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THE FIRST TIME PERSEPHONE was kidnapped, it was by Hades, god of the Underworld, who found her picking flowers in a meadow and carried her into the earth in his golden chariot. Her mother, Demeter—goddess of the harvest—was furious. Eventually she negotiated for her daughter’s return, but only for half of each year. Ever since, for the months they are kept apart, Demeter has withheld her warmth and left the land to its fate.


The second time Persephone was kidnapped it was by Thomas Bruce, the British Lord Elgin, who pried her from her home in the Parthenon and dragged her marble form from Athens to the British Museum. This time, at least, her mother came too. They and their marble neighbors sit now in a massive hall near small signs that tell parts of their story, among which one can find no mention of Greece’s ongoing demand for their return. That homecoming, the signs imply, is unnecessary: “[T]hese remarkable portrayals of human form have transcended their ancient past to become a representation of humanity itself.”


In my childhood, I lived in New Hampshire with my American father and my English mother, who would return with my sister and me to her home country every other year or so, visiting family, historic sites, stately homes and galleries, so that we might absorb a full sense of ourselves as belonging to the place, but somehow she never took us to the British Museum. Perhaps she thought it not British enough, its holdings mostly scraped from an imperial elsewhere and forced into transcendence. In any case, when I walked into the museum one rainy day in March of 2023, it was for the first time.


To all appearances I came alone. This is what the security guards and cameras would say, but these days, as soon as I step foot in England, Virginia Woolf’s voice echoes inside me, whispering about what once happened here, or conjuring characters I watch pass about the room. I know she has been dead since she drowned herself in 1941, but over my years of reading her thousands of pages of novels, essays, letters, and diaries, my years of travel—real and imagined—back to the land of my mother’s birth, I have grown accustomed to playing the rhythms of her language as mental soundtrack to the scenes of my own life.


The British Museum’s Room 18, where the Parthenon Marbles are held, wasn’t built until 1939, late in Woolf’s life, and so her encounters with what she (and everyone around her) then called the Elgin Marbles occurred in a different space, adorned with different signs. The marbles themselves have also shifted. Entire heads have disappeared. Books too. In Woolf’s lifetime the holdings of the British Library were still housed inside the Museum, but in 1997 they were moved a bit farther north to their own building at St. Pancras. I love my visits to that newer building, touching words written in Woolf’s own hand, but I can’t help longing for an hour or two of working beneath the great dome of the old reading room, which still stands, but has been repurposed for archival storage, closed off for more than a decade.


It’s to that old, circular space that Woolf brings her title character in her 1922 novel Jacob’s Room. She sets the young Jacob to copying passages of poetry, while nearby an elderly Miss Marchmont works through her too-large pile of books—gathered in a wooly-headed attempt to construct a philosophy of color, music, and sound—a pile so precariously stacked that it tumbles over into Jacob’s compartment. Woolf seems to pity Miss Marchmont a bit, and I sometimes fear I resemble the woman, with my own embarrassingly overabundant stack of books. How much more comfortable to imagine, then, that I am like the narrator1 of Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, who describes “an avalanche of books sliding down on to the desk” where she too sits in the same reading room, trying to figure things out. (For if “truth is not to be found on the shelves of the British Museum,” she asks, wide-eyed and deadpan, then where is truth?)


In Jacob’s Room, when the reading room closes for the day, Miss Marchmont picks up her shabby umbrella and goes for a quick visit to the Parthenon Marbles on her way out. She waves hello, greeting the statues aloud, and the woman’s eccentric address to the inanimate draws young Jacob’s attention. He turns around, struck by the oddness of her behavior, and though I brace myself for a descent into shame, Miss Marchmont doesn’t seem to mind his gaze. She smiles at him, “amiably,” and when I think of this moment, it feels as if somewhere back behind the page Woolf smiles too, as if she notices her readers’ distress and subsequent relief, as if she could actually see us, as if it were no great matter to reach through the words and touch another’s time.


That day in March, as I stood in Room 18, gazing around the crowd of human figures (some marble, most flesh) the thought of Miss Marchmont’s eccentricity—and Woolf’s smile—gave me a little burst of courage. I walked around to see the marble gods from the back, a generally unpopulated area. Not forbidden, by any means, but just odd enough that I felt the eyes of a guard upon me. I tried to pretend he was not there. It was Demeter and Persephone I wanted to see. Mother and daughter are headless, footless, somewhat ravaged, but Demeter still rests her arm on Persephone’s shoulder, loving and relaxed. I could detect no anxious protection, no bodily tension indicating defense. It must be spring, I decided, the season when Persephone returns from the Underworld and her mother lets the rage and grief of winter go.


