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For Judy Whichard


On the twenty-fifth [of June, 1937], they took the ferry from Dover to Calais and drove to Paris through Beauvais. Elizabeth’s journal breaks off at this point, and the three women’s specific activities for the first three weeks in Paris are unknown.

BRETT C. MILLIER, Elizabeth Bishop: Life and the Memory of It


Elizabeth dreams of babies, that they are connected to her body, but not to her flesh. They are attached to her clothing by buttons and zippers and snaps and something like cockleburs that will later be invented and called Velcro. Double-sided tape, staples (not through the flesh), and large paper clips. Babies ride in her pockets. Two of them, very still, rest on top of her hair, under her hat. In the dream, she worries not so much that they will hurt her or be hurt, but that they are thirsty. Maybe she should be concerned about their mothers, but she isn’t. She wonders if they could all have the same mother. She doesn’t even think about their fathers, though she is, in the peculiar atmosphere of dreams, aware that she is thinking about them. She tries to look at their faces, but they squirm and twist away. All the babies are dressed or swaddled in bright colors, electrifying patterns, a yellow Star of David over their wildly beating hearts. There will be no hiding these babies, and Elizabeth is vaguely worried about this. But not for their safety, only that she will have to explain her voracious baby love, this immodesty of babies, this glut, this selfishness. Why do you have so many? someone will surely ask. What she thinks but will not say is, Because I can. Because no one will have suspected this of me.

And so after she wakes in the morning, after breakfast, Elizabeth says to Clara, Yes. Yes, I will help you smuggle these children out of Dieppe and south to Paris. And she decides she won’t say or think anything more about Ernst vom Rath and his Polish lover or Sigrid and her marriage of convenience. She won’t be afraid of what comes next, and she’ll try to stop rushing here and there like a sandpiper and settle down somewhere and finish a book of poems.

And she decides, too, that she will never tell Sigrid or Louise or Margaret. She will leave it completely out of her letters to Miss Moore, to Frani Blough, to everyone. If the story of her life is ever written, this episode will not appear, although she suspects some clever sleuth will uncover it, but not for years after she’s dead, a half century or maybe longer, after everyone else is dead, too.

Except for these babies, who will have grown up perhaps knowing that two women saved them. Or maybe just one woman: Clara. They will tell their own children: the Countess Clara Longworth de Chambrun singlehandedly brought us from the north of France to a convent in Paris, thus saving our lives.


The crises of our lives do not come, I think, accurately dated; they crop up unexpected and out of turn and somehow or other arrange themselves according to a calendar we cannot control.

ELIZABETH BISHOP, “Dimensions for a Novel”



GEOGRAPHY I
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If you can remember a dream and write it down quickly, without translating, you’ve got the poem. You’ve got the landscapes and populations: alder and aspen and poplar and birch. A lake, a wood, the sea. Pheasants and reindeer. A moose. A lark, a gull, rainbow trout, mackerel. A horned owl. The silly somnambulist brook babbling all night. An old woman and a child. An old man covered with glittering fish scales.

An all-night bus ride over precipitous hills, a heeling sailboat, its mast a slash against the sky, trains tunneling blindly through sycamore and willow, a fire raging in the village, terrible thirst.

See? The dreams are poems. And the way to bring on the dreaming is to eat cheese before bed. The worst cheese you can get your hands on, limburger or blue. Cheese with a long, irregular history.

This was a crazy notion to bring to college, but you have to bring something, don’t you? You have to bring a certain kind of habit, or a story, or, because this is Vassar in 1930, a family name. Some girls bring the story of a mysterious past, a deep wound, a lost love, a dead brother. Other girls bring Rockefeller, Kennedy, Roosevelt. They bring smoking cigarettes and drinking whiskey and promiscuity (there’s a kind of habit), which some girls wear like—write it!—a habit. This is a wonderful notion, the nun and the prostitute together at last, as they probably secretly wish they could have been all along. Elizabeth laughs about it privately, nervously, alone in her head.

Her roommate, Margaret Miller, has brought a gorgeous alto and a talent for painting. She’s brought New York, which she calls The City, as if there were only that one, ever and always. And cigarettes, a bottle of gin stashed at the back of her wardrobe, a silver flask engraved with her mother’s initials. Margaret has brought a new idea of horizon, not a vista but an angle, not a river but a tunnel, a park and not a field. She will paint angles and tunnels and parks until (write it!) disaster makes this impossible, and then she will curate exhibitions of paintings and write piercing, gemlike essays about the beauty of madwomen in nineteenth-century art.

The cheese, meanwhile, occupies a low bookshelf. Most nights, Elizabeth carves a small slice and eats it with bread brought from the dining hall.

And sure enough, the dreams arrive—though that seems the wrong word for dreams, but really it isn’t. They arrive like passengers out of the air or off the sea, having crossed a vast expanse of some other element. Elizabeth’s father, eighteen years dead. In her dreams, he’s driving a large green car. Her mother, at a high window of the state hospital in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, signaling for something Elizabeth can’t understand, her expression fierce and threatening. A teacher she loves disappearing into a maze of school corridors.

