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THE MADWOMAN IN THE ATTIC


I could not help it; the restlessness was in my nature; it agitated me to pain sometimes. Then my sole relief was to walk along the corridor of the third story, backwards and forwards, safe in the silence and solitude of the spot . . .


Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre


 


 


1


The madwoman in the attic was standing at the window.


Something about the slant of her body – slumped, drooping to one side – gave her a look of Mariana-like weariness. Her right hand was gripping one of the vertical iron bars almost at the limit of her reach, and she rested her bowed head – too heavy to hold upright – against the upraised arm, her face hidden, her eyes closed. Her left arm hung loosely against her nightgown, drawn down – it appeared – by the weight of the hairbrush she was holding. It was as if she had been standing there all through the night, struggling against sleep and dreaming, waiting to glimpse the first glimmerings of light in the low winter sky.


I am aweary, aweary.


Yesterday she had been on display at 5 Hampshire Square, and Mrs. Albert Comstock and all her guests had studied her, eyeglasses raised, spectacles specially polished, elbows vigorously nudging each other in a see-what-she-says sort of way. “Oh joy, oh rapture,” she had muttered to herself beforehand, without enthusiasm, distinctly aweary at the prospect of an afternoon with Mrs. Albert Comstock and her farting Pekinese stretching endlessly in front of her like a prospect of the wind-chilled steppes. In the small pond of Longfellow Park Mrs. Albert Comstock, sharp-toothed, ravenous-eyed, was the big fish – the very big fish – big, and growing bigger. If she’d been on the menu at the feeding of the five thousand they wouldn’t have needed a second fish, and the five loaves would have been entirely surplus to requirements. They’d have had to leave a note for the baker’s boy. No bread today, thank you. She was quite sufficient for a feast all by herself, tasting foul, but undeniably filling. The five thousand could have come back for second helpings, and brought their hungry friends, brandishing baskets they just happened to have with them. “For later,” they’d mutter vaguely, raking in as much as they could with both hands. “For later”, they’d repeat, grabbing feverishly, with the air of men seizing their chance to stock up with fat celebratory cigars to commemorate some monstrous birth, piling them up one on top of the other behind their flapped-out, generously accommodating ears.


Mrs. Albert Comstock was one of those Lazarus-pale, white-fleshed, grotesquely shaped creatures drawn up from deep below the surface of cold dark water where light never penetrated, drawn up toward the shallows where the children paddled with their thin bare legs. When she had swallowed everything around her she would munch her way southward down the rest of Manhattan.


Munch. Munch. Munch.


The mighty Comstock teeth – with onomatopoeic avidity – could crunch through cast iron, through glass, through granite, and nothing would impede their irresistible advance.


The madwoman’s name was Alice Pinkerton, and she would soon be thirty-five years old.


She continued with what she had been doing, holding the hairbrush in her left hand as she brushed the left side of her hair. The awkwardness of her stance, the halting clumsiness of her movements, showed that this was not the hand she would normally use, gauche because she was dexterous. With her right hand she continued to grasp at the iron bar in the window, her back bent as if she was hanging there, supporting the weight of her body with this one hand.


“One, two, three . . .”


She tugged fiercely at the hairbrush, not as if she was angry about something, but more with an attempt at precise control, with determination, as if she had been given new energy after a pause. With each downward pull she swayed a little to one side and back again.




“. . . four, five, six . . .”


It annoyed her that they thought she was mad, but it annoyed her even more that they were wrong about the attic. The mad wife in Jane Eyre, Dorian Gray’s portrait, and herself: all were thought to be locked away in an attic, and not one of them was. If anyone wished to say such a thing about her, he or she could at least take the trouble to get the details right. Of the two pronouns “she” was by far the more probable, always excepting the Reverend Goodchild (Halitotic Herbert, as she thought of him, entirely without affection). She did not feel anger, she did not feel grief or shame (she had had enough of grief and shame); annoyance was the word to describe her feelings. The mistake was an irritant, like the lack of an apostrophe in the name of Jacksons Bluff, or a missing question mark at the end of a question, leaving her wrong-footed and itching to correct it. If she was a madwoman, she was a pedantic madwoman.


Charlotte Brontë was quite specific about where Bertha (Alice sometimes thought of Mrs. Rochester by just her Christian name, as if she knew her well) was: in a room on the third story, the floor below the attics. In Chapter XI, as Mrs. Fairfax showed her around Thornfield, Jane Eyre stood near this room for the first time, in the low narrow central passage like a corridor in some Bluebeard’s castle. She heard, in the dimness and stillness, a preternatural, mirthless laugh. Months later, on the night of a full moon, Rochester summoned her to a room off that same corridor to tend Richard Mason, his arm soaked in blood where he had been stabbed and bitten by his deranged sister.


“Carter – hurry! – hurry!” Rochester said to the surgeon. “The sun will soon rise . . .”


It was as if they were all in Castle Dracula, ruled by the powers of a vampire.


“She sucked the blood,” Richard Mason told them, “she said she’d drain my heart.”


Bad things happened when the moon was full, and the moon would soon be full. Sometimes there seemed to be several nights in a row when the moon could be described as full, and she was not confident in describing which of the moons was the moment of near-perfect fullness, the most complete circle. She looked up toward it, as if – she sometimes felt – from the bottom of a deep, dark well, holding her hands up, trying to shield her eyes from the circular glimmer of unattainable daylight far above her. She did not consult an almanac to discover when the full moon would be due; the moon-dial clock beneath the mirror warned her when the nights of cold light had come. She avoided seeing it when the time came close, turning her eyes aside. Perhaps she ought to have tried draining Mrs. Albert Comstock’s heart yesterday, just to cheer herself up. It would certainly have enlivened the proceedings: Mrs. Goodchild would have alased and alacked fit to bust (well, she had done this in any case), Mrs. Alexander Diddecott would have hurtled backward off the divan (ditto, one of her more spectacular efforts), and Mabel Peartree (now here was an incentive) would probably have burst into enthusiastic applause. However, she doubted that she’d have found much blood in that withered organ (if it existed), massive though the body was that contained it. She’d barely have been able to wet her lips and tongue: no refreshment there.


“. . . seven, eight, nine . . .”




(“. . . Light your lamp at mine.


Ten, eleven, twelve –


Loosely hold the helve.


We’re the merry miner-boys,


Make the goblins hold their noise . . .”




(The words came to her uninvited from long ago, from The Princess and the Goblin, as Curdie sang to drive away the goblins. The goblins couldn’t bear singing. The chief defense against them was verse, for they hated verse of every kind.)


She was to go to church this morning. She should be thinking elevated thoughts – heaven knows, you needed to when the Reverend Goodchild was your clergyman (this was a test of faith that would have had Job struggling) – and purifying her mind. Here she was – before breakfast, on a Sunday – thinking of slurping at Mrs. Albert Comstock’s lifeblood, licking at her palpitating heart. She should never have read Dracula when Charlotte – Charlotte Finch, her best friend at school, and still her best friend – pressed it upon her. What a corrupting influence that woman was. (“Is it horrid, are you sure it is horrid?” This variant of Catherine Morland’s line in Northanger Abbey was Alice’s usual question when Charlotte enthused about an enjoyably frightening novel. Charlotte had assured her that it was, indeed, horrid.)


Think of something else.


Grace Poole had been Bertha Rochester’s keeper.


Poole.


There was another character in another novel who had been given the name Poole. . .


Which novel was it?


(The reflection in the pool: clouded, dark, malformed.)


Poole . . .


Poole . . .


Poole . . .


Poole . . .


No. It was no good. She still preferred thinking about the slurping. She poised her lips as if about to down an oyster. She liked to live the moment to the full.


Slurp. Slurp. Slurp.
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Alice, like Bertha Rochester, was in a room on the third story. This seemed entirely appropriate. The first story was about Jane, the second story was about Rochester, and then there was the third story. On the third story was Bertha Rochester’s room, and her room was described as being an inner room, a room without windows, its door concealed beneath a tapestry, hidden, kept apart, a room where it would have been dark, and difficult to breathe.


Alice and Dorian Gray’s portrait were even more closely linked. They were in the same room, a room right at the top of the house, but it was not the attic. It was the schoolroom. That was why the square-edged bars were there. They were there for safety, so that children could not fall from the window. It should rightly have been called the nursery (it had been used as such for her and her sisters) but she had started to call it the schoolroom when she was a girl, after reading – in some of her mother’s English novels – about lonely governesses and grand houses. This was what she had remembered best about these novels. It hadn’t happened in Jane Eyre, and it hadn’t happened in Agnes Grey, but it was the image that remained: the picture of a young woman going out into the world to make her way alone, sitting in a chair made for someone the size of a child, surrounded by the possessions of others, writing letters home. Jane possessed no home to which she could write: her home was memory and imagination, her search for someone to love, and these she carried about within her.


The detail Alice most admired in The Picture of Dorian Gray was the decision to locate the hideous portrait – the painting that bore upon it all the visible traces of damage and sin – in the locked and disused schoolroom where Dorian Gray had been an unhappy and lonely child, the room especially built for a hated grandson. This seemed to her to be, psychologically, profoundly and powerfully true, an insight of real genius. This was the room in which a monstrous thing had been created, long before the portrait had ever been painted. To place the portrait in the attic would have been to miss the whole point; the portrait had to be in the schoolroom, and the portrait had to be covered, and hidden from sight.


The rest of the novel had not impressed her as much. She had been unconvinced by Dorian Gray’s professed evil, and had felt – as she read the novel (it had to be a surreptitious reading) – that she was being slowly suffocated by rose petals, like the victim of a Roman emperor with depraved and specialized tastes. (What was the name of the emperor who had actually done this?) Adjectives proliferated in The Picture of Dorian Gray, an æsthetic thesaurus, but there was a coy evasiveness at the heart of the novel that weakened it, and the reader’s imagination – instead of expanding to fill a central void – was stifled, and withered away. “Is that all he’s done?” she had caught herself thinking. “Is that all?” She’d thought the same about Doctor Faustus. She was demonstrably decadent, corrupted by unsuitable literature, clearly capable of far greater excesses than had ever occurred to Wilde or Marlowe, with lots of helpfully enthusiastic suggestions to offer, all tried and tested (some of them several times, just to make quite certain), all thoroughly enjoyed.


If only.


It was a phrase she sometimes used with Charlotte, when they were trying to make themselves believe that they were being daring about something. If only. Charlotte (yet more corruption) had smuggled the Wilde novel in to her in the same way that she had later smuggled in Trilby, and it had made her think of the time when they had seen Oscar Wilde at the theatre during his visit to the United States about eight years earlier.