I WAS NEVER KIDNAPPED, but I have been to the Underworld. In the summer of 1995, when I was fourteen, my grandfather died, and my mother and I flew to England for the funeral. My father (a merchant mariner) was at sea, and my sister was signed up for a week of camp, so I was my mother’s sole companion. When we arrived, my mother settled into her parents’ flat, while I was sent to stay with my cousin and his girlfriend. They were both in their early twenties and I treated myself to imagining I was one of their glamorous friends. It was exciting. I’d never been in London without my mother before. My cousin and his girlfriend took me out one night in Camden Town, let me drink myself into oblivion. I remember very little, but I know that we walked to the World’s End—a semi-legendary pub—and I borrowed someone’s ID to enter the Underworld, the basement club below.


It was there, in the Underworld, that I danced with a man whose face time has worn away, but whose hands I remember later in an alleyway reaching beneath my dress to pull down my underwear. I remember the feeling of my back against the wall. I don’t remember what happened next, but I can easily recall the immense shame I felt back at my cousin’s flat when I looked down at the bright spots of blood. I was supposed to be grown-up. I was afraid that my underwear, white cotton and high-waisted, had given me away as a child. I was afraid I was in trouble. I was still drunk.


The next day, my cousin and his girlfriend went to a family dinner, everyone gathered around the table, around the fact of my grandfather’s death. I spent the evening alone in their basement flat, vomiting from the combined effects of alcohol and the morning-after pill. I watched Pulp Fiction.


I waited for my mother. Her rage. Not with the man, but maybe my cousin, or with me. How terribly I had misbehaved. I waited for winter. I did not know the myth, but instinctively I wanted her to tear England apart, like Demeter in Ovid’s telling, to “forbid the fields to bear a crop / of any kind” so that “[this] island that had boasted its plenty / Throughout the world [would] lay barren.” Or just for her to want to find me. She did not come. Summer rolled onward.


There was an emptiness in the years that followed, all through high school. My sister went away to boarding school, and with my father so often at sea, for months at a time our house was home to only my mother and myself. I struggled with feelings I did not know how to name, let alone control. The more I acted out, the further away my mother drew. She made certain I received the education she desired for me, at great cost—as I was often reminded—but beyond that I could expect little in the way of emotional support. I had, I came to understand, gone bad. She found me upsetting.


Over time, and in particular over the years of writing this book, I have learned to gather subjects through which I can perceive my mother indirectly, the way people will watch an eclipse through a pinhole viewer so the sun cannot burn their eyes. The life of Virginia Woolf has proved to be an especially reliable space within which I can make my explorations: she is geographically proximate (both Woolf and my mother spent years living near Kew Gardens), and their biographies overlap at certain points of shared suffering, but between the two women there are enough differences in class, artistic practice, and historical moment that if, as I worked, their overlaid paths began to feel too dangerously bright I could step off onto a shadier route. The other day, among my notebooks full of research and other acts of composition, I found a sentence I had written to myself along the way, something between a joke and prayer: Virginia Woolf can’t hurt me (haha).


DOWN THE STREET FROM the British Museum, a lingering winter threatened the early March daffodils. It was cold and wet enough that I ought to have caught a taxi back to my hotel, but I had another statue to visit, the bust of Virginia Woolf that stands a few blocks away, at one corner of Tavistock Square. It was not our first meeting. Every time I see this casting of her I wish she had not been left frozen in this haunted expression. It’s good, of course, the sculptor Stephen Tomlin’s talent undeniable, but I don’t want so many people to meet her this way. I don’t want her public presence to be so locked into sorrow. It too easily narrows her life down to her death, as if she were forever about to walk into the River Ouse and drown. There are other ways she walked, other places. I have tried to learn those paths, and my mother’s too. Restless with what I have been told—even by my own memories—I have wanted to go and see for myself.


This book contains several journeys to the UK: one with my mother and sister in September of 2018, and then three on my own: October 2019, September–October 2021, and March 2023 (the visit I have been describing here). Each return has brought with it new understanding, new ways to view old stories.