A Dutch bricklayer setting fire to the Reichstag. A two-year-old boy dressed in a brown shirt, a swastika wound round his arm like a bandage. His sister’s mouth opened wide to scream something no one will ever hear because she is gassed and then burnt to ashes. All these people trailing poems behind them like too-large overcoats. And Elizabeth is the seamstress: make the coat fit better, close the seams, move the snaps, stitch up the ragged hem.



Elizabeth, Margaret says toward the end of October. I’m not sure these are poems. They’re more like strange little stories. But I am sure that cheese stinks.

I know, Elizabeth says, but it has a noble purpose.

Which is what, for heaven’s sake? If you want to have peculiar dreams, try this. Margaret holds out the silver flask.

Just . . . without a glass?

Just.

Elizabeth takes a long swallow, coughs.

Oh, she says when she can speak. It’s like drinking perfume.

How would you know that? Margaret says.

I quaff the stuff for breakfast, of course!

Margaret lies down on her bed, and Elizabeth sits below her, on the floor, her back against the bed frame.

So, Margaret begins. About men.

Were we talking about men?

If we weren’t, we should be.

I wish I knew some men the way you do, Elizabeth says.

And what way is that?

To feel comfortable around them. Natural.

Maybe I can help. Give you a lesson or two.

Start now.

Margaret sits up, shifts the pillow behind her back. Elizabeth turns to watch, thinking this will be part of the lesson, how to move one’s body, the choreography. Margaret looks like a queen riding on a barge. What poem is that? A pearl garland winds her head: / She leaneth on a velvet bed. Margaret as the Lady of Shalott. When Elizabeth turns back, she sees herself and Margaret in the mirror across the room, leg and leg and arm and arm and so on, halves of heads. Halves of thoughts, too. It seems to do strange things, this drink. It’s exhilarating.

First, Margaret says, boys—men—they want two things that are contradictory. They want bad and good. They want prostitute and wife.

Prostitute and nun, Elizabeth says.

Margaret smiles, which makes her entire face seem to glow. Such dark beauty, Elizabeth thinks, like my mother. In some photographs, she looks like someone’s powdered her face with ashes.

That’s the spirit! Margaret says. And not only do you have to know how to be both, you have to know when.

Must take some mind reading.

Which is really just imagination. Which you have loads of, obviously.

Margaret leans forward to rest the flask on Elizabeth’s shoulder. This helps, she says.

Helps us or them?

Both, Margaret says. She watches Elizabeth unscrew the cap on the flask. Not so much this time.

Elizabeth takes a tiny sip, a drop. Suddenly, she feels terribly thirsty. A memory crackles out of nowhere, a fire.

Much better, she says. Almost tastes good.

So it’s a math problem, Margaret says. Which do they want, and when. Probability. Gambling.

What if you guess wrong?

Then you move on.

Moving on. That must be the real secret to it.

Down the hall, a door opens and music pours out. How have they not heard it before now, the phonograph in Hallie’s room? She is trying to learn the Mozart sonata that way, by listening. Miss Pierce tells them it will help, to listen, but it’s still no substitute for fingers on the keys, hours alone in the practice room, making the notes crash and break on your own.

Margaret is talking about a boy named Jerome, someone she knows from Greenwich, her childhood. Elizabeth gazes up at her, drinks in the calm assurance of Margaret’s voice, the confiding tone, the privacy. College can be so awfully public, even places that are supposed to be private: library carrels, bathroom stalls.

Jerome was in her cousin’s class. Now at college in The City. Columbia. He is bound to have friends. Elizabeth listens to the sounds of the words, the hard-soft-hard c’s like a mediocre report card: college, city, Columbia, country. The music of it soothes.

She turns to look out the window, rubs her cheek against the nubby pattern of the quilt on Margaret’s bed, takes some vague and unexpected comfort in the fabric. A light from the dorm room above theirs illuminates the branches of an oak tree outside, two raised arms, a child asking her mother to be picked up, pressed to a shoulder. She hears a child’s voice say the words. Hold me. I’m thirsty. Margaret is talking about men. The tree is asking to be gathered up, held aloft. An impossible request: the roots run too deep, too wide, scrabbling under this dormitory, beyond, halfway across campus.

Elizabeth reaches for the flask, takes a longer swallow, then another.


Margaret says she thinks of painting seascapes as if light and water were holding an interview. And they are both nervous.

Margaret and Elizabeth have gone to Wellfleet, in a car borrowed from Fannie Borden, the college librarian, to stay in Miss Borden’s summer cottage. They find the place just as Miss Borden had described it, small and windtight, despite its many windows, set closer to the water than its neighbors. Margaret wants to paint outside, at the edge of the surf. She tries for half an hour, but it’s too cold, so she sets up her easel just inside the door. Salt air has smeared the glass to a grainy blear that’s like melted sugar. The winter sun tries to make the waves courageous, Margaret declares, but by midafternoon, the sea has lost its nerve completely. It lies flat and gray, the same shade as the sky.

Margaret has been painting since dawn, working on three canvases. One is mostly shoreline, sand, and grasses, a path toward the water, and, at the top, a ruffle of cresting waves. Another is copied (loosely) from a photograph of the harbor. The third is their actual view, with a lone sailboat disappearing off to the left.