He had been a poet when they had seen him, and then he had turned to prose. The Picture of Dorian Gray was nothing like as powerful as The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, a novel that must have influenced Oscar Wilde’s, both set in the same fogbound nighttime city, the city of Dr. Conan Doyle’s detective, his cab rattling over cobblestones as he pursued murderers – their capes billowing open, their shadows long, unnaturally thin – past spluttering gas-lamps. Mr. Hyde was The Picture of Dr. Jekyll, a portrait given solidity and form, a deformed and dreadful statue brought to life like Frankenstein’s creature by an unhappy, tormented Pygmalion. Oscar Wilde had asked for the novels of Robert Louis Stevenson when he was in prison. As he stood in court and faced his accusers, had the words she always remembered best from Stevenson’s novel come into his mind: “My devil had been long caged, he came out roaring”?


Wishing to be loved, wishing to be wanted, Dorian Gray had wasted away the hours of his unlived, unloved childhood in that schoolroom, ignored by those he wished would be affectionate toward him. In that schoolroom, the picture that was his hidden self had taken shape within him and he had not known that it was there, the Mr. Hyde of his sub-conscious. (She felt quite modern as she made use of this last word.) She thought of her younger brother, Ben, when he was a little boy – his small, neat handwriting, almost like printing: it hadn’t changed, it was just the same now – showing his school work to his father, his careful notes and diagrams, the Latin verbs, the cross-section of the human eye, the map of Massachusetts, which were never praised or noticed. When Dorian Gray grew to adulthood (when his body grew to adulthood: that which was within him had withered, had never grown properly, taking strange shapes), the schoolroom remained unchanged. The dog-eared schoolbooks still filled the satinwood bookcase; on the wall behind it the ragged Flemish tapestry still hung, with a faded king and queen playing chess in a garden, while a company of hawkers rode by, carrying hooded birds on their gauntleted wrists.


The mediæval women bent over their tapestries, like so many Ladies of Shalott looking out at the world through mirrors, all those pale-faced women half sick of shadows.




On either side the river


Lie long fields of barley and of rye . . .




She saw the Lady of Shalott plainly, in the same pose that she had seen Mariana assuming in a painting (she, also, had been working on embroidery, filling the empty hours), standing – as if weary after a day laboring in those very fields of barley – her hands pressed supportively against her spine, arching herself backward in the low time of the day, the late dark afternoons, aweary, aweary. The same woman, with a different face, floated in her boat down the river, dying in the world for which she had so longed, killed by contact with it, her hair long and tumbled, blown by the wind.


The women wove tapestries, sewed alphabets like school exercises, lions, unicorns, stylized open-petaled flowers. The arras was green, dull gold, crimson, rich with horseman, hawk, and hound. Stags fell, pierced by arrows; wolves pulled deer to the snowy ground; lords released their hawks, and birds – caught in mid-air – fell, fluttering to earth in clouds of feathers: scenes of death and dying, the slaughter of men and animals, beautifully embroidered, thread by thread.


She imagined the colors of their silks – would they have used silk, or would the material have been wool, cotton? – as being the same as those of her watercolors, the little squares of brightness within the wooden box with the brass hinges. She could visualize them with perfect accuracy, as if matching colors for a gown, or fabrics in a room: Chinese White, Viridian Green, Cadmium Yellow, Ultramarine (a Mediterranean light, sea-reflections playing across ruinous white Greek columns: each color had its own little picture), Magenta . . .


As then, so now.


Women bent over their cross-stitch, bent over their canvases, wasting the hours in filling wildernesses of whiteness, as if somehow attempting to occupy the vast unused vacancies of their minds with the bright gleam of a needle, the stitch-stitch-stitch of the endless holes puncturing the plainness. Stitch-stitch-stitch, as they sat unseen in the corner, sewing all day long. Beneath the tapestries were the locked and hidden doors that led into the rooms where the madwomen were imprisoned. Manganese Violet, Raw Sienna, Gamboge, Brown Madder . . .


They should know all about Madder.


Stitch-stitch-stitch.


The hands didn’t tremble, but kept up the same action over and over again, like well-tuned machines, automatons designed by Isaac Singer, automatons with placid, unchanging, Dr. Coppelius human features, massed Coppélias, girls with enamel eyes. Sometimes she confused Coppelius with Copernicus, and planets swam unseen in their orbits around a night sky, above the bowed backs. They were sin-free Hester Prynnes, always sewing, always stitching, embroidering shrouds for burials, embroidering baby linen, the vestments of ceremony. They never embroidered bridal veils.


Stitch-stitch-stitch.


“. . . eighty-seven, eighty-eight, eighty-nine . . .”


You became bored with embroidery, after a while. She and Charlotte had spent many happy hours of their childhood in devising different methods of killing Mrs. Albert Comstock. Heaven had indeed lain about them in their infancy. Well spotted, Wordsworth!


The high stone narrow-windowed walls of the dark castles seemed designed to keep the women in, as much as to keep enemies out. Outside the castle walls, beyond the moats, the young men marched about, looking stern, bearing falcons on their arms like feathered musical instruments that they were about to play. Troubadours, minstrels, minnesingers, and trouvères strummed on lutes, or lyres, or halberds, or whatever it was they strummed on. It was quite difficult to concentrate on the tapestries with all that strumming. It was all the women ever seemed to do, work at tapestries, or wave goodbye to departing knights from the battlements of their castles, wearing tall white conical hats like dunces’ caps. “My life is dreary,/He cometh not,” they chorused as they stitched. The rusted nails fell from the knots that held the pear to the garden-wall. The broken sheds look’d sad and strange. “My life is dreary,/He cometh not.”


Stitch-stitch-stitch.


The stitches were small and neat, barely visible, like stitches sewn by a surgeon after he’d ministered to a mind diseas’d, his well-washed hands rearranging the contents of the sleeper’s head in a more harmonious pattern, the pale skin smoothed and sewn back into place where the incision had been made.


Best men are molded out of faults. That’s what Mariana had said.


On long, empty winter evenings, with the winds whistling around them and rustling the wall hangings, flaring up the torches, they’d sit about competitively comparing the number of lachrymatories they’d managed to fill with their tears to show how much they missed their absent husbands or courtly lovers, those of them who had husbands or courtly lovers. It was their one excitement.


“I’m on my twelfth bottle. I’ve had to send out for fresh supplies,” My Lady Sibylle would announce as her opening gambit, skillfully managing to temper quiet pride with a reasonable stab at overwhelming grief, and crushing all opposition. This was a woman who spent her afternoons, a peeled onion in each hand, listening to sentimental ballads – specialized performers catered for this market – with a lachrymatory applied to the inside corner of each eye, rather like a heavy smoker with two pipes. These were carefully held in place by specially trained maidservants to ensure that not one tear was wasted. The balladeer strummed with syrupy skill, his voice stressing the sad bits so that she’d be able to recognize them.




“Out in ye churchyarde ye wilde breezes blowe,


Seeming to echo ye heart’s griefe and woe.


Softly she murmurs, while chills o’er her creepe,


‘Why did they dig Ma’s grave so deepe?’ . . .”





“Sniffle, sniffle!” sniffled Sibylle in record time, snapping her fingers as she sensed saturation approaching in her left lachrymatory. Time for a fresh container, Eleanor. (Number thirteen! That would show up My Lady Mabelle.) A row of the little glass bottles would be lined neatly across the top of her mediæval mantelshelf like a well-filled salt-tasting miniature-bottled wine cellar if the absence was an extended one, twinkling in the candlelight on assertive display. I’ve wept more than you’ve wept! I’ve wept more than you’ve wept! That’s what they were twinkling. That Hundred Years War had been hard going, squeezing them dry like ferociously twisted lemons. Enterprising entrepreneurs had offered ready-filled bottles for sale, with reduced rates for bulk purchases.


“I’ve just started my ninth.”


“My eleventh is nearly half full.”


“I’ve only managed seven so far this week. I’ve not been very well.”


“My life is dreary!”


“He cometh not!”


“He cometh not!”


(They had to remember to repeat these last three lines at regular intervals, an antiphonal woeful chanting. When they couldn’t think of anything else to say, these were the lines to repeat.)


The dunces’ caps leaned forward as they bent to their tapestries, back to the lions and unicorns, the kings and queens, the games of chess, the hooded hawks, the arrow-pierced stags. The unmarried were excluded from such conversations. The unmarried had no one to cometh not (if you couldn’t have a man who cometh, you were automatically excluded from having a man who cometh not), nothing about which to boast, and no reason to weep. The unmarried had extra-large tapestries to stitch as compensation. Another night of stitching lay before them. When they were completed, they would be hung upon the bare stone, and then they would begin more tapestries. There was always enough bare stone for more tapestries. There could never be enough tapestries. There was no one left to whom they might wave goodbye, and so they stitched, the married and the unmarried. They were like monks in a silent order, stitching away at illuminated manuscripts, bent over as if seeking out a brighter source of illumination in the candlelit gloom, day after day, night after night, words of prayer, words of renunciation.


Stitch-stitch-stitch.


“One, two, three . . .” she began again, tugging at her hair with the brush, with the grimly determined expression of a keen gardener pulling up strong-rooted weeds. You spent hours getting rid of them, and back they came again the following day.


She’d been fond of gardening when she was a very little girl, doing her stint as Miss Spade, the Gardener’s Daughter. Miss Spade was one of the cards in Happy Families, the English children’s card game that Miss Ericsson had given her, and Miss Spade wielded her hoe with a look of murderous malice. All fifty-two members of the Happy Families looked like maniacal potential killers, and most held convenient weapons in threatening postures. It made you worry about English methods of child-rearing.


She’d been no Mary, Mary, Quite Contrary (though she’d been willfully contrary herself, and had known a distinctly contrary Mary).


She hadn’t nurtured silver bells, or cockleshells, and she had most certainly not nurtured pretty – ha! – maids all in a row. She’d hadn’t so much been fond of gardening, as fond of weeding, not quite the same thing. What she had nurtured had been weeds, carefully sought out, encouraged, and hoarded for the pleasure of uprooting them. That was how her garden grew. It was not so much the planting she enjoyed, as the pulling up, the ripping away until every inch of earth was free of weeds, and there was nothing there that should not be there, nothing there but disturbed and freshly turned soil, dark and damp beneath the surface like a newly dug grave. It was the way she kept the schoolroom, or tried to – everything in its place, everything angled precisely in position – battling unceasingly with her untidy and unco-operative sisters. (That hyphen in “unco-operative” was one of her acts of rebellion against the dictates of Webster. This was a word that needed its hyphen.) The first thing she did, each time she entered the room, was to walk around straightening pictures and shifting objects – half an inch this way, a quarter of an inch that way – like someone with an image of perfection in her mind in which there was a predetermined area of unfilled space, definite as a cast shadow. She had followed the gardener about during his mornings in the garden, jealously insisting that all weeds were there for her to destroy.


“There’s one,” he’d indicate helpfully.


“Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow!” she’d declare, plucking away with a two-handed will.