When Woolf was twenty-three she traveled to Athens, visiting the Parthenon, the temple from which Elgin snatched the gods. Some figures still remained; in her diary Woolf wrote of “fat Maidens” who hold up the portico, smiling “with tranquil ease, for their burden is just meet for their strength.” She let her imagination fill the scene in further, so that “the warm blue sky flows into all the crevices of the marble; yet they detach themselves, & spring in to the air, with crisp edges, unblunted, & still virile & young.”


If you look closely or for long enough at anything, time can’t help but flood in, carrying the detritus of the past and future with it. One day in the British Library at St. Pancras, I unlatched the brass fastenings of The Mausoleum Book, an autobiography handwritten by Woolf’s father, Leslie Stephen, who was so in the habit of profuse composition that even as he lay dying he insisted his words be taken down to the page. The final entry is written in Woolf’s dutiful hand, her father’s voice moving her pen to record an address to her and her siblings: “I have only to say to you, my children, that you have all been as good & tender to me as anyone could be during their last months & indeed years.” It was after he ceased dictating that Woolf’s pen was able to go fully and freely in search of new lines. I have not yet suffered my mother’s death. It may be that when I do I will feel my pen’s weight shift. Perhaps, alongside my grief, there will be a release from the fear of hurting her.


She has always been a sensitive person. Once, as a child, she snuck into her parents’ bedroom to read letters they wrote to one another during the early years of their marriage, through the trials of the Blitz and my grandfather’s time in the army. Years before my mother’s birth, my grandfather wrote to his young wife to say how completely content he was with their lives, their two children—my aunt and uncle—and that he could not imagine wanting anything more. Between the lines, my mother interposed a meaning that upset her: she was unwanted, a burden or a mistake. She could not ask her parents to allay her fears without revealing her trespass, and so she cried through this alone.


Through the course of writing this book, I have gradually asked my mother for permission to read letters and diaries she wrote during my childhood and adolescence, hoping to find a more detailed understanding of events whose lines had disintegrated in my memory over time. Over time she agreed. She is sensitive; she is also brave. Because she placed her pages in my hands, and because she has allowed me to tip their sentences into the work you now hold, I have not had to hide what I learned, nor the pain we have both felt.


My mother says she likes having the words to go back and visit, a feeling common to many diarists. I have only ever made sporadic attempts at keeping a diary myself, but I often think of visiting the past, of seeing then through now, and now through then. In 1932, decades after her first trip to the Parthenon, Virginia Woolf returned to Athens with her husband and friends. This time she wrote, “Yes, but what can I say of the Parthenon—that my own ghost met me, the girl of 23; with all her life to come: that; & then, this is more compact & splendid & robust than I remembered . . . Now I’m 50 . . . now I’m greyhaired & well through life I suppose I like the vital, the flourish in the face of death.” She found, among the statues, a shifted understanding of her own figure. It’s not possible to describe what one perceives when returning to a place, or to the past, without also learning what has changed in oneself.


ON MY LAST DAY of my March trip to London I went to the Underworld alone, no Woolf. I walked beneath my red umbrella northward for two miles, from Trafalgar through Leicester Square, up Hampstead Road past a sign that said WE’RE TIME TRAVELERS, an advertisement whose intended purpose I did not try to determine. I find joy in such encounters, taking the sign’s presence as an invitation to imagine, the world in its generosity endlessly offering language that might be read a different way. Even if a sign’s words remain the same, their meaning can shift, the letters cracking enough to let us inside and rearrange what was thought to be settled.


It had been twenty-eight years since I last came to the Underworld. I calculated this as I approached the site, crossing back and forth over the street to avoid long stretches of construction work. The earth around me was broken open, letting myth flood in. I thought of the six red pomegranate seeds Persephone ate, evidence used against her after she was rescued to sentence her to perpetual return. In my mind I had returned to the Underworld so many times I’d lost count, but those visits always occurred in the strange atmosphere of incomplete memory, a space from which seasons and weather drift away.