Doesn’t your arm get tired? Elizabeth asks.

Only if I stop, Margaret tells her.

Elizabeth envies this focus and concentration. She’s done nothing these six hours except read and make boiled egg sandwiches for lunch. Margaret doesn’t even sit down to eat.

I wish I could be as dedicated as you are, Margaret.

To what?

Anything.

You’re dedicated to feeding us.

Elizabeth sets her book (Augustine’s Confessions) facedown, splayed open on the sofa, shifts, stretches, crosses the room to stand beside Margaret. There hasn’t been a boat all day, she says.

I know, Margaret says. This is the ghost ship.

That might appear at any moment.

So I’m ready for it.

Should we try a walk? Or is it still too cold?

Margaret shakes her head. Let me work at this another hour or so. Then we can try. Pull that chair over here beside me so you can have the view, too.

My view is watching you misinterpret the view.

Very funny, but you should have this one.

Still holding the paintbrush, Margaret drags the armchair into position beside her easel. She takes Elizabeth’s shoulders, turns her around.

Now go get that juicy book and sit, she says.

It’s hard not to keep looking. Even this weak wind keeps the water moving. Or is it the tide, really, rolling underneath? These three soft elements conspiring to make something sharp, the points of diamonds, a hard thin line of coast. This morning, Margaret had said the sunlight made the water look like a case of knives. It was true: knives rolling at them like chariot wheels, vicious. There was a fable in that somewhere, a little story, a scrap of history. The Assyrian came down like a wolf on the fold. This is nice, she thinks. Right here. Beside Margaret.

Why don’t you paint the ship on fire? she says.

Don’t give instructions, Elizabeth.

Sorry.

And then paint sailors swimming around the ship, Elizabeth imagines saying. How ironic! All that water and still the ship goes down. One man left on deck, the captain. No. The boy who swabs the decks, who’s come to love his decks so much he can’t bear to lose them. He’s waiting for someone to come and tell him to abandon ship. His father. No one ever arrives.

Your imagination is so loud, Margaret says. Let’s put it to better use.

She opens her paint box, which is olive green and artfully spattered, rummages to the bottom, finds a child’s watercolor kit, tears a sheet of watercolor paper from her pad, sets them on the table beside her.

Get a glass of water, she says. You paint the burning ship.

I can’t paint, Elizabeth says.

If you can see, you can paint. And sometimes even if you can’t see. Monet, for instance.

The scene comes to Elizabeth from memory: a flat gray sea, and beyond it blue cliffs with caves made into lacework, like pictures she’s seen of the Alhambra. A red sun, a ship already burnt but not sunk, held still, arrived at its destination maybe and then caught fire, charred masts like the bitter remains of a forest. If you make little v v v’s in the sky, that could be birds.

Elizabeth is aware of not having raised her head once in three-quarters of an hour or so (she doesn’t have a watch—the clock is behind them, on the kitchen wall, heard but not seen, like a bad child).

Margaret glances down at Elizabeth’s painting, sighs. Oh, Elizabeth, she says. You have to look at the scene. The colors are too runny. Here. Mix this in.

She presses a blob of white pigment from a tube. With a few, quick strokes, she’s done something wonderful to Elizabeth’s painting. Crystallized it. Let in the light.

All right, Elizabeth says. She stands, walks around to the other side of the table so that she is facing away from the sea.

I’ll do this view now, she says.

It’s the kitchen: a high, rickety table and the stool beside it, the icebox, the pie safe, the extension cord running from one side of the room to the other, tacked up to the ceiling in the middle. The closed door. In the summer, it would be open, and from here you could see climbing roses, the yellow ones. Make it July then. Make it that July, the last one.

Years ago. Back from her first stay in the sanatorium, Elizabeth’s mother has flung open the door to get the scent of roses. Gertrude Bishop has been awake all night, roaming through the small house, then walking down to the shore and back. Each time she leaves, Elizabeth tries to hold her breath until she hears the screen door open again, the sound of it like inhalation. If she can’t breathe, maybe her mother will come back and stay home for good.

Elizabeth paints the door half off its hinges; the round yellow roses open wide like babies’ faces, crowd outside, peering in.

Much better, Margaret says. Even if everything looks like it’s going to fall apart.

That’s how I see it.

Use the white the way I showed you.

Elizabeth swirls a tiny crescent moon of white into the table, the ceiling, the roses.

That is really something, she says. It’s like what salt does for food.

I never thought of it like that, Margaret says, but you’re right. You could be a painter. But if you expect me to try being a writer . . . Well, don’t.

No. You’re a painter forever.



After dinner, they put on their coats and walk out to the water’s edge, stand in the beam of moonlight, arms linked, close together for warmth. Elizabeth wears a hat, but Margaret does not, and so her long hair blows back and becomes part of the darkness, as if Margaret’s white face is carved out of the night, like George Washington on Mount Rushmore, those photographs in the newspaper.

I wish we didn’t have to go back tomorrow, Elizabeth says.

Well, we do, Margaret says. But if we get up early, we can have most of the day here. I don’t mind driving in the dark.

