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Observe how system into system runs . . .


May tell why heav’n has made us as we are.


—ALEXANDER POPE, An Essay on Man,


Epistle I: Of the Nature and State of Man, with Respect to the Universe
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She fit right into crazy.


—SUSAN J. GODWIN









To my darling Tony
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Mary of Modena by Simon Verelst, c 1680


CREDIT: Simon Pietersz Verelst, public domain, via Wikimedia Commons
















Chapter One:





Getting There
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Take the Adventure, heed the call, now ere the irrevocable moment passes! ’Tis but a banging of the door behind you, a blithesome step forward, and you are out of the old life and into the new! Then some day, some day long hence, . . . sit down by your quiet river with a store of goodly memories for company.


—KENNETH GRAHAME, The Wind in the Willows


EVEN THROUGH THE GROGGY FOG OF FATIGUE, the splendor and senses of the city of dreaming spires inspired me. Recognizing Oxford’s honey-colored sandstone, I felt the comfort of returning to a place I belonged. Did it erase the taste of a seventeen-hour travel nightmare originating at Newark International? Taste, maybe. Smell? Not so much. I was covered in airport and coated in airplane.


Finally. Midnight, London time, the jet landed at Heathrow. Yes!


Not so fast. My suitcases were still in Newark, which meant queuing up in the stuffy, cramped baggage-claim office.


I am resilient. But now and then I crumble.


Outside the claim office, exhausted and disoriented, I melted into tears. How cruel. Thwarted only ninety minutes away from my destination.


At the thought of another night in an airport polyurethane chair, I whimpered.


A Heathrow official—tall, slender, Indian, and elegantly dressed in a tailored pin-striped suit—noticed my obvious distress and approached. Sympathetic eyes were all I needed to revive my meltdown.


Embarrassed, I blubbered out my predicament. “I’m . . . just . . . so . . . tired,” I mustered between barely suppressed sobs.


He guided me to an elevator. Art deco cufflinks caught harsh fluorescent light—a gold geometric design centered with cabochon-cut sapphires.


I breathed in. Hmmm, Armani. Delicious.


I must be feeling better.


He accompanied me to an express tram, where he caught the eye of another passenger, an unassuming man-child, not more than twenty years old, fair and slight.


“Young man, would you kindly help this woman get to the airport bus station? She needs the coach to Oxford, and she’s found herself a bit turned around.”


I began to calm down, my agitation settling. Man-child Tobey and I small-talked in the tram and during our ten-minute walk, through dreary tunnels and up a decrepit elevator I recognized from my previous trip.


What a relief! Bus bays emanated from a curved curb, even if only a few were occupied. The brightly colored coaches were encouraging. I’d make it to Oxford yet.


Tobey and I sat on a worn bench next to a burping vending machine.


“So, Susan, what brings you to England?”


He walked over to the vending machine and gave it a kick. No luck.


Feeling positively gregarious by this time, I explained, “A fellowship. I have the summer to research. It’s the chance of a lifetime to return to the Bodleian.”1


“Lucky lady. Working at the Bod. What’s your research?”


“Ever hear of James II’s queen, Mary of Modena?” (pronounced mō‘ di nə)


“No, love, never.”


“Well, beginning when she was Duchess of York, in the late seventeenth century and throughout her regency, she had several women in her court who were writers, exceptional for the time.”


I had Tobey’s attention.


“It resonated within me. How did this come to be? It clicked, striking a chord . . . a chord I knew to recognize whenever a seed of an idea started to germinate.”


Needing to stretch, I got up and tried the vending machine myself. No luck either. Looking over at Tobey, I continued. “You may find this interesting. Back in the States, English majors are expected to come up with their own paper topics. Intimidating at first, but I grew to love it. Speaks to my creativity.”2


“Aah, a kindred spirit.”


Tobey had just finished a gap year watercolor-painting his way through Thailand.


“So when I find the seed, I grab it. I feel like a detective in the stacks.” I laughed.


Tobey reached in his backpack and pulled out a watercolor journal.


“I get it.”


I always knew when I found an idea to pursue. My heart would race. And then, not a click but more like a stab. I knew I wanted to pursue this unusual court of women writers. There was something about Mary of Modena’s story that intrigued me.


While I glanced through Tobey’s journal, he got up and kicked the vending machine again. No dice.


I decided I would take a chance.


“You know, there is one more reason I love coming to England.”


“What’s that?”


Man, I love a British accent.


I laughed. “This is going to sound crazy to you, but we’ll never see each other again, so what the hell.”


“You sure now?” He laughed too.


“I have an overpowering sense that here in Britain, I lived a previous life. Think I’m crazy?” I winked at Tobey.3


A royal blue coach heading for Oxford rolled into its bay. We wished each other the best of luck. I was certain young Tobey would be the first of many strangers I would meet over the next five weeks. Not even a bus driver’s scowl—I didn’t have the proper change—could put a damper on my elevated mood. Climbing the two coach steps, I sighed with relief. The last leg of the journey.


Finally, after six years, I was on the coach that would whisk me back to Oxford. I sat in the comfy front seat behind the driver and nodded off.










Chapter Two:





Meet Mary
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SOMETHING ABOUT THE RESILIENCE OF WOMEN who wrote and published in an age that did not support them brought forth an emotional reaction, one I did not yet fully understand.