“There’s another one.”


“Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow!”


“What rhubarb, senna, or what purgative drug . . . ?” said the gardener, a young man with a literary frame of mind. “There’s another.”


They plucked away from the memory effortlessly, scarcely rooted at all, little crumbs of earth adhering, falling loose, pattering down. She sometimes suspected that the gardener planted the weeds there especially, just to give her pleasure. They always pulled away so easily – she preferred the sensation of tugging, grappling with tenacious roots, the breathless struggling – and the earth around them always seemed so watered and fresh, like that of plants for sale in an expensive florist’s shop, all the arts of horticulture devoted to their careful nurturing. Undaunted, she tugged away, plucking furiously, someone preparing a chicken for an emergency meal. She didn’t care what she plucked, as long as she was plucking. If there’d been silver bells or cockleshells they’d have been hurled into a heap, jingling. The pretty maids all in a row would have blazed in the biggest bonfire she could build, glamorously unarmored Joans of Arc sizzling en masse like an ignited beauty contest.


“And another.”


“Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow!”


She preferred to feel the doomed weeds in the palms of her hands as she plucked – quailing, wilting, vainly resisting – though sometimes she employed a hoe, becoming more like Miss Spade than ever, a Lady Macbeth bringing the daggers down with considerable force (she’d have had one in each hand), the impact jarring all the way up to her shoulders. This Lady Macbeth would have elbowed Macbeth aside, trampled over him, eager to have the pleasure of killing all to herself. “Give me the daggers!” she’d have bawled, before he’d ever set foot in the bedchamber. This Lady Macbeth would not have been shaken from her purpose by the resemblance of the sleeping Duncan to her father. It would have spurred her on to enthusiastic excesses. She’d have stabbed away, hacking his beard off and stuffing it in his mouth if she’d felt like it. And she’d have felt like it. The whole sinister-faced Spade family massed together – Miss Spade with her hoe, Mr. Spade and Master Spade with their differently shaped sharp-edged spades, and Mrs. Spade with her devilish three-pronged fork – looked like a peasants’ revolt (rarely had the peasants appeared so revolting) bursting through the palace gates and thirsting for blood, agitating their agricultural implements with threatening intent. The Royal Family would not be a Happy one for much longer. When she held a hoe she’d say, “Hoe, hoe, hoe, hoe,” as she dug out the weeds, the lugubrious laugh of the unamused murderer. This would be after an afternoon listening to Mrs. Albert Comstock’s humorless ha-ha-ha-ha-ing, when she was still feeling furious.


“Hoe . . .”


Stab!


– the thin silvery blade of the hoe would shoot into the earth like the thrust of an assassin’s dagger –


“. . . Hoe . . .”


Stab!


“. . . Hoe! . . .”


Stab!


“. . . Hoe!”


Stab!


(STAB ES.


(She had seen the sign, this emblazoned summons to slaughter – STAB! STAB! – with its huge painted Belshazzarian writing on the outside wall above the entrance to Carlo Fiorelli’s studio. Who was this ES she was bidden to stab by the writing on the wall? There was only one possible ES, although there would soon be many others.


(ENORMOUS SIBYL.


(That was who it was.


(STAB ENORMOUS SIBYL!


(That was what was implacably demanded.


(STAB ENORMOUS SIBYL! That was what was meant.


(That was what she wanted it to mean.


(The only difference between “slaughter” and “laughter” was the letter “s”, and “s” was for Sibyl.


(It was so clearly, so unmistakably, a portent – she was all in favor of portents – that it would have been impolite not to obey it. Apart from the pleasure in the naughtiness of stabbing Mrs. Albert Comstock, there was the pleasure in the naughtiness of calling her Sibyl.)


Stab!


The hoe-hoe-hoe-hoeing and the stabbing were enormously satisfying, as if she’d achieved some hard-won victory against great odds, an Horatius of the kitchen garden.


The gardener – who spent his afternoons working in Mrs. Albert Comstock’s garden (she was an exacting employer, quick to find fault, never praising) – enjoyed the hoe-hoe-hoe-hoe, and would encourage her stabbing, with shrewd advice on the best technique, like a coach inspiring his team. She’d hear muffled snortings and gigglings behind her (more authentically amused than Mrs. Albert Comstock’s hectoring ha-ha-ha-ha) and when she turned round – suspicious and accusing, the hoe held at a threatening angle – he’d always try to look serious, clutching his trowel with an earnest and professional technique, though his bright eyes betrayed him. He would eagerly produce the hoe unasked at every opportunity, an enthusiastic challenger in a duel – “Go on,” he would say, alluringly. “You can scarcely miss when you’re this close!” (his literary proclivities had left him with a keen eye for Symbolism) – but Alice preferred “Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow!” It was a more impressive demonstration of her Shakespearean expertise.


“Another.”


“Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow!”


“Another.”


There was almost always another.


In those days it had seemed so easy to minister to a mind diseas’d.


“Another.”


It had been utterly painless to raze out the written troubles of the brain.


“Another.”


To find some sweet oblivious antidote.


“. . . thirteen, fourteen, fifteen . . .”


Tug!


She pulled hard at her hair.


Tug! Tug!


Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow.


Tug! Tug!


The roots grew deep within her, coiled around her mind like sleeping serpents.


To make something grow, you buried it deep.


She often mused over this. It was something the young gardener had told her, imparting tips to improve her horticultural skills, as if attempting to convert her into a nurturer, discreetly displacing her destroying self.


For some reason – she’d no recollection of ever having been told to do this, but it had become a necessary ritual – she brushed each section of her hair one hundred times each morning and night. It did nothing to improve its look, but she kept on doing it, becoming anxious if she failed to complete the necessary number. Perhaps she should increase her number of brushings, until the air crackled blue with static electricity, buzzing like a dentist’s illuminated electric sign, and her hair trebled in volume, rising up from her head as if in horror at some appalling sight. One look in the mirror should have the same effect – it would beat any sight seen by Dr. Jekyll – and save a lot of effort.


Looking-glass, looking-glass, on the wall.


She always thought of “looking-glass” as being written with a hyphen, in the English style, because of Through the Looking-Glass, and because – to her – all things she saw were looking-glassed, or so she felt, transformed into things that were unfamiliar, a reversal of what they ought to be.


(Alice, the other Alice – the Alice Through the Looking-Glass Alice – was talking to the black kitten.


(“. . . and if you’re not good directly, I’ll put you through in to Looking-glass House. How would you like that? Now, if you’ll only attend, Kitty, and not talk so much, I’ll tell you all my ideas about Looking-glass House . . . Well then, the books are something like our books, only the words go the wrong way. I know that, because I’ve held up one of our books to the glass, and then they hold up one in the other room. How would you like to live in Looking-glass House, Kitty? . . . Oh, Kitty, how nice it would be if we could only get through into Looking-glass House! I’m sure it’s got, oh! such beautiful things in it!”)


She had this sensation of reversal most of all when she gazed into her own reflection.


What she saw was not who she was.


Other people did not seem to have this feeling. Allegra – laughing Allegra – seemed perfectly happy with what she saw in the mirror, reassured by the confirmation of her prettiness. She preened. She posed. She pouted.


But not Alice. Alice had Dr. Jekyll’s mirror, not Dorian Gray’s, and the looking-glass was not her face. There were no beautiful things in Looking-glass House when she saw into it.


You’d pull away the tapestry – Tug! Tug! – and there would be the reflection.


Behind just such a tapestry Mrs. Rochester was hidden away, like Dorian Gray’s portrait behind its coverlet, like Mr. Hyde. Beside just such a tapestry Dorian Gray stood with a mirror in front of the portrait on the wall, comparing the face in the painting with the face in the polished glass, just as the emperor Domitian had looked at the reflections in the polished marble-lined underground corridors, looking for the face of his assassin creeping closer to kill him, the glint of a knife. This, to her, was an image of the novel: it was all polished surfaces, the mirror in the locked schoolroom as important as the portrait, like the mirror in Dr. Jekyll’s cabinet, in which he sought for the moment of change.


“. . . sixteen, seventeen, eighteen . . .”


She paused, becoming very still.


Gently, she laid the hairbrush down on the windowsill, the handle precisely aligned with the edge. She did this even when she placed things down – as now – only briefly, wishing objects to be carefully positioned within a space.


She had recognized that familiar feeling again, like the gradual build-up to an uncontrollable sneeze. It was not, however, a pocket-handkerchief that she required. She walked across to her bed and once more took up her fountain pen and her writing journal from where she had left them. There were the three sentences she had been studying before she had begun brushing her hair, something she had written late last night. It was the beginning of a story, or perhaps something longer. She knew that.


I saw another ghost last night. They come at twilight, the in-between time, not in full darkness, gathering like starlings in a public square as the light falls. They live in the mirrors.


She crossed out falls and substituted fails. She was not conscious of thinking about this. Falls was clearly the wrong word to use here. She must have been thinking of fails when she wrote it, or of darkness falling. She changed the period after falls into a comma, wrote in an insertion arrow, and added but in silence, with none of the gregarious noise of the birds. She wrote in another insertion arrow before noise – the page was covered in little symbols and crossings-out, like a wordy mathematical problem – and added groupings &.


She paused for a moment, and then wrote again, as fluently as if taking dictation.


Sometimes – & always one at a time – they emerge from the mirrors, & walk into the room.


She waited.


She waited a little longer.


Then she screwed the cap back on the fountain pen – tightly, like someone fearful that the black ink would leak out and stain the sheets – and replaced the pen and the journal exactly where they had been. She returned to the window, picking up the hairbrush again.


“. . . nineteen, twenty, twenty-one . . .”


It was as if she had been briefly called away to deal with something.


To dream of seeing yourself in a mirror, denotes that you will meet many discouraging issues, and sickness will cause you distress and loss in fortune.


The drapes brushed against her.


She felt the rough, dusty underside of the Thornfield tapestry against her face, like the underside of the imperially colored gold-embroidered purple coverlet under which Dorian Gray had hidden the picture. Here she was in the schoolroom: the picture of Dorian Gray.


If she were the picture, was her real self out in the world somewhere, living a life that she had never lived, someone young, someone bright and beautiful, someone popular, someone dazzling in society, with the irresistible allure of an illuminated mirror in a darkened room, a Blanche Ingram to her Bertha Rochester? The self she knew – unlike Dorian Gray – had not remained young and beautiful. Unlike Dorian Gray she had never been beautiful, and she could not remember ever feeling that she was young. The princess was a sweet little creature, and at the time my story begins was about eight years old, I think, but she got older very fast. That was how the second paragraph of The Princess and the Goblin – one of the books Alice remembered best from childhood – started, and, though certainly never a sweet little creature (sweet!), Alice felt she was as one with Princess Irene when it came to getting older very fast. She was – she felt on the bad days – the cowering soul locked in a darkened room, a soul rotting from within, a withered thing.
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When Miss Ericsson had called her The Woman in White, that was all she had been thinking about: the figure of a woman dressed in white. It was just a phrase she knew: she hadn’t thought of Anne Catherick when she said it. It would never have occurred to her – she was a woman without guile or unkindness – that she had mentioned a character in a novel who had been imprisoned in a lunatic asylum.