You’ll have to go slow then. Remember, it’s not our car.

Everyone else will already be home by then, Margaret says. She shivers violently, and Elizabeth presses in closer.

Home, Margaret says. That’s a funny word for college.

Elizabeth sighs. It’s a funny word, period, she says.


The train from Great Village, Nova Scotia, to Halifax passes one hundred yards to the north of the psychiatric hospital in Dartmouth. Only it doesn’t pass. It stops. And then continues. All right. So far, so good. Exhale. But no, the stop must be acknowledged. Maybe three minutes. Completely excruciating. The hospital comes into view before the stop, so there is enough time to remember, to change your mind, close the book, stand, wrestle the luggage.

Enough time to ask for help, to hear the dark-suited businessman say, You must have come a long ways, miss.

Not really, not a long ways, Elizabeth thinks. Only about thirty miles, but there’s the bay in between, shadowed blue, full of invisible fish, water pinched between the thumb and forefinger of land. From a distance or without spectacles, the names of bayside towns run in the water like schools of fish: Scots Bay, Spencer’s Island, Parrsboro, Tennycape. Even a town called Economy, with its very own point.

I was on my way to college, Elizabeth says, but I thought I’d visit my mother.

Oh? Is she in Dartmouth now? (So proceeds the imaginary conversation.)

Yes. Now and forever. Fourteen years. Since I was five.

That’s a long time. She must love for you to stop in to see her.

Yes. She must.

There is no businessman. There is only the stopping, an eternity wedged into three minutes, the doors crashing open, station noise as real as passengers rushing in, then the real passengers themselves, boxes and bags, arctics and overcoats, hats and gloves, eyes searching for an empty seat.

And always this fear: that one of the women embarking from Dartmouth, journeying to Halifax, will be her mother. Elizabeth’s mother, Gertrude Bishop, on the train by accident, escaped, still in her slippers and hospital gown (small blue flowers on white cotton) peeping from beneath her coat. She’s stowing away to Halifax to see a specialist, or the tax man, or her imaginary accuser, or her husband, dead these eighteen years.

Or maybe she’s escaped with clear purpose. Maybe she’s come out of the brain fog long enough to understand that this is the time of year her only child, Elizabeth, would be leaving Great Village and traveling south to school. Late summer, the warmest days, all the hospital windows open, a bowl of ripening peaches like mottled suns on the table in the common room. The peaches send the message: Elizabeth is on the train. You can find her. See her. Talk to her. Take back that thing you said about wanting to kill her. Touch her round little face. Don’t be afraid. Gaze into those eyes that stare and stare and never miss a thing.


Margaret passes Elizabeth the bottle. Canadian whiskey, doubly smuggled (across Lake Ontario, out of Manhattan), sweet enough to drink like this, without ice, water, a glass.

Let’s run away, Margaret says.

Elizabeth thinks, I am away. And then the idea begins to interest her, the possibility of farther away. A long road that curves out of sight.

Not forever, Margaret says, as if she thinks Elizabeth might refuse to go. Just to get out of Poughkeepsie for a few days.

Elizabeth crosses to the wardrobe, conscious of her body making the motions of departure.

Let me get into my uniform, she says, laughing.

It’s how the girls at Vassar refer to Elizabeth’s navy peacoat. But it’s practically the only one on campus, so how can that be a uniform? There are a great many fur coats walking around the college, a troop of foxes, a sleuth of bears. Margaret’s is mink.

We’ll need money, Elizabeth says.

I’ve got a little, Margaret says, and you’ve got less.

Half inside their coats, they take up their handbags, rummage for bills and change. Almost eleven dollars.

This is January, the second term just beginning, but not yet fallen with its full weight. A girl can still rise up into her coat and drift out into the dark, float onto the bus, which carries her to the railway station, all of it quickly, nearly silently, like a perfect escape. Miraculous. Elizabeth is still not quite used to this freedom, the fact that you could walk out at night without an older person running after you, puzzled or fearful or angry.

The last train south is about to leave, and so they hurry aboard without tickets. Margaret says they can buy them from the conductor. Going where? Elizabeth wants to know, but Margaret doesn’t answer. They slide into seats. The train gathers its wits and seems to lean forward, pulling itself slowly into the winter darkness. The electric lights flicker, dim, darken, and the train stalls. Elizabeth feels a suffocating disappointment and then rising fear that Miss Pierce or Miss Lockwood will rush aboard the train, drag them away by their collars.

Margaret swears quietly, a whisper. After all that, she says.

Inside the car, in the pitch black, time seems to stall, too. Complete stillness, like a spell broken. Elizabeth wonders if this is what death feels like, this disenchantment.

Then it’s over. The lights flash on, and the whole train hums, jolts to life. Margaret and Elizabeth watch their own faces in the train windows, the night mirror. Bridgeport, Margaret says, looking into her own eyes.

You have a plan, I take it, Elizabeth says.

Yes, I do. My mother has a house on Jennings Beach. She hardly ever goes there. It’s closed for the winter, but I know where the key is. There’s a huge fireplace and lots of wood. Or we could turn on the radiators.