After I had returned home to Tennessee from my first Oxford summer, I was reading books related to my research, but I suffered disruptions of focus and rhythm in study while I waited for books to arrive through interlibrary loan. This was compounded by a heavy, demanding teaching schedule. As a result, I often felt disoriented and subsequently overwhelmed. I realized that without the ability to visit settings, my writing would lack sense of place, an essential ingredient I stressed to my students. At times, it was hard to keep motivated. Thanks to the fellowship, I was attending a summer tutorial at Lincoln College, Oxford.1 I had completed the required reading at home and was ready for the course.


Just past a slight bend on narrow, quaint Turl Street, the college was designed in irregular quadrangles of honey limestone draped in ivy. From my room atop The Grove, one of the quads, while mulling over word choices and citing sources, I could gaze past the trimmed lawn of the Rector’s Garden to Lincoln’s famed All Saints library spire—one of the city’s “dreaming spires.”


The freshman handbook stated, “Unlike most colleges, we have no grotty sixties annexe to spoil all the pretty bits.”


I was fortunate to conduct literary research with Dr. Peter McCullough, esteemed Oxford professor and Fellow of Renaissance Literature. Also, a sweetheart. For five invigorating weeks, I studied eighteenth-century literature and the arts with the brilliant and delightful Peter and four others in the graduate tutorial. We met three times a week in his spacious study in Lincoln’s six hundred-year-old Front Quad. We gathered opposite the fireplace, three of us in armchairs and two on the soft, upholstered couch. Peter always sat in his well-worn chair to the left of the fireplace. He would jump out of his armchair, a curly dark-brown lock falling over his eyeglasses, à la Elvis Costello, to look up a word at his desk computer in the online Oxford English Dictionary or check a citation in a passage of Paradise Lost.2 Peter’s course energized, making constant connections between history, literature, and artistic movements. Even years later, Peter claimed, “You were the most engaged, curious learners I have had the opportunity to teach.”


I’m honored.


While researching my final paper for Peter about poet Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea (the “a” is silent), and her poem “Nocturnal Reverie,” I stumbled onto the late-seventeenth-century Stuart court of Queen Mary of Modena, consort to James II.3


The click. The heartbeat. The seed. The stab.


Before heading back to the States, I met with Peter to discuss my book idea stemming from that research. Peter, having stunned me with his compliment of my paper, saying, “One of the most beautiful [graduate] papers I’ve read . . . The work of an artist by an artist,” was encouraging about my book idea. True to his MO, he dashed to his computer and gathered up a beginning bibliography for me to pursue.


A court of women writers would be extraordinary in this time. How did this come to be? What exactly was court culture? How might these women have interacted and inspired one another? What was Mary of Modena’s role in this? In seventeenth-century Christian tradition, women were seen as temptresses who personified original sin and lured men to evil. French writer François Rabelais (1494–1553) declared women were not fully human beings, not endowed with a soul, and not created in the image of God, who, after all, was male.4 I had questions I felt compelled to answer regarding Mary’s captivating story.


Part of the joy of research—and for me, it is joyful—is the ability to explore freely. I wanted to sense their spaces, to breathe the same air, to imagine their lives.


I couldn’t wait to get started.










Chapter Three:





She Was a Bitch but the Room Was Lovely
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WHEN I AWOKE ON THE RIDE FROM Heathrow, the bus was just outside Oxford. From the east, approaching Oxford, the oldest university in the English-speaking world, the coach passed beloved landmarks: the stone walls of legendary Magdalen Bridge; High Street’s quaint shops; and St. Aldate’s Street with famed architect Christopher Wren’s glorious Christ Church gate tower, Great Tom. In centuries past, the multiton tower bell would chime 101 times each night, for the original 101 students to return for nightly curfew, which had been 9:05 p.m.


I missed curfew tonight. Big time.


The coach from Heathrow pulled into Gloucester Green, a traditional British square surrounded by shops and restaurants, now closed. We sleepy passengers exited. Memory aiding me this time, I walked down a cobblestone alley, St. George’s Place, to its end, where the familiar taxi queue on George Street was located.


After an eight-pounds-and-a-handful-of-pence taxi ride, my bed-and-breakfast hostess, Emma, waited for me at the door of Painter’s Cottage, her narrow brownstone off Cowley Road. I had expected a warm welcome, despite the time, since it was a five-week reservation.


Not to be.


Weary-looking, the graying-blonde Polish émigré was cross with my tardiness, though I had called her around 1:00 a.m. from Heathrow, apologizing. She couldn’t dampen my mood any more than the low-spirited coach driver.


Up narrow stairs, I lugged my heavy carry-on, which she criticized.


“Books,” I said over my shoulder, “for my research.”


No answer.


She may have been a bitch, but my room was as lovely as advertised online. Pale green walls, dark hardwood floors, slightly threadbare antique Oriental rugs, an ample pine writing desk, a red-lacquered wardrobe with art deco brass knobs, and a fireplace. The Georgian mantel provided the perfect place to set a few sentimental trinkets I’d brought for ambiance and a connection to home.


When would I learn to travel lightly?


I opened the street-facing front windows wide, which would become my routine every evening upon entering. I breathed in intermittent rain. Cool, windy breezes were heaven sent, clearing my brain of stale concourses and airplane claustrophobia.


Breathe.