In the present, the rain was coming down harder, my freezing hands holding tight to my red umbrella, which the wind pulled nearly inside out. I circled the Underworld, looking for the alleyway, feeling self-conscious as I went around the back. What are you doing here? I feared some authoritative voice demanding. What would I say? How do you explain this kind of returning? I’m not as old as Woolf at the Parthenon—my hair’s only flecked with gray—but enough years have passed that I did wonder if I might meet my own ghost, the girl of fourteen with all her life to come. Could I offer that as my reason? Yes sir, I’m looking for my ghost. I suspected this explanation would be met with a better reaction than the other I considered: I am a mother now myself and I have a mother’s rage. Sir, I am here to break your windows and let this furious winter in. I looked around for a rock.


Then I saw the alleyway, across the side street, sudden and unmistakable. I walked over and touched the brick wall. I pressed my hand against it. I looked around again. I could not see her—no ghost, no girl—and my eyes fell instead upon a sign painted onto a wall just around the corner. Years had worn its message away, though not completely. Amid what had faded to white one word remained, continued speaking. I read it to myself silently. Then, with sudden decision, I read it aloud, not caring if passersby gazed at me or thought me strange.


Please I said. That was the word. Nothing happened. I was cold. I put down the red umbrella, pressing it shut on the ground. I stood back up. If anyone approached me, my hands would give nothing away. It was still winter. Rain fell on my head. I read the white sign. Nobody came. I tried again.





_________________


1 That narrator is a slippery figure, one who declares that “‘I’ is only a convenient term for somebody who has no real being.” “Lies,” she goes on, “will flow from my lips, but there may perhaps be some truth mixed up with them; it is for you to seek out this truth and to decide whether any part of it is worth keeping.” She has little interest in acquiring stable identification: “[C]all me Mary Beton, Mary Seton, Mary Carmichael, or by any name you please,” she says. “It is not a matter of any importance.”









PART ONE
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“There was a garden where they used to walk, a walled-in place . . .”


—WOOLF, Mrs. Dalloway









Gate
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ONE NIGHT, ALONE IN their room, my child Hattie wrote DOTFRGET on a torn bit of paper. Still in preschool, they had not yet learned the custom of leaving spaces between words, they did not hear the n in don’t. Come morning they carried their sign out to Chris and me, laughing, “But I forgot!”


None of us—not me, not Chris, not Hattie—will ever know what they had so wanted to remember, but the sign marked the moment when they crossed some threshold out of the constant present into a small hope—fear?—for the future.


For months after, they continued making DOTFRGET signs, and the growing collection led me to picture a wall that would someday be covered with them. In the gallery of my mind it stood next to an imaginary display of the telegrams the artist On Kawara sent over and over again, each telling its recipient I AM STILL ALIVE. What is it that I love, that these two sentences share? Their optimism and their doom.


I love signs for what they do not quite mean to say. I collect them, which is to say I take photographs so I won’t forget.


[image: A black and white sign that read 'Light Indicates Approval']
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I seek their instruction as if they were telegrams from an other world.


IN SEPTEMBER OF 2018, my mother, my sister, and I took a trip from our various homes in the United States to visit Richmond and Kew in England, where my mother grew up. My father—who had by then retired from the Merchant Marines—did not come, continuing a pattern we were accustomed to, since during our childhood trips to visit my mother’s family he was often away at sea.


It had been more than two decades since the three of us last made this journey together. For ten years after my grandfather’s death in 1995 I did not step foot in the country. From 2005–07, I twice flew to see my grandmother, who funded the travel. Another decade passed. Then, in 2018, my mother grew suddenly generous, buying plane tickets neither my sister nor I could have otherwise afforded. Chris and I were living on his single income as a professor of creative writing at a struggling public university, supplemented by whatever I could make from publishing poems and short-term teaching and reading gigs. My sister, Michele (or Chelly), worked for a nonprofit, and her partner was employed by the state wildlife department. We teetered along in our generation’s precarious iteration of middle-class life. When we landed in London, she flying in from Maine, me from Ohio, our mother gave us each one hundred pounds, spending money for meals and souvenirs. “Nannie money,” she called it, meaning she’d withdrawn it from the account where she kept what she’d inherited when her own mother died.


She had arrived a few days before us, and was already firmly oriented in both time and space, while Chelly and I were moving through unfamiliar streets, our bodies’ clocks lagging five hours behind. We followed her onto a bus and then off again when we reached a shopping plaza on the outskirts of Kew. Hunger had us in further disarray. Our mother led us to eat at the windowless cafeteria of a Marks & Spencer—a department store space she finds comfortingly familiar—but Chelly and I pulled out our phones and insisted on a little restaurant near the train 
station.