The conductor appears beside their seats, calling for tickets. When Margaret asks to buy them, he seems so completely flustered and put out that Elizabeth believes he might let them ride for free. He leaves them to find a ticket book. The name on his coat is Balfour. Elizabeth wants to ask if it’s his first or last name, but then he’s gone, disappeared into the darkened end of the car. Margaret’s face shines with a kind of grim delight, like the moon. This is how people look when they are contemplating a problem they know will get worse instead of better.

Here’s the thing, Margaret says. We have to change trains at Harlem. I’m fairly sure there won’t be a train out until morning.

We’ll have to call your mother then, Elizabeth says. Or we could hitchhike.

You’re out of your mind.

I know.

Do you think this is a crazy thing we’re doing? Margaret says. Or dangerous?

I’d like to do more dangerous things than this.

You think you would.

No, really.

Like what?

I don’t know yet.

The conductor lurches seat to seat announcing that the club car will close in fifteen minutes. How about coffee? Margaret says. Elizabeth nods; Margaret stands and moves up the aisle. She glances back once and winks, but Elizabeth isn’t sure what this is supposed to mean.

When Margaret has grappled her way forward and disappeared, Elizabeth wonders if she might be alone in the car. No sounds drift up from the other seats, no shifting, breathing, turning pages. She contemplates the possibility that Margaret might not come back, for whatever reason. Alone on a train, at night, with no money, not a single penny. Maybe the conductor will let her stay on, ride back to Poughkeepsie. Or she can call Miss Swain, the English professor who seems to understand her. Miss Swain will arrange the passage back or drive down to Bridgeport. She will burst into the train station and laugh in that fierce, defiant way she has. On the ride back, in her car, she will speak calmly, quietly. She will even find a way to praise this folly. I think you might be doomed to be a poet, Miss Swain said once, last term. Doomed. What a word. But Elizabeth likes the sound, the emptiness of those twin o’s, like the wail of a ghost.

The door at the far end of the car crashes open, and Margaret strides forward carrying two paper cups of coffee. She moves as if speed and balance are the same, or as if she is trying to outrun someone. Her smile is electric, almost vicious. She eases into the seat, hands Elizabeth one of the paper cups.

Taste it, she whispers.

Elizabeth recognizes the scent even before she brings the cup to her lips.

A man in the club car, Margaret says. He paid. He said it was an investment. But he’s getting off before Harlem. I think it’s brandy.

They sip the coffee, waiting for the man from the club car to come for the return on his investment. But no one passes through except for the conductor, who smiles at them as if they are a terrific force he has subdued.

By Irvington, snow has begun to fall.

Let’s get off here and take a taxi, Margaret says.

Elizabeth and Margaret leave the train at Irvington, but there are no taxis. They follow signs to Route 9, where Margaret believes there will be traffic headed toward New York. Wind swirls them into near blindness. The snow comes harder, angling at them, into their faces. Trucks zoom past. Elizabeth’s coat is soaked through. She feels entombed in ice, numb.

It’s two in the morning, she yells into the wind. Who’s going to be out at this hour?

We must look pretty bad if even trucks won’t take us, Margaret says.

Like drowned rats. No one would stop in this weather anyway.

Then, for a long stretch, fifteen or twenty minutes, no vehicles pass. They trudge on, southeast. We’ll meet daylight, Elizabeth thinks, and then someone will take pity on us. They hear a vehicle slow behind them.

Hello, girls, the driver calls. We’ve been looking for you.

Oh no, Margaret whispers as the car slides into view beside them. Elizabeth wants to laugh. Policemen, but also a roaring heater. Warm air blasts out the window, along with the scents of coffee and doughnuts. Margaret opens the rear door, climbs in. Elizabeth follows.

Who called you? Margaret says. My mother? The college?

The two officers glance at each other. The college? the driver says. That’s a good one. We’ll just go down to the station now and have a chat about that jacket.

At first they don’t understand, Margaret and Elizabeth, why Elizabeth’s pea jacket is so interesting, or why it’s so funny when they say they’ve come from Vassar on the train, that they’ve been riding all night, that Margaret’s mother might be telephoned, or that, far more simple, someone might find them transportation to a locked house in Jennings Beach. It seems like a riotous game, around and around, and they keep playing, now with two more policemen because the station is warm, the coffee is hot, and outside is a raging snowstorm. Elizabeth begins to feel she might be dreaming: the train with its windows like dark mirrors, the brandy supplied by a sinister gentleman, the arrival in snow, the post road whitely obscured, these four men so profoundly entertained by her jacket, their inevitable questions.

What you got in the pockets, miss?

The coat pockets? Elizabeth says.

For a moment she thinks the men might try to find out for themselves, stick their hands in on top of hers, which are now nervously fingering scraps of paper. What’s written on them? She can’t remember, and so she draws them out, turns them over under the light.

Of course. Her notes from Greek class. Also a little magazine, Breezy Stories, a volume called The Imitation of Christ.

What’s all this? the police sergeant wants to know. He passes the Greek notes to the others. Can you read this? I think it’s Italian. Are you nuns?

At that big convent over in Poughkeepsie, Margaret says.

Aw for pity’s sake! the sergeant says. Let’s call your mother then!