I enjoyed a luxurious shower, washed my panties and hung them to dry, then sat stark naked atop a luxurious garnet satin duvet on the double bed. I rested against cushy pillows, not Diego Velázquez’s Venus at Her Mirror1 but Susan at Her Laptop.
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Not Venus at Her Mirror but Susan at Her Laptop.


CREDIT: Diego Velázquez, public domain, via Wikimedia Commons






All I had was filthy, overnight airport clothing. I pledged to wear none of it again.


I never did.


I journaled briefly and soon slept soundly.


I spent the next day in a clean white T-shirt I found in my backpack and in dry, clean panties. My darling daughter’s came from Victoria’s Secret, mine from Walmart. Nothing wrong with Fruit of the Loom. Gotta love grapes.


After organizing some of my research, I tried tracking down my luggage. One bag arrived around 6:00 p.m. that evening, thankfully the one with most of my clothing. Now I had pants!


After changing, I went for a walk in a slight summer rain, relishing the diverse Cowley Road neighborhood. Bustling traffic—cars, buses, and bicycles—coexisted in peace. Small ethnic markets thrived. A Turkish restaurant here, a computer shop and stationery store there. Passing up the Tesco Metro supermarket, I purchased cheese and almonds for dinner from the small Middle Eastern market at Divinity Road, close to my B and B.


The rain quickened. I returned home. Hmm. I called Painter’s Cottage “home.” I was already easing into the calm of solitude.


Long after the house went to sleep, I sank into the pillows of an inviting old love seat at the downstairs front window. Phone in hand, I waited to hear news about my missing second piece of luggage. I didn’t dare wake Emma up with a ring of the phone or door. She might have killed me.


I watched recurrent downpours, hypnotized. Streetlights illuminated rain through the bay window. Growing up, I had spent countless melancholy night hours, winter-dreaming at the window of an empty upstairs front bedroom, sometimes the wind so fierce that flakes blew sideways. Fallen snow, revealed by a nearby streetlight, would shimmer like white diamonds. Memories flooded back. I used to ponder, Will there ever be happiness in my life?


I thought back to the Yom Kippur when I had been fifteen.


AN UGLY OUTLINE HAD REMAINED WHERE the pocket on my dress had been. Determined, I stepped into the dress anyway. I loved the texture of the cornflower-blue fabric. Besides, my mother would notice. Sitting next to me in the synagogue would force her to remember.


My father’s voice called up from the front hallway. “Kids, it’s time to leave.”


I joined my two brothers and baby sister, already marching down the stairs. On to worship.


From a high-backed chair on the bima, the rabbi approached the lectern. A dignified man, even more so in his long black robe. Eyeglasses perched, he peered out and read, “Our God and God of our fathers, pardon our transgressions, remove our guilt, and blot out our iniquities on this Day of Atonement.”


I looked down at my dress and remembered what had happened in March, five months earlier.


Perpetual winter gray had owned the early spring sky, as usual. My mother’s face disappeared behind the heavy sage-velvet window drapes. How late had I been? Not over fifteen or twenty minutes, but she had seen Charlie walking me home. I grabbed my geometry books from his arms, not daring a touch let alone a kiss. I ran up the driveway before he could respond.


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Charlie remained on the sidewalk, watching, worried. Stopping only for a deep breath, I turned the knob. Abruptly, the door opened. Mother yanked me by the arm until we were both in the dark hallway.


My books crashed to the floor.


“When will you get it through your thick skull? You are to be home on time!”


I froze, knowing what would come next. Shouts turned into screams, screams into hysteria, hysteria into rage. The familiar pattern. I escaped into the weary tunnel of my thoughts. I startled when hands grabbed for the gold chain around my neck.


“Please. Don’t,” I begged. But I knew it was no use.


Mother looked down. She saw the small St. Christopher’s medal hanging at the end of the chain. She went crazy.


“Charlie gave this to you?”


I was too frightened to reply.


“Answer me!”


“Yes,” I mumbled.


She easily ripped the delicate chain from my neck and threw it on the floor. The St. Christopher’s medal rolled like a dime until it hit one of the geometry books and stopped.


“What’s next? A crucifix? Mass?”


I bit my lip. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of seeing me cry. Silence was my only weapon.


The rabbi’s commanding baritone penetrated the sanctuary, breaking through my recollection. He continued reading from the Union Prayer Book.2


“Thus hast Thou placed a particular task upon us, as mothers, wives, and daughters. We are proud to be privileged to radiate Thy love wherever we may dwell.”


Love. Proud. Daughters. Mothers.


My mind wandered back to my mother’s meltdown.


She tore off my cornflower-blue dress with one giant slash, catching my twisted right arm in the brass purse chain hanging from my right shoulder.


Five-year-old Kathy ran into our shared bedroom closet, whimpering. Even normally stoic Matthew cried, begging our mother to stop. I noticed his two front teeth were finally coming in. They looked like upside-down tulips. Embarrassed that my kid brother could see me half undressed, I tried to cover the torn fabric over my exposed breast. Where is Mike? I wondered. Probably at wrestling practice. At least he had an outlet.


Her mouth contorted, front teeth growing bigger and bigger.


The rabbi continued. “Praised be Thou, O Lord our God, who freest the captive. Amen. Praised be Thou, O Lord our God, who liftest up those who are bowed down. Amen. Praised be Thou, O Lord our God, who givest strength to the weary. Amen.”