So many of the novels owned by Alice’s mother contained scenes of madness and the asylum. Lady Audley’s secret: madness, and the fear of madness. Those final scenes at the private lunatic asylum in Belgium: the windows shrouded by a scanty curtain, the dark shadow of a woman with a fantastic head-dress, a restless creature who paced perpetually backward and forward before the window. Perhaps that was why she was drawn to them, as she was drawn to Jacobean tragedies, those plays of ghosts, madness, and revenge. She had never seen one of them performed – just as she had never seen an Ibsen play performed – but she read them, those she could find, as she read Ibsen, acting out the events within her head, hearing the voices, seeing the richly clad figures hurtling to their appalling fates, seeing it happen within the rooms around her, these the places in which they lived and died. The Jacobean plays seemed to have been totally forgotten. The reprinted texts themselves, on crinkled, brown-spotted paper, appeared to be hundreds of years old, with old-fashioned spellings, words – she had the feeling – that had not been spoken for centuries. With their elongated letter esses, with their unutterably ancient smell of old books, it was as if they had been lost in some long-ago library, never opened, never read, never acted, but they lived as she read them, setting the events in motion, as if she had spoken the words with which to open a hidden and long-locked door. They were, she felt – as she sometimes felt about some of Shakespeare’s plays (King Lear, The Tempest) – plays that lived best within the mind, where everything could become internalized and intense.


Another of the novels, the Charles Reade novel – Hard Cash, the one that had always frightened her – in which flames consumed the asylum as the lunatics shrieked with laughter, often came into her mind. Most people seemed to know The Cloister and the Hearth – she’d confused the title with The Cricket on the Hearth – when it came to Charles Reade novels, but for her it had always been Hard Cash. Some people read certain books over and over to comfort themselves, as if hearing the words of a story read at bedtime long ago, the voice of a lost mother or father, the time when everything was safe, and someone was there to look after you. She read Hard Cash to discomfort herself, to feel a fear that had somehow become necessary.


(Bertha swayed on the roof above the battlements, waving her arms, her long black hair streaming against the flames. Rochester ascended through the skylight to save her. He called her name, and she sprang from the roof to her death on the pavement.)


Miss Ericsson had asked Alice if she dressed in white the way she did because of Emily Dickinson. “No,” Alice had replied, “because of Miss Havisham.” This name – unlike Anne Catherick’s – Miss Ericsson had known, and Alice had had to explain – at great length – that she was not being serious. Once she’d worn colors; now she wore white. It had been something to do with reaching thirty-three. That was when the whiteness started.


Nor would Miss Ericsson have realized that The Woman in White contained Marian Halcombe – the joy she had felt when she discovered her! – Alice’s favorite moustachioed heroine in fiction. She remembered Emmerson Columbarian making jokes about Mrs. Alexander Diddecott’s moustache, and Linnaeus Finch – Charlotte’s much younger brother – joining in. “Don’t be so cruel, Emmerson,” Linn would say. “I happen to think it’s a particularly attractive moustache. Very erotic.” He’d use such words as “erotic”, eager to appall his spinsterly sister and her spinsterly friend, and if they were in the right sort of mood (they were usually in the right sort of mood), Charlotte and Alice would utter shocked tut-tutting gasps to please him. She never thought that – within a few years – she would, in her turn, begin to develop one. She was (and always had been) frizzily dark-haired and sallow-skinned, and it slowly occurred to her – as she examined her face in the mirror (if it was one of her dauntless days) – that what were unquestionably hairs on her upper lip were beginning to achieve the status of a full-grown moustache, as flourishing and twirlable – she felt – as that of any villain in a novel or play.


“. . . Come, my Trilby, look a little lower down, between the houses on the other side of the river . . .” – the voice was wheedling and insinuating, with a strong foreign accent, not fully fluent in English – “. . . There is a little light glimmering yonder – it is light of ugly little building – and inside are eight marble slabs – all in a row . . .” – Svengali twiddled and twirled the lank hair that hung down the side of his face, at his moustache and his beard, twisting them counterclockwise around his fingers as if creating small, tight curls – “. . . It is called the Morgue . . .”


She had been a patient of Dr. Wolcott Ascharm Webster (the – nudge, nudge – mad-doctor) for over seven years. First the seven years of dithering and denying, the various experiments, and then the seven years of treatment. More experiments. Mrs. Albert Comstock had recommended, had virtually insisted. She’d heard so much about him. Surely some prince was poised to rescue her, lopping his way through the forest of bearded sentinels with his upraised sword? Her hair had become a little too faded and thin for her to let it down, Rapunzel-like, for him to climb up to reach her tower. It would have to be a not very impressive two-feet-high tower, and – even then – the hair would snap when he was half way up and he would fall to his death, skewered on his own sword. She would have to plait her moustache: it would then bear the weight of armies, and stretch the height of the Flatiron Building. Lines of young princes, their newly polished armor gleaming, would form to make the Jack-in-the-Beanstalk ascent to the schoolroom. They would use the window at the front of the house, facing out across Chestnut Street. She could imagine the expression on their faces when they straddled the window ledge and had a close-up view of what they had climbed up, and of the woman they had risked their lives to claim. The air would be black with princes hurtling to their doom, throwing themselves down like aristocratic lemmings – “Don’t climb up, chaps! She’s absolutely frightful!” – from the cliff-edge of the schoolroom window, a flock of falling wingless Icaruses thudding earthward.


No prince was on his way to rescue her, that was for sure.


She would have to organize her own escape. She’d do it through her writing, she’d do it by finding the right words, the Ali Baba “Open, Sesame!” to fling open the locked doors. Like the pupils of St. Cassian of Imola, she’d find an unsuspected power in the nib of her pen. Cassian was a Christian schoolmaster who had refused to make sacrifices to the heathen gods, so he had been handed over to his pupils, who had leaped upon him and stabbed him to death with their iron pens. All it took was a little imagination from the relevant authorities, and going to school could so easily be transformed into a positively enjoyable experience.


Stab!


Stab!


Stab!


(STAB EVIL SINNER!


(If it wasn’t ENORMOUS SIBYL it was EVIL SINNER. There were, in fact, several candidates for stabbing, many candidates, a crack-of-doom line of them, and – on her good days – she felt tireless.)
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She had been sleeping in new cotton sheets, and little knots of whiteness clung to her hair, her top lip, her eyebrows and eyelashes, like unmelted flakes of snow in a cold room. Absentmindedly she began to pick at the tiny cotton balls. The hairbrush, in her other hand, was as white and ready for spinning as a flax-packed distaff. How very appropriate. When she had accumulated enough material she could dye the cotton with her watercolors and perfect her Lady of Shalott impersonation, weaving a magic web with colors gay, watching shadows of the world appear in the mirror hanging before her. English authors seemed to have spent most of the last century gazing into mirrors, more and more searchingly as it drew to its close.


Colours.


That should have been the spelling. Colours gay.


She tried to observe English spelling for English authors, but sometimes forgot. Best men are moulded out of faults. That’s what Mariana had said. (Though – a vague memory, this, of something she might once have read – hadn’t Shakespeare originally written “molded”, and wasn’t it the English spelling, not the American, that had changed? She wasn’t sure. Attempts at consistency were beset with hazards.) She was becoming thoroughly Websterized, Websterized in her spelling by Noah Webster, and Websterized – if she wasn’t careful, and relaxed her vigilance – in everything else by Dr. Wolcott Ascharm Webster, proprietor of the Webster Nervine Asylum in Poughkeepsie, as echoing and clangorously guarded as one of those mediæval castles crammed with stitch-stitch-stitching women. “Webster” meant “weaver”. Spider-like, they spun their sticky webs, and tapestries – like mirrors for entrapment – hung in narrow angled corridors all around them. The web had flown out and floated wide; the mirror would crack from side to side. It would be quite relaxing to float down the river, lying robed in snowy white, freed from the oppression of reflection by the breaking of the mirror. Websters were everywhere apparent. If you weren’t careful, you’d find yourself licking the back of a Webster as you prepared to apply a postage stamp.


“Hello, Ben,” she’d said yesterday morning, seeing one-cent stamps on some of the letters that had just been delivered, looking at Benjamin Franklin. This was what she sometimes said when she came across any representation of the man whose name had been given to her brother. No wonder Benjamin Franklin was colored green, finding himself on the lowest-valued stamp. William Henry Harrison might be purple in the face, but at least they’d put him on the thirteen-cents stamp! That’s what Benjamin Franklin was thinking. It would be worth it to be blue in the face, as long as – like James Madison – you were on a stamp worth two dollars. Huh! from Benjamin Franklin. Two dollars! Then she’d seen that some Websters had been pushed invasively through the mail slot as well; not Noahs, not Dr. Wolcott Ascharms, but Daniels, all in a chorus-line row on ten-cents stamps on a package, tanned and weather-beaten in brown, clearly men who were at one with nature, rarely without their hoes in their hands, and used to dealing with farm animals. Websters were pressing in upon her spelling, her brain, her tongue.


“Liberty and Union, now and forever, one and inseparable!” That’s what Daniel Webster had said. That’s what Miss Hayergaal had written on the blackboard, and the whole class had recited it in unison. You knew he’d shouted it, because Miss Hayergaal had written an exclamation point.


“One and inseparable!”


That’s what they’d shouted, the same words at the same time, learned by heart like arithmetical tables. They’d sounded like a multiplicity of the Three Musketeers, all for one, and one for all, rapiers twitching to thrust into Cardinal Richelieu. If the same opportunity presented itself to Mrs. Albert Comstock and the Reverend and Mrs. Goodchild – killing a cardinal must feature high on their list of priorities – they’d be there with their umbrellas lethally positioned for action, vigorously have-at-thee-varleting.


All the needles gleamed in the little light that penetrated the narrow windows.


Needles will make you better.


Needles will effect a cure.


Stitch-stitch-stitch.


The curse would be on her soon enough. She had no loyal knight and true, and Mrs. Albert Comstock stretched before her like a mountainous subcontinent. She might have spent the whole of yesterday afternoon with the dreadful woman, but that did not grant her immunity from future visitations.


(This last word, with its implications of suffering and affliction, was a good choice of noun. Plagues made visitations. She also thought that Mrs. Albert Comstock’s occasional description of her “At Homes” as “gatherings” was – for her – eerily prescient. Gatherings were suppurating swellings, boils on the point of bursting. The word described 5 Hampshire Square with forensic exactness, captured that unforgettable atmosphere of hedonistic jollity.)