More grounded, we walked away from lunch and through our mother’s childhood world: her family’s flat, her school, the garage over which her grandmother lived. The slowness with which my mother walked, and the uncertainty about when I would have the funds to return, tinged everything with urgency. I feared we would not come here together again. We took pictures, images I thought would be useful as I worked to memorize a map of the place and its stories: the laundry she heaved from home to the cleaners’ and back again, the birthday parties she attended in other children’s gardens, envious of their beautiful dresses, their large, vibrant lawns.


“And that,” she said, pausing us across from an alleyway I didn’t notice until she lifted her hand and pointed, “is where a man molested me when I was eight.”


The map crumpled.


I looked at my sister, and she looked back, our gazes swiftly knitting together. Without speaking, we agreed we would carry her. When our mother stepped away from the place we arranged ourselves, one daughter on each side, listening. She told us she did not tell anyone, that she bore this alone. She saw the man once after, she said, or thought she did, on a trip with a friend to the ballet at London’s Covent Garden. When I think of this now I picture—from above—the route they would have walked, curving around obstacles like a dancer’s spine, like a tree bending to keep toward light. She warned her friend to stay away from the man. She did not tell her why.


As we walked away from the alley, a scene returned to me, murky and slow. I checked to see that Chelly was still holding my mother in conversation and let myself fall into solitary recollection. My mother and I were sitting on the steep white staircase of the house in New Hampshire, she above, me below, months after my grandfather’s funeral and the night in Camden Town. What precipitated the conversation I could not remember. I only remembered the stairs, and that I told her I had had sex. I didn’t know what other words to use. It was the fastest way to say it. She said something about a man “interfering” with her when she was young, but I didn’t want to hear it. I was angry that she was talking about herself, angry that I still needed her, angry at the story I could feel assembling itself in her mind, one of connection and comfort. When she hugged me it felt as if she were pulling a vision of herself out through my skin. Where had she been, I thought, when I was vomiting in my cousin’s flat? Anger filled the space where connection could have formed.


NANNIE’S ASHES ARE BURIED in the churchyard of Saint Anne’s on Kew Green, the church where my mother attended Sunday school as a child, the church where she and both of her siblings were wed. I had no recollection of coming to Saint Anne’s in our childhood, but knew the place well from my mother’s enormous collection of photo albums. Out of the corner of memory’s eye I spied her standing on a staircase to the church in her wedding dress, gazing flatly down at her sunlit bouquet, while directly ahead of me, in the overcast present, she wore an indigo raincoat and walked toward her mother’s ashes. We would find her, she said, not far from the graves of the painters Thomas Gainsborough and Johan Zoffany. She would have liked that, said my mother. Nannie loved to paint, to visit exhibitions at the Royal Academy, to drink cappuccinos in the cafeteria.


“When did you bury her ashes?” I asked, wondering what other stories she might need to say. I knew there had been a gap between her mother’s death and interment. For years Nannie had lived semi-independently in a flat near my uncle and his wife, a situation made difficult by her worsening dementia. In 2007 she moved in with my aunt in South Africa and was diagnosed soon after with cancer. She died in March of 2009. Neither my sister nor I could afford to make the journey to England for the burial.


“My birthday,” said my mother.


“Your birthday?” I must have known this, but when left without physical connection my sense of events easily drifts off and evaporates.


“Yes,” she said, and—seeing the questioning looks on our faces—went on. “I just . . . wanted to feel connected to her? I thought . . .”


She shut and reopened her eyes, collecting herself.


“I thought it would be nice to say goodbye on the same day we met. To sort of close the circle.”


Pangs struck me from several directions: love for the figure of a daughter seeking a final closeness with the woman who’d birthed her, worry that her siblings might have wanted such closeness for themselves, recognition of my mother’s position as youngest child, much-indulged. I turned and my eyes fell upon my first sign of the trip, a warning to churchyard visitors:




Tombstones can be


DANGEROUS


Please do not let


your children play on them.





Despite our adulthood and my own motherhood, despite my sister’s belly swollen with six months of pregnancy casting its round shadow on the graves, I couldn’t help feeling that the sign’s message was meant for my mother, an instruction to keep us, her children, safe, or to have done so in the past. Then it flipped and I felt it the other way around: my mother as the the threatened 
child.


“Here she is,” said my mother, and knelt down with difficulty to touch the ground. Chelly and I crouched too. The grass was wet and cool and unkempt. I wanted Nannie to rise up and go rescue her daughter, but she did not stir. Even the grass kept still.


When we stood up and tried the door to the church we found it locked, so we went around the side to peer through the windows. It was dark and I strained to read the signs, until my eyes adjusted and I spotted plaques on the wall, commemorating the lives and work of William and Joseph Hooker, father and son, Victorian-era scientists who oversaw Kew Gardens, the three hundred acre botanical wonderland just across the Green. They were buried in the opposite direction, not far from my grandmother’s ashes.


Making a small joke about the Hookers’ name, my mother offered my sister and me a way into a different conversation, a tacit request to step away from death and what the alleyway let her disclose. We smiled. We followed. She recited a different story, well-established in familial myth.


Once, when my mother’s belly was swollen with the early months of me, she wandered around a rest stop somewhere between Texas and New Hampshire, searching for the cat who had escaped my parents’ car as they made their way north, uncertain of where they’d live. The cat had come from a ship my father worked on, and the sailors had named it for its one claw.


“Hooker!” my mother yelled into the rest stop parking lot, her English accent softening her cry, “Hooker, come on!”


We cut across the cricket green between the church and Kew Gardens, Chelly and I laughing with our mother and then glancing at each other, eyes declaring we’d later speak more.


Our parents never found the cat, but they found, in a small New Hampshire town, a derelict house with its name hung up on a sign: MERRY LEE COTTAGE. My father fixed it halfway up and headed off to sea. A columnist for the local paper reported on the house and my mother’s arrival with misspelled and mildly incoherent delight:




[T]he little five-room homestead neglected for such a long time is being steadily converted into a reproduction, or rather, a very lovely copy of an English cottage with a great deal of natural charm.


[…]


One of the prominent club women in town, Mrs. Evelyn Mooney, noted: “Mrs. Crystal will be a great asset to the community.”





Indeed, wrote the columnist, “The ‘bonnie lass’ from across the ‘herring pond,’ is captivating everyone she meets.”


Englishness has—in the entirety of my awareness of my mother—stood at the forefront of her identity. It’s the first thing I tell people about when I’m describing her, a convenient headline for what is always a more complicated story. I often wonder which parts of her I might have more readily perceived had she raised us in her home country, which parts of her I took for Englishness, but were in fact particular to her own psyche and experience.


Months after the newspaper column appeared, I was born. Just over a year after that, my sister. Our mother taught us to record our voices onto cassette tapes to send to our father, whose frequent absences at sea meant she had to learn to manage our care on her own. All behavioral matters, my parents decided, would be considered her domain. She had high expectations. In one recording, made on a summer evening after we had spent the day at a wedding with her visiting parents, she says, “You tell Papa if you were good or bad at the wedding.”


“Good,” I whisper.


“You think so?” she asks.


“Let’s pretend,” I say.


My grandfather’s voice chimes in from across the room. “No, you were good, you were good at the wedding. It was only when you came home . . .”


“Well they weren’t so good at the reception,” my mother says. “They were pulling and tugging. Stuff like that.”


I was four years old. Chelly was three. We had not yet fully comprehended what a sin it was to display poor manners in public, but we would soon absorb the lesson. At the table, good behavior meant English behavior. Soup spoons moved away from oneself across the bowl. Bread was to be buttered one small piece at a time. Forks were not to leave one’s left hand. One remained infinitely in one’s seat until released by the authority of an adult. My mother loves to tell the story of a lunch at the Melbourne Yacht Club during a visit to Florida. (We were guests of a boat captain, my father’s former employer, though I vaguely remember a sense of playacting that we were members.) Still age four, I waited for a pause in the grown-ups’ conversation, and, lifting my napkin from my lap to place it on the table, said, “May I please be excused? I need to go throw up.”


WE MADE OUR WAY into Kew Gardens through Elizabeth Gate, first opened in 1846 and known until Elizabeth II’s Diamond Jubilee as Main Gate. Before gate came to mean the structure that keeps a wall opening shut it meant simply and only the opening. You could say the opening comes first, but that would be wrong. First comes the wall.


A garden was among the first examples Foucault gave when he was developing his concept of heterotopia—a space that is apart from but nonetheless shaped by the society that made it. (Some others: a library, a ship, a prison.) A heterotopia, he wrote, must be entered ritually, and though there was not much ritual to the passing of a credit card to the woman in the ticket booth, we had only made it to the moment by walking through my mother’s childhood, her wedding, her own mother’s death. My jet lag was returning and my mind was offering up glitched captions of the scenes. The tour she gave us was a baptism, I thought, trying out the idea, feeling over-pixelated and a little unhinged.


It was wildly expensive to enter.


“When she was a child it cost a penny!” I exclaimed, gesturing to my mother. I wasn’t trying to complain, but rather to mark and celebrate my mother’s return, the length of her life. In my mind she was a celebrity of this place. I wanted the woman to know. I wanted my mother to feel important and captivating. We were having an occasion.


The woman in the ticket booth thought I was talking about money. She must have this conversation daily. Its well-worn ruts carried us from her explanation of cuts in government support and the neglected state of the gardens during the penny-entrance era until she reached the Great Storm of 1987, which knocked down more than seven hundred of the Gardens’ historic trees.


How funny that a tree could be historic, but in such a concentrated space I suppose the label is inevitable. Everything can be noticed and noted. Layers of time accumulate, and—having nowhere to drift—they harden like a diamond, are transferred into the archival vault.


The Great Storm, the woman told us, destroyed her garden shed at home. We performed understanding noises. I felt my mother’s pleasure at being told this personal anecdote, imagined her future recounting of the conversation. “Oh we talked and talked,” she’d say. “Just like old friends. I don’t know why people tell me these things!” she’d marvel, and then try out a theory. “I think she just felt comfortable?” And everyone would nod.


ON MY WALL BACK home in Ohio I had left behind a halfway painted mural of a 1933 London Transport poster advertising Kew Gardens as “A Pageant of Flowers.” It is possible to buy the same image reproduced in many forms from the Gardens’ gift shop: jigsaw puzzle, tea towel, postcard, magnet. I left the mural unfinished because the faculty at the university where Chris taught were about to go on strike. We had no idea what ruinous cuts and demands the board of trustees would make in future years, and so were looking for work elsewhere. I couldn’t face the thought of finishing the mural and then having to repaint the wall white, erasing the work and making the house blank enough to appeal to prospective buyers.


I tried to find beauty in its unfinished state. One English gardener wrote that “the aim of all gardeners should be a garden that is always presentable—not a (. . .) garden that has been, or will be, but never is at its best.” She believed “a good garden is the garden you enjoy looking at even in the depths of winter. There ought never to be a moment when it is not pleasant and interesting.” I tried to think of my wall this way too.


It did not work. I felt closer in spirit to Jamaica Kincaid, the Antiguan-born writer and gardener, who resists the English argument and scoffs “it is so willful, this admiration of the garden in winter, this assertion that the garden is a beautiful place then.” I did not want to wait in the quiet. I wanted to know the future. I wanted to paint the wall.


At one point in his tenure as Director of the Gardens, Joseph Hooker faced pressure from the public to open Kew earlier, and to replace his forbidding brick wall with iron fencing through which people could regard the grounds, even if they were not able in that moment to enter.


Hooker was not sympathetic to the public’s demands. The gardens, he thought, were to be used scientifically, not for the pleasure of a dirty mass of drunks who would trample his specimens like a farrow of piglets. Eventually he relented, shifting the public hours to start earlier on bank holidays, but as he opened time he further closed space, instructing workers to raise the brick wall another three feet. For decades after, his suspicion of the public lingered on, so that even in the 1930s, gatekeepers were instructed to keep a close watch for forbidden behaviors including “Eating & drinking, Shouting, Smoking, Singing, playing, running over borders, and loose or rude conduct of all kinds.”


By the time my mother was born, just after the end of the Second World War, it seems the rules against play had softened. She and her two siblings, she told Chelly and me, knew the best places for hide and seek, and we watched her hand gesture in the direction of the trees and bushes behind which she once could take cover. I felt an urge to go pull back the leaves and look for her, but we were already walking onward.