My silence had driven her crazy. It was the only power I had. She interpreted the silence as indifference, further fueling her rage. She was too incoherent to notice my eyes, trapped in the numbness of anger and frustration. I wanted to scream, explode, release my own emotions, but I was stuck within myself, pinned to the mat before having the chance to fight.


The rabbi prayed, “Keep her tongue from evil and her lips from speaking guile. Be her support when grief silences her voice, and her comfort when woe bends her spirit.”


She was out of control, whipping my side with the brass chain. Welts formed. Her tirade with the purse chain continued. I could barely stand it.


She finally tired herself out. She dropped the chain and left me alone in the hallway.


The rest of my purse had flown open during the outburst. Contents were strewn around me.


At first, I couldn’t move, unable to break ripples of shame and despair in my chest. Eventually, I picked up the books and the St. Christopher’s medal. I scooped up my purse and its scattered contents. But I left the chain where it lay. She needed to see it again.


I walked to my bedroom, not wanting my feet to touch the floor. Touching the floor made me feel more shame for some reason.


My eyes panned the bedroom. I knew where little Kathy would be. I set down my things and carried her from our closet, held her to me, and rocked her until she fell asleep. Pain and silent anger filled my eyes. I took off the tattered cornflower-blue dress.


The rabbi was nearing the end of the Yom Kippur service. “Remove from her heart all rancor and hardness, that I may forgive freely even as I hope to be forgiven.”


A finger grazed my dress where the pocket had been. I glanced at my mother’s beautifully manicured fingernails.


“May our worship in this Day of Atonement direct the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents.”


The rabbi closed his prayer book and looked out over the congregation. He walked away from the lectern.


I glanced down. I saw not a sea of cornflower blue but a shimmer of white diamonds.


“Thus hast Thou placed a particular task upon us, as mothers, wives, and daughters.”


Conflicted feelings started early, even before I was consciously aware.


Tragically, my brothers and I modeled the only approach to anger we knew.


This is what I would say to them—if I could: “The violence between us shames me now.”


Both left home at different points, one never to return or communicate with any of us again.










Chapter Four:





The Bod
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BACK AT PAINTER’S COTTAGE, THE PHONE CALL about my luggage never came. I surrendered around 2:00 a.m., put Emma’s phone back into its cradle underneath the stairs, and trudged up to my room.


I woke up about nine thirty the same morning to an empty house. Unwilling to wait around another day, I left a note on the front door for the delivery service. Walking to the bus stop, a sense of freedom overcame me. Number one on my list? No question. The Bodleian—my magnet pull—to register for my reader card so I could resume my research. How delicious to be back to the “mother church” of libraries.


It is a sacred space for me and for anyone passionate about books and learning.


My daughter Jesse and I can laugh now about how she lost her patience with me when college hunting years before. In NYC, walking the Columbia campus, I had pointed out its famed library, its facade well-photographed during the controversial 1968 Vietnam protest.


“Mom!” she had snapped sharply enough to make me jump. “Would you stop pointing out every library we see? Fuck!” She sighed in disgust and walked away toward other university buildings.
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The Radcliffe Camera, from Latin, meaning room


CREDIT: Becks, 2012, CC BY 2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0), via Wikimedia Commons






I followed. I knew “normal” mothers got chastised by fed-up teenage daughters.


Jesse and I joke about it now. When I visit her in a new town, she makes a point of showing me the library on my first visit. Smart-ass!


The neoclassical Radcliffe Camera rotunda where I conducted my research is a legendary part of the Bodleian Library system, an exquisite beacon. International tourists linger in the quad, longing to go inside the famous library. They settle for snapping photos outside the wrought iron fence.


I felt the privilege extended to me. I felt it every time I climbed the twelve wide stone stairs to enter, opened my bag for inspection, and found my spot for the day, hoping for a window seat. Having stopped at the admissions office, my library reader card was proudly in hand. I flashed my new ID to the guard with just a shameful smidge of arrogance. I accessed the Lower Reading Room by descending a short set of stairs. Double doors opened to the reading room.


Ahhhhhhhh.


The Lower Reading Room was circular, below the spectacular light-filled dome, the third largest in Britain. Eight arched study bays radiated like glorious bicycle spokes from a center workstation. One bay served as the entrance. Clockwise, the next bay contained the iron-grilled stairway down to the Gladstone Link open shelves, a maze of white metal one floor below, new since my last visit.


I had to investigate. I descended the narrow steps and entered an underground cavern of books, white walls, white metal, and white light. Quite a stark contrast to the old bindings upstairs and their smell of antiquity. Here, the only break in white were the large gray cranks at the end of each row of shelving. To be time efficient, some scholars chose to remain in this enclave, researching at white-Formica-topped carrels.


I would suffocate. I returned upstairs, relieved to be back.


Breathe.


In the reading room, elegant oak tables ran the lengths of the remaining six bays, separated by mahogany-trimmed bookcases. Shelf upon shelf was stuffed with theological and literary volumes. Each pediment dead-ended with seventeenth-century arched casement windows, under which double oak reading tables seated four. Heaven was finding an available window seat, the casement open just enough to allow the breezes in. Heaven, for me, was spending the day reading and writing there. Library exploration was part of the process. Mystery was ever-present and sat on my shoulder like a Philip Pullman daemon. Will I find what I am looking for?


The thrill of the search. I let the quest take me where I needed to go. It was part of the intellectual energy.