At least she hadn’t also spent the whole evening with her as Ben had – afternoon and evening with Mrs. Albert Comstock: his perilous voyagings on the oceans of the world must hold few fears for him after this – hauled along to the theatre as a member of her party. Her brave seafaring brother!


As she picked out the cotton with her right hand, she stored the harvest in her cupped left hand, beside the hairbrush handle, humming to herself.




“I wish I was in de land ob cotton,


Old time dar am not forgotten;


Look away, look away, look away, Dixie land!


In Dixie whar I was born in,


Early on one frosty mornin’. . .”




With her ready grasp of modern history, Mrs. Albert Comstock had been heard to remark what a pity it was that the Civil War had ended slavery, as the darkies – she used this word (at least, in public) instead of “niggers” to demonstrate her daringly liberal views for the benefit of Mrs. William Boemer – had been having such a good time on the plantations. She visualized the plantations as rather like well-tended orchards: regular sun-dappled rows of identically shaped trees, ripe red fruit, apples, cherries, glowing in the soft, fresh greenery, stretching neatly away to the horizon, a darkie Paradise before the Fall as they – laughing for sheer delight – gathered clumps of cotton that were as clean and white as washing laid out to dry. In the fall the leaves would turn red and gold, and shrivel, become thin and papery and blow away, leaving the branches bare. There would be music at dusk as the trees darkened, and big white grins – they were like thoughtless, carefree children – would gleam like the fruit that had once been there in the daytime as they sang and danced in their joy.




“Some folks like to sigh,


Some folks do, some folks do;


Some folks long to die,


But that’s not me nor you . . .”




They were as happy as the day was long, and the day was long in Dixie.




“. . . Away, away, away down south in Dixie!


Away, away, away down south in Dixie! . . .”




“What a shame . . . What a shame . . .”


Regular visitors were already beginning to nod their heads in agreement. Others would sense an announcement coming on. Mrs. Albert Comstock tended to announce something rather than merely state it; it was surely a mere oversight that she had failed to install liveried trumpeters in her household, all lined up tidily in a neat line, ready, at a moment’s notice, to produce a fanfare before her every utterance.


(Deep breaths, inflated cheeks, puckered-up lips.)


Tarantara!


“I believe I’m correct in saying that it’s not as cold today as it was yesterday.”


(Breathe, inflate, pucker.)


Tarantara!


“I don’t like Mrs. Italiaander’s new hat.”


(Breathe, inflate, pucker.)


Tarantara!


“What a shame that the war spoiled it all.”


She nodded to herself at the picture she had created in her mind, the lost prelapsarian wonderland.


“What a shame . . .”


Jewelry rattled as heads nodded in polite – or enthusiastic – agreement, earrings swaying, feathers vibrating.


Sometimes Alice wasn’t sure whether what was being regretted was the loss of Dixie as a place of perpetual darkie jollity, or the appearance of more and more darkie faces on the streets of New York. Mrs. Albert Comstock – Alice was convinced – was under the impression that minstrel shows were performed by genuine darkies, and not by white men with burned cork on their faces, and this had colored – how apt a word could be – her picture of them. She had once met Booker T. Washington at Mrs. William Boemer’s in Gramercy Park, and – naturally – assumed that he was being introduced to her, and not she to him. She was equal to the occasion. She knew how to speak to such people. “Have you been black for long?” she asked him chattily, in that informal way she had with the lower orders. She prided herself on her ability to put people at their ease. It was a gift granted to the naturally aristocratic. She later confided to Mrs. Goodchild that Booker T. Washington was not as authentic-looking as some of the other darkies she had seen. He wasn’t very black, not really black enough to be totally convincing, and there had been – she’d no doubt remarked, suspiciously – a distinct lack of tambourines and bones. (By the by, wasn’t it rather – er – presumptuous of him to call himself “Washington”?)


She saw what her mind wanted her to see, and she saw little else. She would have interrupted a performance of Othello to request – with her steely glacial smile (her requests were more in the line of an order) – a rendition of “In the Evening by the Moonlight,” with Othello playing the banjo, and Iago and Desdemona enthusiastically grinning as they cakewalked.




“In de ebening by de moonlight, you could hear us darkies singing . . .”





– Othello sang –




“. . . In de ebening by de moonlight, you could hear de banjo ringing.


How de old folks would enjoy it . . .”




(“Put out de light, and den put out de light,” Mrs. Albert Comstock’s Othello would soliloquize as – well, what did you expect? – he prepared to strangle Desdemona. “I hab done de state some service” – a likely story! – he would claim, later, when his crime was discovered. All those nasty black fingerprints on Desdemona’s nice white nightie!)


There came that deep sigh again.


“What a shame . . . What a shame . . .”


Had she sometimes wondered where they all disappeared to after each minstrel show? Back to Dixie, perhaps, unable to bear missing all the fun?


On her expeditions into New York City Mrs. Albert Comstock counted the number of black faces she saw in the street, and reported back to her daughter Myrtle.


(There were certain things that de old folks did not enjoy much at all.)


“Twenty-seven today,” she’d announce as she arrived back home: the day’s total would be the first words she spoke, as if she were giving a constantly changing password in order to achieve entrance.


“Only nine today!”


This could clearly be regarded as one of the better days: the lower the score, the more pleasing the result. Mrs. Albert Comstock was not biased. Negroes, Jews, Roman Catholics, foreigners (the rest of the world, most of the United States, whole neighborhoods in New York City, everywhere, really, that was not 5 Hampshire Square), the poor: she disliked them all equally.
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The crop from her upper lip mounted: several sacksful here, surely.


“I have a son,” their father had said, laughing humorlessly (Bertha Rochester to the life; no, that was unfair: she understood and pitied Bertha Rochester), sneering, “who is prettier than any of my daughters.”


Ben – who had been about ten at the time (she’d have been twenty: she was the eldest of the three sisters) – had blushed at the words, a deep, painful blush. She wasn’t sure whether Papa had said this to hurt her or to hurt Ben – he enjoyed hurting both of them, it was one of his more important hobbies – but Ben had shown the hurt more. It was strange – unsettling – to see so young a child blushing, as if blushing – by all the rules of normality – came later, one of the blood-led manifestations of maturity, and a normal child should be incapable of blushing. There had been something disturbingly knowing about a blush, a knowledge that should not have been possessed. “Papa! Papa!” Allegra had protested at his comment, not so much outraged for Ben’s sake, but outraged that her superior prettiness had not been acknowledged. Edith had said nothing, and she – as usual – had said nothing. She tended to let things build up inside her.


Alice was sure that Maggie Tulliver and Jo March (dark-haired, dark-complexioned, both, other heroines she had adored as a child) possessed moustaches: George Eliot and Louisa M. Alcott had somehow forgotten to mention them. At the end of the Wilkie Collins novel, Marian Halcombe was not – unlike Laura, Lady Glyde – safe and protected in the arms of a husband. She was the plain one who looked on and smiled as her friend married the hero, the honorary maiden aunt of the children of the marriage.


She had a moustache of her own: what need had she of a man?


“An old maid, that’s what I’m to be. A literary spinster, with a pen for a spouse, a family of stories for children, and twenty years hence a morsel of fame, perhaps.” That’s what Jo March had said, and Alice had always regarded this as an admirable ambition. She had been born in 1868, the year in which the first part of Little Women had been published, and that was what Papa had called her for a time, for a short time: “My Little Woman.” She had, briefly, modeled herself on Jo – rather halfheartedly saying “Christopher Columbus!” once or twice – though she had never been able to bring herself to address Mama as “Marmee.” Even Jo had ended up as a wife and mother, a Laura, Lady Glyde, and not a Marian. If it had not been quite like Dorothea Brooke marrying Mr. Casaubon in Middlemarch, Jo March accepting Mr. Bhaer was very much like Lucy Snowe accepting Monsieur Emmanuel in Villette, an equal betrayal. (No Rochesters, they.)


There was no Mr. Bhaer in prospect for Alice – a considerable relief: his accent made him sound worryingly like Mrs. Webster, loyal helpmeet of Dr. Wolcott Ascharm Webster – so perhaps she might concentrate on the possibilities of becoming (she would be more single-minded than Jo March had ever been) “a literary spinster”. To be a poet, to be a writer, she needed two things: an appropriate name, and a beard, so that – whatever the qualities of the poetry – her name would at least sound right, and her face look right. Alice Pinkerton possessed neither the name – the syllables fell sadly short – nor the beard for success. She thought of the names of some of the poets in the poetry book – An American Anthology – that Miss Ericsson had given her for her thirty-third birthday in 1901: St. John Honeywood, Fitz-Greene Halleck, Francis Orrery Ticknor, Mirabeau Bonaparte Lamar . . .


(Miss Ericsson stood diffidently in front of her, with An American Anthology – the size, weight, and color of two bricks side by side – pressed against her bosom. It was one of the things that women were supposed to do with poetry books. The sunlight caught the gold laurel wreath embossed on its front cover, and Alice expected to see a small, quivering reflection floating on the ceiling, like light from water, or the curved glass face of a pocket-watch. She was holding it out toward Alice, smiling rather shyly.)


She could not recollect a single line that any of these poets had written, but their names (curious how minor talents – she excluded Mrs. Browning from the observation – insisted on having three names) had a music, a – well, poetry, she supposed – that in itself inspired confidence. She had no doubt that all four would sport magnificent beards, clinching proof of their poetic credentials. “Francis Orrery Ticknor!” she had chanted, as she spun herself around the pillars in the schoolroom, as if enraptured by the magical harmoniousness of the name. “Francis Orrery Ticknor!” Thirty-three years old, and cavorting, chanting! (For some reason, that thirty-three had sounded like a knell of doom.) They may have been wrong about the attic, but perhaps they had a point about the madness. Once she started on Mirabeau Bonaparte Lamar, there’d be no holding her.


There was an awe-inspiring display of beards (all male, only a male could become one of The Bearded Ones: no bewhiskered female had smuggled herself in front of the camera) in the photograph opposite the title page. Many of the poems in the book – too many of them, those written on subjects such as America, Freedom, or Slaves – made her think of some of the groups of statuary silhouetted across the roofs of buildings in the business districts of the city, awkwardly posed, symbolically gesturing. Surprisingly – she had searched assiduously through the volume – there were no poems in praise of beards, though Helen Keller and Shakespeare (with one beard between them) had inspired several eulogies.