It was money and property that pressed against the Hookers’ wall to make possible Cumberland Gate, the opening through which my mother as a child would enter the gardens. In the 1860s John Gardner Dillman Engleheart, whose family had long owned the land east of the wall, had workers build a road and line it with houses. Knowing his structures would increase in value if residents were provided easy access to paradise, he paid for a new entrance to be cut through the brick himself. Engleheart’s road, where my mother would later live, ended not with a wall, but a way in. Cumberland Gate is still there, but it’s no longer open to the public. We had to walk past the Princess of Wales Conservatory and through the Rock Garden to reach its inner side.


Not far from Cumberland Gate, atop a small, man-made mound, sits the Temple of Aeolus. Standing with my sister and mother at the foot of its little hill, I remembered a photograph from one of my mother’s many albums, taken here in 1979, just months before she married my father and moved permanently to the US. In the foreground of the picture, in precisely the space where we were standing, a bright pink clutch of rhododendrons burst into view. There was no sign of those flowers now.


In Mrs. Dalloway, Virginia Woolf’s 1925 novel of a single day in London, it’s from “behind the rhododendrons” that her character, Septimus Warren Smith, suffering terribly from his experiences in the First World War, hears the voices of the dead, singing. I listened and could not hear them, but imagined they must be here somewhere, along with a full chorus of my mother’s past selves. I wanted to run off and find them. I wanted them to teach me the words to their song.


[image: A black and white photograph of the Temple of Aeolus]
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A COUPLE OF MILES from Kew Gardens, in Richmond, my sister and I wandered through the cloudy morning with coffee, following the path of the Thames, enjoying our independence. Our mother was staying with our cousin Scott, but we had rented a flat nearby, needing a bit more space to let the density of the experience diffuse. Later we had plans to meet up with our mother, Scott, and his wife Kate.


We sat down on a bench not far from where later we would picnic, and where later still an artist would install a sculpture of Virginia Woolf as a marker of the years she spent living in Richmond. I felt a little thrill to be in this proximity to the physical world she inhabited, to lay the map of my life momentarily over hers. My sense of affinity with Woolf grows not only out of admiration for the words she wrote, but recognition of the moods she rode through her life, high and low, waves that sometimes wet the pages of my biography as well, and—I place this at the sentence’s end so it does not crest at pathologizing either one of us—the many ways she approached reading. The sculpture’s design has her sitting on a bench, book in lap, but her face is turned up and to the side, pausing as if she has reached the point in reading she describes in her essay, “On Being Ill”: “We rifle the poets of their flowers. We break off a line or two and let them open in the depths of the mind, spread their bright wings, swim like colored fish in green waters.”


How at ease I felt with my sister by these waters, how restless when later all the needs of the family buzzed in the air and everyone reached up frantically to meet them. Is anyone still hungry? Look at this picture! Should we move further down the hill? The grass is patchy. We should find my mother a seat. No, she is happy on the ground. Is she lying? Kate isn’t eating. Should we—can we—find shade?


In groups of people, particularly of family, my mind can sometimes feel like a garden wilting in relentless sun. I need solitude, or movement, or ideally both to restore my thoughts to their unshriveled state. My sister’s company causes no such problem. There, on the quiet bench, we let conversation rest. My eye wandered down the riverside walk to picture how the statue of Woolf would appear. An ice cream truck was parked nearby, and though I knew time and reality kept the truck and the writer apart, I couldn’t help imagining ordering an ice cream and offering Woolf a lick.


Even now, when I look at an image of the sculpture as it was eventually installed, she gazes in that direction, toward the truck, and I want that pleasure for her. Want the story to turn otherwise.


[image: A photograph of Richmond Riverside]



[image: A photograph of the Virginia Woolf sculpture sitting on a bench]



When I read Quentin Bell’s biography of Woolf, I stop at 1940 because I don’t want to kill her. If I hold back the page, she’ll never reach the river.


In that same year where I ask Woolf to stay, in September, Nazis dropped an incendiary bomb on the British Museum and firefighters hosed the blaze. Later, examining the damage to the collection, workers came across an envelope with botanical materials extracted during a diplomatic expedition to China in 1793. After almost 150 years in the quiet and dark of the envelope, the seeds of the Albizia julibrissin had replied to the fire and water with germination, sending up leaves like tiny green signal flags.


The three seedlings were planted in the Chelsea Physic Garden—which predates Kew by more than a century and is London’s oldest botanical garden—where they thrived until the following May, when two were destroyed by another bomb. I do not know the fate of the third. By then Virginia Woolf was dead.
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