Having bid hello to the Radcliffe Camera’s cherished reading room, I crossed the Bodleian’s early-seventeenth-century Old Schools quad to Broad Street and the iconic Blackwell’s Books. After a joyful browse, I found a sturdy, laminated folding map of Oxford. Walking back out to Broad Street, high winds embarrassed any attempt to keep my umbrella from turning inside out.


At this point, Broad Street was unusually wide. It narrowed again within eyesight. Long rows of bicycle racks lined both sides of the street—the circular Christopher Wren–designed famed Sheldonian Theatre1 on one side, rows of colorful shops on the other.


Because of the wind, I postponed the plan to pick up my bicycle rental. Instead, on Cornmarket Street, I stopped for a pita wrap at Pret A Manger and sat on one of the many benches along the cobbled pedestrian-only boulevard. Munching on my avocado-and-cucumber wrap, I people-watched, listening to Celtic street musicians on flute and guitar. The breezes embraced, and I breathed in. Reluctantly, I returned to the house to check on the missing bag.


Emma was driving up in her yellow VW Beetle. “Your delivery is coming,” she said.


She had a mild Polish accent, reminding me of my beloved Russian bubbe (pronounced bu’bee), gone at age seventy, senile and alone.


Emma continued. “They said baggage would be here between five and eight o’clock.”


At the curb, she disappeared into the back seat of her car to retrieve packages.


Would waiting to hold the brownstone’s front door open be too suck-ass? I asked myself.


Yes. I went on inside. Do I give Emma a pass because she is an artist?


“I MUST CREATE WHAT I THINK, NOT WHAT people want,” she declared the next morning, my third.


She was in her backyard, in the wildflower garden that separated the cottage from her airy, wood-framed studio at the back of the property. She smoked her cigarettes out there among the foxglove, bluebells, and yarrow, while contemplating her next brushstrokes. Her oil paintings were disturbing, she admitted.


Sometimes, while fixing my morning coffee with the smaller of her two French presses, I would see her through the kitchen window, lost in thought, exhaled smoke floating out the open studio door.


It reminded me of finding my mother in her garden, after our Shaker Heights home flooded when I was a young teenager. The interior had been destroyed after the main water pipe had burst on the third floor, pouring through the house while we had been in upstate New York for three weeks. I had been nervous, worrying about how far back this blow would set her. My family was surveying the damage for the first time when I looked out an upstairs window and saw her appear in the back garden. Gardening was my mother’s escape, as drawing was my own.


She had looked wistfully at the trumpet flowers in full blossom and then stooped to her knees, face-to-face with a cupid statue amid the primrose. She lit a cigarette, took a deep inhale and exhale, and started sobbing. Next, my mother pulled out dazzling roses, bush by bush. Poppy red, salmon, crimson, and garnet. Without gloves to protect her beautifully manicured hands, they grew bloody from thorns. Once tired out, she lit another cigarette, leaving only a fragile trail of smoke hanging in the garden air. She had never noticed me.


Many mornings I pondered my mother’s trail of smoke, speculating on her demons. But she always remained a mystery.


Despite Emma’s off-putting behavior, the house was picture-perfect—Asian design meets homey and eclectic. I was happy. Aloof was far more preferable than nosy and chatty. She had two other rooms for hire on the second floor, though I had yet to meet another guest. The three guest rooms shared a modern glass-and-ceramic-tiled bathroom. Emma’s suite was on the third floor. I was more than curious about it.


I went up to my room, the largest, and checked email.


Hurray! Ben Arnold, head of Special Collections at the Bodleian—I’d been corresponding with him for months—had returned my request. Tomorrow, I would start my search of seventeenth-century manuscripts in my quest to learn more about Mary of Modena and her court of female writers.


Amen.










Chapter Five:





All in the Family
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THE DUCHY OF MODENA, MARY’S HOME, WAS A small but powerful Italian state that existed from the mid-fifteenth to the mid-nineteenth century in northwest Italy. It was close to Bologna, home to the oldest university in the world, the University of Bologna. The noble House of Este ruled the state of Modena.


Descended from the Bourbon royal family of France and the Medici family of Italy, Maria Beatrice Eleonora Anna Margherita Isabella d’Este, or Maria di Modena, born in 1658, was an educated, artistic princess growing up in a matriarchy of strong, prominent women. Her father, Alfonso IV d’Este, Duke of Modena, had died young, at age twenty-seven, from tuberculosis. Maria’s widowed mother, Laura Martinozzi, ruled her estates and her family with wisdom and intelligence. She was one of the famed seven Mazarinettes,1 the nieces of the very influential Cardinal Jules Mazarin. The d’Este family had produced four cardinals.


Uncle Jules, the reputed lover of Louis XIV’s mother, was powerful. He served as chief minister of France for both Louis XIII and XIV. Cardinal Mazarin was also an important patron of the arts, introducing Italian opera on a grand scale to Paris and assembling a famed art collection, much of which is in the Louvre today. Mazarin also founded the first true public library in France, the Bibliothèque Mazarine. The cardinal brought his seven nieces from Italy to France with huge dowries for them to find marriageable, wealthy French and Italian princes.


They all did.


Mary of Modena’s mother, Laura Martinozzi, was one of the seven nieces.


As a daughter of a Mazarinette, Mary of Modena was exposed to powerful, independent women all of her young life. But in 1673, she was powerless, an unwilling fourteen-year-old political pawn instructed to marry James II, then still the Duke of York, by proxy. She refused more than once, insisting she needed to live a life of study in religious seclusion in the convent her mother had founded, the Order of the Visitation, next to their palazzo.