She thought she had found a reference in the poetry of William Cullen Bryant, than whom no one could be more appropriate: his beard was the size of Birnam Wood, a monstrosity on a scale epic enough to inspire terror in Dunsinane, panic-stricken flights, mass pallings in resolution. Macbeth – it may have been why the image came to mind – was a play populated almost entirely by beards; even most of the women had them. The witches flourished theirs at Banquo and thoroughly confused him (“You should be women”: these were pre-Marian Halcombe days), and Lady Macbeth clearly hankered after one of her very own. “Unsex me here,” she’d boomed in her deepest voice, keen to get the sprouting started. She wasn’t too fussed about being top-full of direst cruelty, about having the access and passage to remorse stopped up, or about having the spirits that tend on mortal thought come to her woman’s breasts and take her milk for gall (a passage mysteriously missing from the edition of Shakespeare used at Miss Pearsall’s School for Girls). All that she really wanted was the beard. The only beard-free inhabitants of the play – struck down by the beardie murderers – appeared to be Lady Macduff and her son, though this child certainly displayed a precocious beardsomeness in his manner. When she looked at the words more closely – In these peaceful shades – peaceful, unpruned, immeasurably old – they turned out to be describing not a beard but an untracked forest, one of those trackless silences in which Chingachgook and Hawkeye still wandered, looking for signs, listening for danger, the books that Ben had loved as a child.


There was only one thing for it: she clearly needed to develop her moustache – it was a promising beginning – in order to increase her chances of achieving success as a writer, compensate for the paucity of syllables in her name by sprouting a colossal growth of facial hair. At least she chose to write in prose and not in verse. Perhaps this afforded some small possibility of publication, despite her lack of the necessary qualifications. Some women novelists were widely acknowledged to be – er – quite good, really, all things considered.


To dream of a beard on a woman, foretells unpleasant associations and lingering illness.
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Charlotte had once tried to think of the name of the composer of a particular piece of music. She bent over, banging her forehead against one of the brass candlesticks projecting from the upper frame of the piano, lost in the agonies of thought. She was in a permanent state of near-impalement, and had scars on her forehead the way boys had them on their knees and elbows.


“Brahms . . .?” she muttered doubtfully. “Bizet . . .? B . . .?”


She wavered for a moment, seemingly on the point of considering Byron or Botticelli as possibilities, before adding, “Tchaikowsky?” Her knowledge of different composers and their styles was not very extensive, though her knowledge of Gilbert and Sullivan was second to no one’s. At last, inspiration had dawned upon her.


“You know whom I mean,” she’d said, challengingly. (Whom. Charlotte was a stickler for grammatical correctness.) “One of those Bearded Ones!”


They had developed their own gesture whenever they wished to make a discreet reference to The Bearded Ones, the gesture a man made when he was trying to decide whether or not he was in need of a shave, the insides of the fingers and thumb of their right hands grasping the chin and pulling downward, feeling for bristles. As the beards grew, so did the gestures, and they began to use both hands, making a descending down-down-down gesture from the sides of their faces as far as they could reach to encompass the immensity of the outgrowths. At the bottom, they moved their hands outward and then together, and it looked as if they were making some kind of scooping, gathering movement, drawing something – a large puppy, a tentative tottering toddler experimentally attempting its first steps – protectively in toward them. Alice sometimes wondered if this gesture meant something in the language of the deaf – she kept forgetting to ask Rosobell about this, years later – and was always careful to use it when no one else was looking in her direction. It was a secret gesture.


By then, the phrase “The Bearded Ones” had come to mean far more than just men with beards.




“Speak with respect and honour


Both of The Beard and The Beard’s owner.”




They’d chant Samuel Butler’s words in unison – they’d added the capital letters in the second line as a sign of their deferential esteem – essaying a tone of humble supplication as they made their worshipful Masonic movements.


She had made a precocious attempt to enter the very heartland of The Bearded Ones. It was during her Jo March period, when she had insisted – as a small girl – upon being taken to Grandpapa Brouwer’s office for the first time. Alice had been oppressed with the thought that Longfellow Park was a place of women during the day, a place of pale-clad figures strolling irresolutely, without purpose, dawdling, drifting from place to place, gazing into or (more often) out of windows, waiting for their men to return to them from the world outside, like the dunce-capped mediæval women peering shortsightedly from battlements. This was in the days when New York City was a far distant place, before it expanded northward and began to engulf them.


“The day is dreary,/He cometh not,” they chorused – the women of the olden times often had to speak in chorus, as if an individual voice was too faint to be heard – “I am aweary, aweary . . .”




(“. . . /I would that I were dead!”)




Then she had read the chapter almost at the very end of the second part of Little Women – “Under the Umbrella” – in which Jo had gone out into the part of the city where women did not belong, the world exclusively inhabited by men. It came shortly after Jo’s declaration that she was to be a literary spinster, and she had gone into this unknown – oh, fickle, unreliable, malleable, untrustworthy Jo! – to walk with Mr. Bhaer, with whom she had fallen in love. She addressed him as “Sir,” as “Mr. Bhaer,” like another Jane Eyre, another Emma Woodhouse, formal with the man she knew she wanted to love her. Jo had wandered far from the dry-goods stores – the area in which the women belonged – and into the area where the gentlemen most do congregate, the area of counting-houses, banks, and wholesale warerooms, and Alice had been seized with the desire to do the same, and at a far younger age than Jo March. In New York it would be on a much larger scale than anything in Jo March’s New England town, with not one area but many, street after street after street of congregating gentlemen, beards abristle, shouting loudly, gesticulating. She would do it by going to see Grandpapa’s business, the Occidental & Eastern Shipping Company, on South Street. This was where Papa worked, but she always thought of it as being Grandpapa’s office, not Papa’s, and it was because of Grandpapa (as well as Jo March) that she had wanted to see the office, not because of Papa.


“Will you take me, Grandpapa? Will you take me?” and Grandpapa – of course – had taken her into work for the day. (She had shamelessly employed all Allegra’s arts of wide-eyed flirtatiousness.)


She wanted to examine engineering instruments in one window and samples of wool in another with most unfeminine interest; she wanted to tumble over barrels, and be half smothered by descending bales; she wanted to be hustled unceremoniously by busy men, who would ask – out loud – “How the deuce did she get here?” (This last part particularly appealed.)


She had her reply all ready.


“My Grandpapa brought me!”


Pert and self-possessed, that’s how she’d be.


“And who are you?” That’s what she should say next, slightly challenging, far stronger than love-changed Jo, weakened and made foolish, no longer – sigh! – the woman she had once been.


She stood in Grandpapa’s office with Lumpety, her despised doll – they thought she loved it – clutched under one arm. It was not very long afterward that she had disemboweled Lumpety, inspired by the stained-glass window in All Saints’ Church depicting the martyrdom of St. Erasmus. Most satisfactory.


“This is your great-grandpapa,” Grandpapa had said, indicating the bearded – of course – figure in the huge dark oil painting on the wall of his office, a fearsome-faced unjolliest of Santa Clauses.


“This is my desk,” Grandpapa had said, demonstrating how it worked by tugging the roll-top up and down, the inner drawers and compartments whitened by countless slips of paper, their loose ends flapping in the draft.


“This is my spittoon,” Grandpapa had said, but he had not – rather disappointingly – demonstrated it in action.


(Hacht-pertong!)


There were maps covered in red on the walls, though the red was coloring not the land but the seas, showing the routes of the Occidental & Eastern Shipping Company’s steamships, as if this was the element he controlled. “He’s in his element,” she thought – pleased with such an exact use of the phrase – as he ran his fingers across the Pacific Ocean with practiced ease, spanning the globe with a sweep of his hand. It was like being in the headquarters of some great general, the place where he planned his battles and conquests. “We shall attack here!” he would say, his finger decisively stabbing in an X-marks-the-spot sort of gesture at the place he had chosen.


The streets had been strangely dark, dark with the clothes of the men and youths who were everywhere, dark with the shadows from the new high buildings blocking out the sun. The only women were women made out of wood, women made out of stone, not like objects of veneration, but like sacrifices. They were mythical figures, symbolic groupings, veiled and draperied allegories, lining the edges of the roofs and occupying niches, poised in the postures of those about to jump to their deaths. Sailing ships lined the East River, jammed in so closely that it was as if they were permanent structures, and would never leave, fluttering with so many flags that they seemed to be commemorating some special day of celebration. Their bowsprits projected right across the street, carriages drove past beneath them, and she looked down on them from Grandpapa’s high window at the top of the building. There were men in the air above the center of the street at her eye level, working in the rigging above the horses and the laden wagons, the piled barrels, the great sound of shouting. She felt that she could reach across and touch them. After the acrobats, there would be elephants.


She had come across the ships suddenly.


She had been walking hand in hand with Grandpapa beneath the curve of the elevated railroad in Coenties Slip, and there was the thunder of a steam train rattling around overhead, its tall chimney like that of a train out in the West, its whistle shrieking out across the prairies, startling the great herds of buffalo. Whoever had later designed the roller coaster at Luna Park must have often strolled around there, finding his inspiration in the juddering sway of the carriages, the lurching curves, the held-in screams of the helplessly thrown-about passengers. There were shanty-like booths that seemed to belong beneath a Coney Island ride – she half expected the hiss and smoke of fairground lighting, the crack of rifles at shooting-galleries – and there were boxes under tarpaulins as if in an open-air warehouse, with high-sided horse-drawn wagons drawn up beside them, spilling out straw on to the cobblestones. There was a transient, temporary air about everything – this fair was a traveling fair about to move on elsewhere – and men in dark suits strolled about, lounged, leaned and propped themselves up. No one said, “How the deuce did she get here?” No one appeared even to notice her, as she stared about, beneath their eye level.


On South Street, as they approached Grandpapa’s office, she found herself walking beneath the beautifully carved figureheads as they jutted out across the sidewalk between the gas-lamps. The elaborately painted women were lapped by looped chains, and bore the names of goddesses and virtues. He pointed them out to her, and told her their names, just as he told her the names of the Occidental & Eastern Shipping Company vessels in the photographs in his office.


“That one’s Pandora . . .”


Tap, tap on the glass.


“That one’s Persephone . . .”


Tap, tap.


“That one’s Eurydice . . .”


Tap, tap.


His fingerprints left clouded whorls upon the surface of the glass, and it was as if the ships were becalmed in a rapidly descending mist, their sails drooping. Through the mist, through the snow, the not-yet-ancient Mariner’s ship sailed, and it grew wondrous cold. And ice, mast-high, came floating by, as green as emerald. She had just been reading the poem.


“That one’s Psyche . . .”


The albatross, its wings creaking as ponderously as the timbers of a fully rigged sailing-ship, drew down close to the mist-enveloped vessel.




. . . In mist or cloud, on mast or shroud,


It perched for vespers nine . . .





The worshipers gathered on the deck by the light of the evening star, their heads bowed, their faces covered, the silent reaches of the ice all around. Thick snow fell upon them, icicles hung from the rigging, and they held out neatly shaped pieces of food between their thumbs and index fingers as if about to administer communion.


Hide thy face from my sins, and blot out all mine iniquities.