Margaret tells him the number, and he dials. After Margaret’s mother answers and he explains, he has to hold the receiver away from his ear. Mrs. Miller does not sound the least bit sleepy when she tells the sergeant that yes, they are college students and she will be there as soon as possible to fetch them.

The police lead them out into the station lobby. The first two pull on their coats and disappear into the night. The others drift away, down the hall. Elizabeth hears music from a radio.

Opera, Margaret says. Not what you’d guess around here.

I wish I had some of that coffee from the train, Elizabeth says.

Mrs. Miller appears a half hour later, imperious, impeccably groomed. She looks quickly at Margaret and Elizabeth, then strides into the sergeant’s office without knocking.

How could you, gentlemen? Mrs. Miller says. You should be ashamed of yourselves.

We got a call, ma’am. Two women up from the City, out looking for . . . You know. A good time.

These are girls, Mrs. Miller says. Obviously.

I can see that now.

Take your eyes out of the gutter then.

Yes ma’am. Sorry for the trouble.

Mrs. Miller herds them out of the police station and to her car. Margaret, she says, you sit up here with me and tell me where you were going. Elizabeth, you may want to stretch out in the back there, get a little sleep.

She drives them on to Jennings Beach, worrying all the way to the coast that the radiators in the house won’t work fast enough and Margaret will catch a cold.

Elizabeth, she says, finally, gently. We will get you a new coat, a nice one. That jacket does look like you got it off a sailor. You don’t want to be mistaken for something you’re not, do you?

No.

That happens all the time, though, Margaret says.

To Elizabeth? her mother asks.

To everyone.

Elizabeth wants to leap into the front seat and hug Margaret.

The sky seems to be pulsing and streaked with chartreuse. How is it that the sky’s tuned green? Elizabeth says, but Margaret and Mrs. Miller can’t see it.

You’re bleary-eyed, Mrs. Miller says.

It’s an apology. She isn’t angry, not even slightly put out. Elizabeth marvels at this, a mother who will do anything, travel in the dark of night—in a blizzard!—to rescue a whimsical daughter. Inside the house, Mrs. Miller pulls sheets and blankets out of the tops of closets, then makes up beds for the three of them. The house is enormous, four stories. They will be sleeping on different floors, in the warmest rooms, which are stacked on top of one another, next to the hot water pipe, Mrs. Miller tells them, as she’s handing out toothbrushes and towels.

Now sleep as long as you like, she says to Elizabeth. Rest from your adventure.

Elizabeth’s is the middle room of the three. Margaret is above. She hears Mrs. Miller climb the stairs and close the door. She does not come down before Elizabeth falls asleep. Elizabeth hears whispering, tears, and endearments, which weave indistinctly into her dreams.

Elizabeth and her own mother are on a train. Hooded figures move up and down the aisle, vague, foreboding. Something or someone has been forgotten, left behind. Elizabeth and her mother are trying to get over this loss, past it, move on, look ahead. They choose forward-facing seats for this very reason. But Elizabeth is afraid her mother will recall the forgotten object or person and become agitated. She has only just succeeded in calming her mother after some previous disturbance. The train moves along an unfamiliar coastline. She wishes her mother would listen to the roar and retreat of the ocean. Can you hear it? she asks her mother. Just try to listen. Try to make the waves like your breathing, in and out.

When Elizabeth wakes, the bedroom has darkened. The window is a navy blue square the color of her peacoat. She swims toward consciousness sideways, feeling like a boat being hauled from water that is cold, dark, deep, flowing, and flown. These are the words in her head, not exactly words, more like sensations, or—oddly—knowledge. Information. The house is perfectly still, and her body is held inside it, cocooned. The ocean breakers make the sound of the word: in. for. MA. tion. She would like to stay here forever, buried inside these quilts and blankets, paint, plaster, wood. She can pretend to be asleep for some time longer in this empty space, this perfection of nowhere. Here, the indignities of college life are kept at bay. The whole landscape of college is scaffolds and pillories, stocks and bonds, glass houses, and stones lying around everywhere. These notions, like wolves, drift in from the darkened edges of her mind. The music classes. What is it about musical composition that she can’t seem to master? The mathematics of it, probably. She is an orderly person. Everyone says so. Or maybe it’s because she can’t see the notes, the dynamics, the harmonics, the way you can see a bird or a fish or a boat or a star. But you can hear it. So why isn’t hearing as good as seeing?

Slowly, daylight brightens the window. Footsteps above: Margaret must be getting out of bed, preparing for whatever will come next. She might ask her mother to drive them back to school. But Mrs. Miller has probably already offered. She’s planned her day around the end of this adventure, the smiling delivery in Poughkeepsie: Look who I found! I rescued them and brought them back to you. She’ll whisper to her friend the Vassar president, Henry Noble MacCracken, Don’t be so careless, Hank. I pay you to keep an eye on them.

My girls, she says when Margaret and Elizabeth appear in the kitchen.

My girls! What a lovely pair of words!

That was quite the night, you two! Now let’s have something to eat, and then I’ll take you back to the convent.


Margaret is right. She is not writing poems. They are not anything except impractical. One must have a job, a title (even assistant is enough), an office to go to every day. She discovers a shelf of medical textbooks in the library and cultivates a special fondness for Gray’s Anatomy, the body inside out. When she mentions this prospective future to Margaret, the disbelief is both oceanic and, for nearly a half hour, strangely mute. Then Margaret struggles for language. Sputter is what she’s doing. Scrabble.

Why? Margaret asks finally.

Her first impulse is to say, Why not? Outside the window, the green perfection of Vassar is a taunt. Orderly, narrow walkways, blooming hedges, maples and sycamores in exuberant leaf, all by design, perfectly timed.

It’s a calling, she says.

It’s a terrible idea. You don’t even study the sciences. You like literature and music and French.

The French had some very famous medical people.

That’s not a good reason, Margaret says. She stares out the window, then bends to look for something in the bookcase.

The Curies were French, Elizabeth says.

It’s about your mother, isn’t it?

How could that be?

You want to cure her.

How could I cure her now?

Elizabeth turns away, to her dresser, and begins to rearrange the lipsticks, the bottles of perfume Mrs. Miller gives her every December and February, Christmas and birthday. Arpège, Vol de Nuit, Tabu, Joy.

You want to have cured her, Margaret says gently.

I don’t think anyone could have done that.

Someone might have been able to.

If they had, they would have done it. She picks up a lipstick that looks like a shell casing. But, she says, I think you hit the nail on the head.

Which nail?

My mother.

Elizabeth knows Margaret is right. She can’t do anything about her mother.

But I want to be useful. Miss Peebles says I should apply to Cornell medical school to study pediatrics.

You could be a teacher.

I couldn’t. I don’t have that kind of patience.

And you don’t think caring for children will require patience? And most of them will be sick. It will be so sad all the time. Hour after hour, in your office, a little person who feels bad and mostly can’t tell you why. And the frantic mothers. Begging you to just do something.

I know. But poems aren’t terribly useful either. But I’m beginning to think stories might be, a little more anyway. Or novels. The energy to write a big, fat thing like The Golden Bowl. I’d be pleased with myself.

That’s more your calling.

And what’s yours? Oh, I don’t even know why I’m bothering to ask. Maybe just to hear you say what everybody else assumes.

Obviously, Margaret says, my calling is a house in Greenwich and children, dinners and diapers and an unhealthy interest in tidiness and order. I mean—just look at this room!

The strew of clothing seems almost designed to create an effect—the rainbow of blouses hung from every imaginable hook, desk chairs and bedposts, picture frames, scarves veiling the lamps. Piles of color broken by the white expanse of blankets and pillows. Like a village in winter, a blur of life and color clustered beside and between snowy fields. Farther away, a border of water, the dark wood floor. Their boots are boats. The desks are wild floating islands, mountainous with books, with flotillas of pencils and pens cruising about the shallows.

We’ll clean later, Margaret. Just say it out loud.

An art critic.

That’s not it. Too practical. You’d go mad.

All right. A painter. I’m sure you’re shocked.

Certainly far worse than a writer. We can be foolish together then.

I don’t think foolish is a requirement. Just rich husbands.

Please, Margaret. What would your mother say?

I’m kidding, Elizabeth. You know that, don’t you?


The college librarian, Miss Fannie Borden, dips into her water glass like a heron, as if she can swallow only a few drops at a time. Their waiter stands at a respectful distance, eyeing her.

The bicycle is a riddle, she says. She speaks quickly, in a whisper with a creak to it.

Elizabeth and Margaret wait. Elizabeth fiddles with the matchbook on the table. A big red A for Alex’s. A scarlet A. She wonders if the management realizes.

If you take off the chain, Miss Borden says, the number of moving parts and overall complexity are significantly reduced. A direct-drive free-wheeled hub joins the crank arm axis with the rear wheel axis, shortening the wheel base and minimizing the design. The ride is nimble. And that, girls, is why my bicycle has no chain.

It’s a physics problem, not a riddle, Elizabeth says.

Elizabeth! Margaret says. Don’t be rude.

As you wish, Miss Bishop. I stand corrected. In any case, it’s lovely of you to have invited me to lunch. I should confess I was somewhat concerned.

Elizabeth looks at Margaret: relief starting to cloud over. They admire Miss Borden—she’s an original—but perhaps asking her to lunch was a bit impulsive.

Miss Borden glances around the restaurant to see if anyone is paying attention. Almost everyone is. Miss Borden is, in Margaret’s words, politely notorious. It’s a compliment.

Concerned, Miss Borden continues, because the term is not quite ended. It may be inappropriate, as they say here. But I think not. Certain other students might hope to improve their grades, but you two are such excellent bibliographers, I needn’t worry.

It never crossed my mind, Margaret says.

And others, Miss Borden says, might be interested in stories about my family.

Families are a puzzle, Elizabeth says.

There is a rhyme about Miss Borden, Elizabeth knows. Fannie Borden in the stacks, hiding from her auntie’s axe. First-year girls assumed Elizabeth had invented it. Every year’s graduating class tries to compose the next two lines, which are always lurid or obscene.