Maria Beatrice was no bashful maiden with sentimental leanings toward the religious life but a strong and stormy Italian personality with regal pride inherited from an imposing line of ancestors. To strengthen the alliance with France, Maria Beatrice’s mother, Laura, had also married by proxy, at sixteen. Laura’s cousins, the famed Mancini sisters, Hortense and Maria, mentioned in their memoirs that it was not unusual for girls to marry this young, even younger, in the seventeenth century.2 Eventually, d’Este family pressure intervened and in a handwritten note, heavily leaning on Maria’s devotion to church, Pope Clement himself convinced the young princess of her duty to spread Catholicism across the channel.


Guilt by religion.


Married by proxy—the Earl of Peterborough was the representative for James, the Duke of York—Maria left home on her fifteenth birthday, after two days and nights of tears and anguish. The treacherous journey took Maria over the Alps,3 up the Loire, and on to the dreary French port of Calais to begin a stormy, perilous English Channel crossing to Dover.4


Imagine saying goodbye to family, possibly forever, then departing to a foreign country. Imagine trading a dazzling sun-draped palace for, as famed English writer Daniel Defoe put it, “one of the largest and dirtiest houses in the world,”5 in an assuredly bleak, damp climate.


Mary of Modena landed in Dover, greeted for the first time by her husband, the Duke of York. (Remember she was married by proxy.) Witnesses noted, “Mary of Modena was seized by him.” She could “hardly bear to let [him] touch her.” Yet in the duke’s notebook, he noted on November 21, 1673, the “Princess of Modena had arrived at Dover and had been wedded and bedded that same night.”6


One month after her fifteenth birthday.


My stomach churns.


Tears.


Sigh.


Breathe.


To add insult, the British Parliament criticized the fifteen-year-old princess, now Duchess of York, because of her beloved Catholic religion. Once infamous (Catholic) Henry VIII originated the Church of England in the 1500s so he could divorce and remarry. The British lived in a schizophrenic political climate, where royal religion violently volleyed from Protestant to Catholic like a Ping-Pong game.7 Catholic Charles I had been executed in 1649. Restoration, in 1660, quietly brought his son, Charles II, and James, Duke of York, back from exile in France, after the Protestant-sympathetic–Parliamentarian-ruled Protectorate collapsed.8 When Charles II died in 1685, he had no legitimate children, although he had plenty of “natural” illegitimate offspring.9 James II, Maria of Modena’s devoutly Catholic husband, became king.


Don’t underestimate the religious divide.


The prejudice against popery in England at the time was fanatical.


The sons brought French culture to Britain upon their return, in 1660. When Mary of Modena arrived in England in 1673, she entered into the licentious Restoration culture created by her brother-in-law, King Charles II, the Merry Monarch, who could have been the twin of Disney’s Captain Hook. According to Charles II’s ministers, his good humor and relatability preserved his popularity. He had good taste in art and literature and loved science, particularly chemistry. The Royal Society, United Kingdom’s National Academy of Sciences, was founded in his reign. However, his affability covered a multitude of sins. His likeability couldn’t mask that the corruption of private morals of the Restoration period correlated directly to Charles’s example of “uncontrolled and flagrant debauchery.” One of his own Privy Councilors, George Saville, Marquis of Halifax, wrote further, “I am apt to think his thinking was as much as any man’s ever did in the lower region.”10


Not so delicately translated, He thought with his dick.11


Testament to Charles’s charms, even devout Mary of Modena was quite fond of him. Besides, Charles II’s belief in progressive learning paved the way for her to proceed with her own agenda.


Mary of Modena’s court was as close as England ever came to the world of the précieuses, the intellectual and literary circles that formed around French women a few generations earlier, in the first half of the seventeenth century. The label “précieuses” was coined in the early 1650s. By the next decade, the term commonly applied to all women from polite society who frequented Parisian salons.


Were the précieuses my kernel?


Mary provided a model of female patronage for women artists. She offered a world where women exchanged various genres of writing. She created a place where women’s education and imagination were taken seriously. Moreover, she was a descendant of women who began this tradition.


Finding this connection was crucial to my continued research.










Chapter Six:





Special Collections and a Bearded Maître d’


[image: ]


THE MORE I DELVED INTO MARY’S BACKGROUND, the more I learned of her family’s influence in moving women’s rights in academia and the arts. I got excited. Being back at the Bod helped me revert to research mode. It had taken a bit of time to readjust—to cars, bicycles, and buses on the other side of the road, but—


The black van drove up. Hallelujah! The bag with all my toiletries, shoes, tour guidebooks, and alarm clock had arrived. Now I could really get settled and focused. I unpacked these last belongings and ventured out to celebrate.


In Oxford, summer skies stayed light until after 10:00 p.m., so in broad daylight, I window-shopped for a dinner restaurant. After a few blocks, Le Kesh, a Lebanese fusion bistro, beckoned me in. A salt-and-pepper-bearded maître d’ guided me through a dark, narrow back hallway.


Where was he taking me?