This was what they repeated in chorus, their voices muffled.


One side of the muddy street was all constructed of wood and taut rope, like the elaborate networks of wires – for electricity, for telephone and telegraph – that would later span the lower streets of the city; the other side of the street was of brick and stone, but with all the canvas apparent everywhere else it might as well have been painted scenery. All the figures in the crowded street – all the living figures – (Jo March had been perfectly correct) were congregating men, though not all of them were gentlemen. She saw it all, like something beneath glass, like a tiny detailed model, or a photograph, the nearer figures standing stiff and posed, their shadows hard-edged in the bright sunshine, so that they would appear sharp and focused; the further figures ghost images, blurred and halfformed, mistily caught against the walls and streets behind and beneath them, more solid than they were. Everywhere there were wooden carts, pulled by hand or by horses, capstans, thick coiled ropes, piles of merchandise, a smell like that of new sacks, a sewery whiff from the dark water, what Mrs. Goodchild would describe as “a not very polite sort of smell.” Such smells had been all around her (she was fearless in her quest) – human waste, horses’ (you had to watch where you stepped) – though it had not been a high summer’s day. It would have been a distinctly high summer’s day. Perhaps the beards were designed to be utilized as filters when it became unusually – ahem – unpleasant, a Darwinian evolution to protect the species, the male species. Thus equipped, men could survive the worst that the sense of smell could throw at them. Clutching Grandpapa’s hand, she leaned out to look down into the East River. She had recently read about the holy River Ganges in India, and had the thought that she might see bodies floating past beneath her and heading out to sea, bobbing against each other like Halloween apples, all facing upward and displaying their still, sad faces. What she saw in the windows across the street were not window displays of the sort she had been used to, but goods piled up as if in a warehouse, or the cargo hold of a ship, and all the goods were those that would be needed on board.


There was Cordage painted across the brickwork above the windows, Chandler, Sail Makers – and there was Occidental & Eastern Shipping Company. There was an area of different-colored stone in front of the entrance to Grandpapa’s office, like ballast from the hold of a cargo vessel used to pave it after a long voyage. It was greenish, and cold-looking, ice from around the not-yet-ancient Mariner’s ship transported there, crashing down on deck from high above. She bent down and touched it when Grandpapa was not looking. It did feel cold, slightly, and as smooth as something polished. She had a sense of somewhere foreign and far away, a land elsewhere, a stateless visitor resting her hand upon the floor in the dim interior of some embassy. Outside, the polished brass plate on the wall glinted dully. This, also, would feel cold, slightly.




. . . Whiles all the night through fog-smoke white,


Glimmered the white Moon-shine . . .




That was the expression that Papa used when she thought out ideas like this.


Moonshine.


He said the same thing, his fingers making dismissive take-them-away gestures, if he came across any of her ideas for stories, any of her scribbled beginnings. She usually hid them away now, and no longer left them – inviting favorable comment – wherever she had been sitting in the house.


Moonshine!


Starveling the tailor played Moonshine in the play at the end of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. It should have been Snug the joiner. A familiar feeling of rebelliousness was coming across her. Snug would have had access to tools, to potential weapons – saws, hammers – far more powerful than Starveling’s needles and thread. She would have fought back, sawing and hammering with an inspired creative frenzy, though demolishing rather than creating. She’d see Papa, and then she’d saw Papa. See-saw, Margery Daw, Alice shall be a new master. Here was another of the Happy Families bursting out of hiding to commit slaughter, loitering in a cupboard all day, waiting for the dark. She’d be Mr. Chip, the Carpenter, kneeling on Papa with her right knee, pushing well in as she sawed away, with her bottom lip protruding in concentration with the air of someone enthusiastically constructing a coffin. She’d saw Papa, and then she’d hammer Papa. She’d be Mrs. Chip, the Carpenter’s Wife, lashing out with a hammer that was the size of her whole body. She’d – Tap! Tap! Tap! – her back arched well back to get in the full arc of hammering, drive home the nails in the coffin-lid, at long last completing the construction of a favorite piece of furniture. There’d be plenty of chips off the old block, no doubt about that. There wouldn’t be much left of the block when she’d finished.


Well shone, Moon!


Well sawn, Mr. Chip!


Well destroyed, Snug!


Well hammered, Mrs. Chip!


Moonshine!


She straightened up, but still had a sensation of coldness when she walked into the dark interior of the Occidental & Eastern Shipping Company. It did not just permeate her from her fingers; it crept up through the soles of her feet, also.


Ice.


Mast-high.


As green as emerald.


Outside there was a painted board above the first-floor windows – oddly like a misplaced family heirloom hung above the chimney piece in some vast baronial hall – depicting a steamship plowing confidently through the sea, white foam boiling away to illustrate its effortless speed. And, on the ledge outside Grandpapa’s office on the third story, there were the figures of the waiting women gazing out to sea.


All the figures on the ledge were from Greek or Roman mythology, just as the sailing ships in the early years of Grandpapa’s business – the years of the child-hating Santa Claus – had borne the names of women from classical mythology. She had imagined the ships’ figureheads carved in marble, cool and white and aloof above the spray, like blind-eyed busts in a Roman museum. Standing at Grandpapa’s office window, seeing the backs of the stone figures, she had (it seemed thematically appropriate) imagined the Dibbo Daughters lined up on the ledge and about to jump.


“Jump!” she should be yelling encouragingly from below through cupped hands. “Jump!”


She had recently quarreled bitterly with Euterpe Dibbo, and was in vengeful mood. The first four of the Daughters had appeared by this date, the promising start of Daddy Dibbo’s idiotic and doomed attempt to produce (with a little incidental assistance from his wife) a complete set of nine daughters, and name them after the Greek muses. It was strange what the writing of overambitious poetry could do to you. Polyhymnia, Terpsichore, and Urania lined up on the ledge next to a still-scowling Euterpe. The muse of music and lyric poetry (and flute playing)! Any sign of a flute, and she’d snap it in half with a disgruntled grunt and stab you with it, the mood she was in.


“Jump! Go on, jump!”


She demonstrated her support to fillip their confidence a little. It was the sort of person she was.


If they leaped too far out, they’d become entangled in the rigging of the nearest ship, and there they’d dangle – boing-boinging up and down, sourly complaining in mid-boing – like the myth of Arachne gone all too horribly wrong.


She didn’t know the names of all the women depicted in the statues, some of them seated, some of them standing, all of them gazing out in the direction of the sea, shielding their eyes to see better. Perhaps some of them did not have names. Penelope – now there was a woman who knew about tapestries – was certainly there, searching for a first glimpse of Ulysses returning home after his twenty years of wandering. Next to her was Iphigenia. Perhaps she was hoping to see Achilles. Her father – Agamemnon – sent her to Aulis, pretending that she was to be married to Achilles there, but she was really sent as a sacrifice – Diana had insisted – so that the Greek fleet would receive a favorable wind and could sail to Troy to recover Helen. Her father had led her not to her bridegroom but to her death. She would have known what was going to happen to her, when they dressed her as a sacrificial victim, not a bride.




“I was cut off from hope in that sad place . . .”




– that was what she was saying –




“. . . Which yet to name my spirit loathes and fears:


My father held his hand upon his face;


I, blinded with tears,


“Still strove to speak: my voice was thick with sighs


As in a dream. Dimly I could descry


The stern black-bearded kings with wolvish eyes,


Waiting to see me die . . .”




You just knew that The Bearded Ones would have been there. It was the sort of thing they’d have hated to miss.


Papa had not been there on that day – it had been just her and Grandpapa – and she had peeped into Papa’s empty office, feeling as she did when she peeped into his study at home, feeling that she ought not to be there, seeing a place without him and realizing that such a thing was possible. Without him, the place should not exist. It was dark in the office, a feeling of blinds drawn down in mourning, the views from the window partially obscured by the statues, the backs of the women facing away from him, and it smelled of him, the smell of a tobacco-smoke impregnated beard, as if he were announcing his hidden presence.


I am here in the room.


Can you find out whereabouts I am?


I shall leap out.


I shall pounce.


There were maps in his office, also, as there were in Grandpapa’s, but the maps in his office were of the world as it no longer was, the world as it had been before the Civil War (Civil!), the world as he wished it to be once more. Papa lived in a time of his own creating, where even the clock – tick-tock went the wallclock ponderously, as big as a clock at a railroad station – moved at a pace he dictated. He would tick the time when it was allowed to tick-tock. Without his say-so, the hands of the clock would cease to move, the pages of the calendar would not be ripped away, and there would be an unbroken shaded silence in which nothing moved. Some strangers were named Mr. Robertson or Mr. Faulconbridge or “the man at number seventy-three”; some strangers were named Papa.


Iphigenia had been the name of one of the earliest of the wooden sailing ships of the Occidental & Eastern Shipping Company, and the figurehead of the ship was in Grandpapa and Grandmama’s garden. There was what Grandpapa called his “quarterdeck” at the back of their house, and here – at the end of a long, narrowing wooden piazza – was the figurehead, with the ship’s wheel mounted in front of it. She would lie on the lawn beneath it, looking up at the calm, sad, downcast face surrounded by drifting clouds, imagining that she was floating in the air beneath the rooftop sculptures of the office, trying to induce a feeling of weightlessness, of vertigo, rather like the way in which she tried to lose her sense of direction by turning round in the darkness beneath her bedclothes. Sometimes she lay on top of the figurehead on the warm, smooth wood, in the afternoon summer sun, looking down through halfclosed eyes at the grass beneath her, trying to see the waves beneath, trying to feel the undulation of the ship’s movements, herself moving away from the place where she was. She could hear the wind in the branches of the trees, the snapping of the flag on the flagpole. It was the sound of the sea nearby, beyond the bottom of the garden.
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The bearded faces were blurred. The photograph of the bearded poets in An American Anthology was covered by a protective sheet of tissue paper, like the illustrations in her Bible, and The Bearded Ones peered through, a caravan of Old Testament prophets stranded in a sudden desert sandstorm.


(What was the collective noun for prophets? A clairvoyance? A prognostication?)


They hovered in the air above her, a mirage in the desert air, far from the oasis, clouds covering the sun. The air became cooler, chillier, and a cold current rippled through the room like wind across a cornfield, rustling the curtains.


Only Edgar Allan Poe and Walt Whitman looked directly into the camera. Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, William Cullen Bryant, and Oliver Wendell Holmes were all photographed in profile, giving them the appearance of suspects posed by a police photographer: THIS POET IS WANTED! Bryant and Holmes, like shortsighted duelists, stared into each other’s eyes almost nose to nose. They couldn’t possibly miss at this range. The remaining three poets – John Greenleaf Whittier, James Russell Lowell, and Sidney Lanier – favored the kind of expression employed by men faced by someone whom they did not wish to acknowledge, eyes focused evasively to one side, gazing intensely into the middle distance, but seeing nothing. It was the expression people were increasingly starting to assume when they were being photographed, pretending that the camera was not there, and had caught them unaware. Whitman – clearly no gentleman – was wearing a hat, and no necktie, but this was to be expected of a man who matily abbreviated his name to Walt, insisting upon familiarity. Billy Bryant? Olly Holmes? Sid Lanier? Not even the biggest of beards could possibly compensate for such summarily clipped forenames. It would compromise the integrity of the very poetry, threaten the meter, imperil the rhymes.