Miss Borden dabs at her lips with a napkin, then folds it on the table beside her coffee cup. Indeed, she says. But here we are. And so, quite inappropriately, I have a gift for each of you.

She bends to her enormous bag, on the floor beside her chair. Her spine curves beneath the fabric of her dress, as if the vertebrae were softer than bone, held together by elastic bands. She produces two books, one large, the size of a Spanish-language dictionary, the other much smaller.

Actually not gifts, she says. Loans.

You’re a librarian, after all, Elizabeth says.

Miss Borden smiles. You are too clever by half, Miss Bishop. I admire that. Here, Margaret. Modern Painting is for you.

The Mather, Margaret says. I’ve been looking for it.

Miss Borden nods once slowly, like a benevolent queen.

Margaret opens the book. Pages of glossy plates attract all the light in the room and reflect it back. Each page is a beacon.

And Elizabeth? What have you been looking for?

The Marianne Moore?

This is my personal copy, Miss Borden says, handing over the small volume. Treat it kindly.

Elizabeth can barely speak, but manages to say of course she will.

I have known Marianne since she was a child, Miss Borden says. She had fierce red hair and addressed us all by the names of the animals she thought we resembled. I can introduce you to her if you’d like.



The New York Public Library. Third floor. Outside the reading room. The bench on the right. These were the coordinates, as if Miss Marianne Moore were a kind of geometry. As Elizabeth approaches, the stern-looking woman in the turban, blue the color of dragonflies, stares for a moment. A slash of yellow sunlight falls on her coat and pocketbook. Then she stands and walks away. Golden dust motes, like tiny bees, swirl over the empty bench. Elizabeth has worried for weeks that this is exactly how their meeting would begin and end: Miss Moore would take her measure and not like what she saw. Miss Borden said sometimes Miss Moore meets her devotees in Grand Central Station because of its infinite escape routes. The dust clumps as if it might coalesce into a person. Inside the reading room, someone, a man, coughs violently. Down the hall, a door closes, the echoes a shudder of glass shifting inside a frame. Footsteps on the stairs behind her. Don’t! Elizabeth tells herself. Don’t be discovered weeping in the New York Public Library. She hears a rapid-fire whispering, like Miss Borden’s.

Miss Bishop? Is that you? I’m very sorry to be late.

Elizabeth turns, sighs, swallows back her tears. For the smallest increment of time, she thinks she might embrace Marianne Moore. Instead, she watches Miss Moore see her, take in her sealskin jacket, white gloves, pearl earrings. She has the distinct impression Miss Moore’s X-ray vision can locate the tiny notebook in her purse, read the questions closed in there, waiting shyly to be asked. She notes Miss Moore’s braided hair, red streaked with white, coiled around her head in a style her own mother might have worn (the thought pierces), her pinkish eyebrows, eyes pale as cloudy sky.

Shall we sit? Miss Moore says.

Later, Elizabeth will remember a delicious blur of subjects, names, and words. Hopkins, Crane, Stevens, the circus, Hound & Horn, Herbert, Crashaw, strangest animals I have ever known. Good for you is an insulting expression. Do you research for a poem, or do you research and then the poem arrives? Tattooing: Is it for good luck or to show possession?

Margaret Mead. In some cultures, the females look after one another in many different ways. Elizabeth wonders what this can possibly mean. And then she knows. She blushes, though she is quite sure Miss Moore is simply being factual.

Impersonal. Miss Moore is neutral, measured, despite the fascinating, speedy talk. She looks a bit like Mickey Rooney.

Elizabeth believes that nothing more unlikely than this meeting has ever happened in her entire life. She has the sensation that everyone in the New York Public Library is leaning closer to listen. The books, too, all of them, inching forward, imperceptibly, to the edges of their shelves.

I must be going now, Miss Moore says. You’ll send me some poems, Miss Bishop?

Yes, Elizabeth says. Yes, of course. That would be kind of you. To read them, I mean.

Miss Moore reaches into the pocket of her overcoat, draws out a scrap of paper and a pencil stub, writes out the address in Brooklyn.

I live with my mother, she says. I expect you know that. She’s an excellent reader of poetry. A strict grammarian. A veritable cudgel.

She hands the paper to Elizabeth. One or two at a time, please, she says. Poems, that is. No more.

Of course, Elizabeth says. Thank you very much.

Don’t thank me yet, Miss Moore says. Maybe in twenty or thirty years. We shall see.


At first, at Barbara Chesney’s house in Pittsfield, Elizabeth doesn’t notice the crutches. The room is mostly in shadow—or rather it is filled with firelight that transforms and disembodies and amplifies. The crutches are behind Robert Seaver’s chair, in a corner, next to the door. But she believes they are a pair of fishing rods. So Elizabeth is drawn to this young man immediately because he must love to fish and maybe sail, as she does. She is already composing an invitation to Wellfleet when she moves between him and the fire and discovers the truth.

There is an empty chair, so Elizabeth swallows the sailing invitation and sits down.

Barbara has been telling me we should meet, Robert says.

That was the very first sentence, she will recall later. The death knell. She glances across the room, locates Robert’s sister—another Elizabeth—staring at them, her face vacant and sad, as if she already knows what will happen.
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