What a lovely surprise awaited in their back garden. An intimate seating area of sumptuous, cream-colored lounge chairs on a stone floor. A billowing, cream-tented partition blew in strong breezes. Large potted plants, albeit droopy, scattered through the patio. Ceramic covered ashtrays dotted Moroccan-tiled tables. An oversize oil painting of a French café on a fountained wall. Decorative hookahs along a long, rustic shelf, the length of the patio. Aged straw fencing enclosed the enchanting space.


The restaurant owner, a dashing young Mediterranean, was watching the Euro-football championship on a mounted corner television. The soccer match against Sweden was just beginning. While “God Save the Queen” played stirringly. (How strange that Her Majesty is gone now.) He kindly explained a bit of the championship to me. However, eventually his attention turned to the arrival of two dazzling Brazilian women, so I returned to admiring my space. I understood his shifting focus. I had been young once.


Swinging an incense pot, the bearded maître d’, who resembled a Turkish priest complete with kufi cap, reentered the patio. A group of young Eastern Europeans followed him. They settled into a grouping of cream-cushioned chairs next to my small tiled table. Soon, they began smoking hookahs. After two glasses of zinfandel, I felt emboldened enough to ask about the hookahs.


No buzz? Why bother?


I enjoyed a delicious dinner of mussels smothered in wine, accompanied by fried toast. Returning to my enchanting room, front windows wide open, I deduced England had won the game when cheers reverberated from the pubs down on Cowley Road.


A new adventure begins.


THE ALARM RANG AT 7:00 A.M. I TOOK MY TIME getting ready for my first trek to Oxford’s Special Collections, feeling an edge of anxiety, not knowing Collections’ procedure. I prepped for the day mindfully, and I purposefully walked past the five houses to the bus stop. Once more burdened by a heavy backpack, I boarded a red double-decker with my newly purchased bus pass, pretending I was a native Brit. Beyond the Plain roundabout and its octagonal late-nineteenth-century Victoria Fountain, we crossed over the Magdalen Bridge arching over the River Cherwell. Sublime. I exited on High Street, in the city center.


First, I bought another avocado-and-cucumber pita sandwich for later. (I’m a diabetic; I need to make sure I eat regularly.) Next, I walked down Catte Street—more like a seventeenth-century alley—which turned into Parks Street and six picturesque blocks to the Radcliffe Science Library. Special Collections was temporarily located there due to major Bodleian Library renovation. Passing All Souls College, I giggled, visualizing the scene in Deborah Harkness’s A Discovery of Witches where Professor Diana Bishop, a beautiful blond witch, first dines with Matthew Clairmont, a handsome vampire geneticist, in his All Souls apartment. “Vampires are breathtaking but nothing prepares you to see one,” she observes.


I also stopped in front of Hertford College’s landmark, Bridge of Sighs and watched giggling Japanese tourists pose for photos. When they finished, we bowed, and I took some bridge photos, too, for a possible later painting.


I was in a new part of Oxford for me. Next to the science library, completing the neo-Gothic Museum of Natural History’s expansive front lawn, was a gigantic dinosaur skeleton. The two buildings shared a small parking lot including a maze of bicycle racks.


Good to know. I’ll get on that bicycle yet.


The wind was still up. Ahhhhhh. Freedom. Happiness.


Gardens were everywhere. Since it had rained the night before, trees emptied raindrops to the footpath—sidewalk—below, making them slippery. I breathed in the scent of light rain in the trees. I marveled at moments leading to this moment. I’d always credited an American Library Association annual conference in downtown Nashville years before for redirecting my career path.


THE DAY OF THE LIBRARY CONFERENCE HAD started well enough. One of those rare mornings when everything played out as planned—good hair, skirt swishing stylishly, daughter not dawdling. A minor miracle. I treated myself to a cup of lukewarm coffee for the road.


But before even reaching the first four-way stop, I hit a pothole that I’d avoided for years, spilling coffee all over my skirt. Instead of being on time for the keynote speaker, after dropping my daughter, Jesse, off at school, I was in the Nashville Renaissance Hotel lobby restroom, my not-so-stylish-now skirt hiked up over my hips, drying my coffee-scented crotch with a hair blower, borrowed from a smirking, pimple-faced front-desk clerk.


It was a Melissa McCarthy moment. Countless frumpy, gray-haired librarians, complete with eyeglasses hanging from neck chains, came in and out of toilet stalls while pretending not to notice me blow-drying between my legs.


Wouldn’t that make a great cartoon?


I missed the ALA keynote speech, but a presentation later in the day was my landmark moment. Why it took me twenty years to figure it out, I chalk up to the cosmos. I could blend my love of teaching with my passion for books.


Duh.


In a medium-size convention center room, the late, great Rebecca Bain, host of NPR’s The Fine Print, was talking about one of her author interviews. I started getting goosebumps. Teaching and books. What a concept. Epiphany.


At the time, I was library director of a county branch, close to the quaint hundred-year-old farmhouse that I shared with Jesse, fifty miles south of Nashville. I was feeling restless again. Not long after listening to Rebecca Bain, I decided to return to school, where I finally found my niche. Back in school, I acknowledged and embraced my intellect. If Ms. Bain were still alive, I would send her dozens of roses.


SIX YEARS AFTER THE AMERICAN LIBRARY Association conference, while still a full-time librarian, I earned my add-on certificate in English literature, but I yearned for more school. I knew I needed to make more literary connections to feel legitimate.