Seeing these beards fluffily flocked together, like an illustration for Far from the Madding Crowd – Gabriel Oak, you felt, was just out of sight, grasping his crook like a Good Shepherd (odd to link crooks with goodness) – you could understand why altocumulus clouds were sometimes described as sheep clouds. They crowded the sky with baa-baa bossiness, three bags full with self-importance. Black sheep brought storms.


Beards and three names were not compulsory for composers, as they were for poets. Most of the greatest of composers – Beethoven, Mozart, Handel, the list could be extended almost indefinitely – seemed to thrive frugally with one name and no beard, though there were those who, poet-like, were possessed of enormous beards, especially if they came from Russia. It must have been because of the severe winters of their homeland, but the great Russian composers – like the great Russian novelists – seemed to have thick beards like detachable accessories hanging down over the front of their fur coats in an attempt to keep warm. The novelists wore them proudly, like Siberian sporrans, in Highland homage to Sir Walter Scott, their distinguished predecessor in their chosen profession. Some of their beards were so huge that they gave the impression that packs of starving wolves – drawn out from deep within the mystical Russian forests – were hurling themselves at their throats.


Perhaps, like St. Wilgefortis, she should pray for a miraculous beard. Unlike St. Wilgefortis, she did not need a miraculous hairy outgrowth in order to repel the unwanted attentions of men. She seemed to manage this effortlessly with no help whatsoever from God. It was one of the many gifts she possessed.


All Saints’ Church contained some appalling sights (not least the Goodchilds and the Griswolds: some churches featured gargoyles, All Saints’ had the Goodchilds and the Griswolds), but the stained-glass windows took some beating. St. Wilgefortis – with a beard like a large hairy apron she had inadvertently tied around herself in the wrong position prior to washing the china – was a mere commonplace sight, someone you would pass in the street without a second glance, compared with some of the other saints depicted: St. Erasmus, St. Pharaildis, St. Bartholomew, St. Agatha . . .


The things that were happening to them! The things they were pictured doing!


There was such richness from which to choose, and she had spent most of her Sundays studying them. This had helped to block out the voice of Dr. Vaniah Odom, and then – in more recent years – the Reverend Goodchild’s voice.


The artist who worked on them had been a Bearded One with another three-ring circus of a name (they appeared to be compulsory, a different act in each ring – bespangled elephants trumpeting, high-wire acts spinning in mid-air, plumed horses bowing their heads – too much action for the eyes to take in all at once): Elphinstone Dalhousie Barton (the surname did not really live up to the two preceding names, and rather weakened the effect), the father of Mrs. Alexander Diddecott. Elphinstone Dalhousie Barton not only took the name of the church all too literally (trying his utmost to include – with pedantic correctness – a representation of every possible known saint), but proved to be equally literal-minded in his depiction of their symbols and their instruments of martyrdom. He reserved the largest expanses of glass for the saints who had met the goriest ends, and depicted their spectacular demises with an unflinching detail that would not have been out of place in one of the more advanced medical textbooks. They made the most luridly illustrated edition of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs seem tame and tentative. Sunday after Sunday she had examined them with a sprightly interest, effortlessly replacing the face of her chosen saint with the face of Dr. Vaniah Odom or the Reverend Goodchild, lingering over the depiction of his disemboweling, his decapitation, his death by swords, by arrows, by axes, by lions. It was an impressive illustration of the consolation that could be found in art.


Soon – for the greater glory of Goodchild – the congregation would be moving to a new church, and today would be the last service in the original All Saints’. She would miss the bizarre sights in the windows of the old church.


“A special service,” was the way that the Reverend Goodchild had described today’s planned events, “a very special service,” and something in the way he had stressed “special” (evil cackling held at bay, one felt, solely by the exercise of strict self-control) seemed to suggest – at the very least – that human sacrifice might be involved. She wouldn’t put it past him. She would probably be the chosen victim, selected like some unfortunate cabin boy clutching the crumpled X-marked piece of paper, another black spot with an implacable summons, as the starving shipwrecked survivors of the crew edged salivatingly closer in the overcrowded boat. Ah well, selection as a scapegoat would make a morning in All Saints’ more interesting than usual. She certainly possessed the whiskers for the part, William Holman Hunt’s painting startlingly given shape. She would be a living reenactment of one of the more obscure martyrdoms in the stained-glass windows, like a tiny extract from a mystery play in mediæval England. She liked to see the positive side of things.




“There was a guzzling Jack and a gorging Jimmy . . .”




– she hummed to herself –




“. . . There was a guzzling Jack and a gorging Jimmy,


And the third he was little Billee,


And the third he was little Billee . . .”




The first mate and the – how appropriate! – ship’s cook closed in on the cabin boy, smiling with unconvincing friendliness, trying not to show their teeth too much, their fingers starting to edge into the pockets where they’d secreted their knives and forks, conveniently close to hand. With the very tips of their fingers they discreetly eased up the flaps, their smiles broadening, gorging Jimmy exerting his every power of gorgeousness. Little Billee – looking deeply suspicious – eyed their approach unenthusiastically, bracing himself to repulse their advances, clenching his fists and scowling. His mother had warned him about this sort of thing.


Many of the windows had already been removed in preparation for the demolition of the church, and were piled in packing cases along the aisles; saints prepared for shipping like some esoteric export line. For the past few weeks members of the congregation had had to contend with the hazards of ill-stacked saints as they made their way to their pews, barking their shins, catching their elbows. Workmen – there was another big top, the pale crowded faces staring upward, hands pointing – would soon swing across to saw at the wooden angels in the roof, and they would come crashing down to earth like a scene from Paradise Lost as the church fell, shooting stars plunging downward.


Make a wish! Make a wish!


Years ago, as a little girl, she had once seen angels being jerkily hauled up into the air in a department store (had it been A. T. Stewart’s?) one morning about a month before Christmas. It was a scene that ought not to have been visible during shopping hours, and – when she had suddenly come across it, holding her mama’s hand – it had been like seeing behind the scenery, pulling aside the striped front of the booth at a Punch and Judy show, or (it had occurred to her more recently, as she read The Wonderful Wizard of Oz to her niece Mildred) tipping over the screen to reveal Oz, the Great and Terrible, to be a little old man with a bald head. There had been a rotunda rising the full height of the building – four or five stories – to a glass roof, and it was toward this glass, darkly silhouetted against the gray November light, that the angels were ascending, rotating slowly like life-size wind-blown tree decorations.




Above its sad and lowly plains


They bend on hovering wing;


And ever o’er its Babel sounds


The blessèd angels sing.




On the ground floor, like formally attired tug-of-war teams, young male assistants in dark suits were heaving away together on ropes. “Yo-ho-heave-ho! Yo-ho-heave-ho!” This was the Babel sound in the heart of that temple of commerce.


Hauling up angels was such a change (the opportunity all too rarely presented itself) from their usual dull routine that the young men (there were dozens of them, freed from the close attentions of the floorwalkers) were becoming noisy and excited, competitively eager to see their angel reach the roof first. The Babel-like babblings were rising to a roar. Bets were probably being exchanged. Angels and archangels may have gathered there,/Cherubim and seraphim thronged the air. Bells should be ringing out in mighty peals as they ascended, as the ropes were pulled. There was something nautical and yo-ho-ho – though not very well drilled – about the young men pulling on the ropes in unison, rather like the group of men disemboweling St. Erasmus in the stained-glass window to the right of their pew in All Saints’. Hooray, and up she rises! Hooray, and up she rises! Huge white sails should be unfolding like enormous wings, snapping out and bellying in a strong north-by-north-west wind. Eight or nine angels, spaced out around the central light-well, lurched bumpily upward, swaying from side to side, their heads leaning too far forward, like a gathering of feathered suicides deciding where to jump, or – already dead – the dangling corpses after a mass hanging, crows shot by a farmer to deter other scavengers.


More young men were waiting high above them on the top floor, leaning out into the central space, clutching brooms commandeered from the janitor or (they looked pale and pristine) from elsewhere in the store, all ready to maneuver their chosen angel into position with the bristled heads. She had to bend right back in order to see them, as if she were looking up at Dr. Vaniah Odom in his pulpit.


“My angel! My angel!” they were shouting encouragingly, their voices echoing, fervent suitors glimpsing the girl of their dreams.


With the combination of brooms and flying angels it was like an incongruous mixture of Halloween (she dithered on the verge of thinking of the word as Hallowe’en: it was a word that seemed to demand an apostrophe) and Christmas, midway between the two dates. The wings of two of the angels became locked, and the more the young men tugged, the more the angels began to tip upside down. If they plummeted earthward, would the store’s employees be insured against death from falling angels? If anything qualified as an Act of God, this was surely it. Alice had tried to walk challengingly beneath the nearest angel – an impulse for a glamorous death had suddenly seized her – but Mama had clutched her hand tightly, and dug her heels in. She was not taking any chances.


Two of the young men on the top floor had become bored after waiting too long for their log-jammed angel, and had reversed their brooms and started a sword-fight, prodding challengingly at each other’s chests with the blunt wooden handles, like a safety-conscious d’Artagnan and Lord de Winter.


“Touché!” they shouted. “Touché!”


Others began to join in. If this had been a few years later, some of the young men would not have been able to resist utilizing their brooms as crutches in Long John Silver impersonations, wincing slightly as the stiff bristles dug painfully into their armpits, and mutineers uttering frightful imprecations would have swung across that central space on hastily improvised rigging. Skewered musketeers and pistol-shattered buccaneers would have hurtled to earth from between the creakily swaying angels. A morning in a department store rarely produced such heady excitement.
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When she was a small girl – anxious to improve her literary credibility – she had been drawn to the name Pharaildis: Alice Pharaildis Pinkerton had an undoubted poetic ring to it, and would certainly have improved her syllable count. She wasn’t sure whether St. Pharaildis was a man or a woman: with their penchant for long, flowing garments, it was difficult to distinguish the sexes of saints. This was an occasion on which beards might have served a useful purpose – making allowances for the unhelpful blurring of the boundaries from the likes of St. Wilgefortis – but, as with clothing, so with names: if you were a saint your name could be used for either sex. Half the nuns at The House of the Magdalenes had men’s names. The Reverend Goodchild had his own theories about this, and enjoyed many a good snigger about it with Mrs. