Italian villa, designed by the same architect as Mr Hills’ house on nearby Triangle Street. Mrs Austin Dickinson maintained it in style, giving evening tea parties almost every week. She was enchanted by Mabel.


‘You must call me Sue. You’re going to be such a favourite here, I can promise. Everyone’s talking about you. I do hope you won’t find us too dull.’


‘And I hope you won’t find me too shallow,’ said Mabel, settling down at the piano. ‘I’m very young and ignorant.’


She then proceeded to play, and the company went into raptures. Most enraptured of all was the Dickinsons’ son Ned, a sophomore at Amherst College. He declared himself to be Mrs Todd’s admirer, and offered himself as an escort whenever David was unavailable. His mother smiled on the association. It could do her callow young son nothing but good to come under the influence of a sophisticated married woman.


Sue was sharp-tongued, and funny, and in her company Mabel began for the first time to think that she might find life in Amherst bearable. Sue’s husband was more of a puzzle.


Austin Dickinson took very little part in his wife’s gatherings, which he called ‘Sue’s sprees’. He was in his office in town, or visiting his sisters in the house next door, and only appeared at parties to look grave, and pay his respects to the guests, and take himself off again. Each time, when Mabel was present, she believed that his eyes turned in her direction, and lingered there.


Then one day he actually deigned to address her.


‘I recall that you claim a love of nature, Mrs Todd.’


‘I do indeed,’ said Mabel. ‘It’s a sad day for me that doesn’t include time spent under an open sky.’


‘Ah, an open sky. Sadly, my concerns lock me too much in rooms. I must catch my glimpses of the sky through closed windows.’


‘You’re not a prisoner, Mr Dickinson,’ said Mabel, greatly daring. ‘You can leave your rooms any time you wish.’


‘Am I not a prisoner?’ he replied. ‘There are times when it seems to me I am.’


As he spoke, the gaze he fixed on her told her that he admired her. This gave her courage.


‘You should join in our little entertainments more,’ she told him. ‘It would lift your spirits.’


‘To what purpose?’ he replied. ‘Am I to be taunted with joys I cannot taste?’


Mabel was astonished. It was as if he had drawn back a curtain and revealed to her the truth of his heart.


‘Forgive me, Mrs Todd,’ he said. ‘I’m poor company for youth and beauty.’


Sue now came to Mabel’s side, and was loud with mock astonishment.


‘What, Austin still here! What have you done to him, Mabel? Have you nailed his boots to the floor?’


‘I’m telling him he should be more sociable,’ said Mabel.


‘More is a relative term,’ said Austin. ‘Given that I have indeed spent more time among you than is my usual habit, I will now return to my desk.’
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‘He widens one’s sense of
what it means to be human’
JENNI RUSSELL, SUNDAY TIMES