Jesse was then fifteen, a gifted and passionate dancer attending a two-week summer workshop at Bates College in Maine. Upon her workshop’s end, I flew into Manchester, New Hampshire, checked out the lovely University of New Hampshire in picturesque Durham, and drove my rental north to Lewiston, Maine, where I watched Jesse’s performance. Afterward, I whisked her away to the next destination: debate camp at the University of Vermont in Burlington, four hours west. My little go-getter! Following her drop-off in Burlington, I had two weeks to scout out New England graduate programs in English for me.


On the night drive to Burlington, Jesse read her summer reading choice by flashlight. I delighted that Wuthering Heights delighted her.


Damn, I love my girlie.


As she raved about Emily Brontë’s genius, I chugged lousy convenience store coffee and watched for deer, known for darting across Vermont’s low-lying I-89.


Next morning, after a Staples pit stop, I delivered Jesse to the university. My five-part plan was as follows:




	Travel from Burlington through Vermont and New Hampshire’s Green and White Mountains.


	Take picturesque Route 2 through the Maine woods to check out the University of Maine.


	Proceed to its coast and explore! Eat lobster.


	Ferry to Nova Scotia, then Prince Edward Island just for adventure.


	Head back to Burlington.





An hour after leaving Jesse, I found the magical road up to Middlebury College’s Bread Loaf School of English in Vermont’s Green Mountains. I had learned about the graduate school consulting a Princeton Review. Bread Loaf was so named for the gently arresting mountain over the next ridge north from the mountaintop campus, the same campus where Robert Frost held court for years before his death in 1963.


After my first day on the road, I journaled:


Today was thrilling, although I tired late-afternoon. The drive from Middlebury up to Bread Loaf brought tears to my eyes, with the smell of fresh pine and log fires and the rush of water over the rocky Middlebury River, which followed the winding road up the mountain.


At Ripton’s Country Store, I told the clerk I would be back. The Robert Frost Interpretive Forest was a spiritual experience. I walked across a grove of pine needles to the commemorative plaque. Complete calm. Serenity. Contemplation. Standing, I had a moment of mindfulness before reluctantly returning to my car.


One more mile up the road, past a scattering of forest, farmhouses, and grassy fields, I finally arrived at Bread Loaf:


I pulled into the large grass-and-gravel lot beyond a ponderosa pine grove. I faintly heard students conversing, the air thick with learning vibes. Adults of varied ages studied at wooden tables or rustic Adirondack chairs, set between ochre-colored cottages with forest green trim. Very tempted to return. Strong sense I will. I want to be part of this.


I continued my jaunt. Walking back to my rental car after lobster stew at Tall Barney’s in Jonesport, Maine, I fought back the melancholy of long ago, which creeps into my psyche when I am not vigilant. However, waiting for the ferry to depart for Nova Scotia, I was the only one out on the windswept bow . . . a magic moment after a flute of champagne. I gave thanks for this blessing and promised myself I would conjure it back whenever things got too crazy, especially at work. It worked for a bit.


Along Nova Scotia’s Acadian shore, I listened to French radio stations, car windows down, and breathed salt air and the scent of fish. At Mahone Bay, I sipped German champagne on the patio at Mimi’s Ocean Grill as the sky darkened and the stars came out, matching the restaurant’s twinkling lights.


The next morning, I was off to Pictou, on Nova Scotia’s north shore, where I would board another, smaller ferry over the Northumberland Straight to Prince Edward Island. I missed the first ferry by eight cars but didn’t care. I read, lying on my car’s hood. I soaked in the sun, my back against the windshield. Ahhh, crisp air in the sunshine.


A rustic room with light sky-blue walls, casement windows, and simple, natural pine crown molding awaited me at the Bayberry Cliff Inn, more like a Scandinavian treehouse on the cliffs of the Northumberland Sea. Charming. Wandering by sunset to Brehaut’s Restaurant, I was an outsider, not lonely but a little restless. I think I had pancakes. Comfort food.


As I drove over the fertile hills of Prince Edward Island, I listened to CBC Radio’s Hitchhiking Stories. Back in Maine, I picked up Route 2 again and relished the ride through glades of silver birches—my favorite tree—a sign to me that Robert Frost’s school beckoned me someday.


I’d like to go by climbing a birch tree,


And climb black branches up a snow-white trunk


Toward heaven . . .1


I followed the Kennebec River to scenic Rangeley Lake. There, strolling along Main Street, I found Books, Lines & Thinkers, which had rows and rows of packed oak bookcases, an inviting story-hour cubby, and a vibrant coffee scene in the back.


They’re still there. I Googled.


Back at the inn, dinner for one on the patio. Perfection.


Next morning, I took Route 16, heading for New Hampshire, but first stopped for coffee and biscotti. Near the Maine–New Hampshire border at Wilsons Mills, I curved by the long-since-closed Bennett-Bean Covered Bridge. Bliss.


Back in Burlington, I sat in a sumptuous four-poster bed at the Old Stagecoach Inn. The room was welcoming. It smelled like baby powder. I took inventory: two wing chairs; two old trunks, one a leather camelback; a mirrored armoire; an antique sewing machine; a mahogany chest of drawers; a cherry chifforobe; and two rocking chairs, one with forest green leather upholstery, the other a string back. Leaded glass bay windows, lace covered, opened to sixty-degree breezes, adding up to a room that elicited a deep sigh of pleasure. I felt a slight nag of regret that I was surrendering splendid solitude and visions beyond the turns of the road.
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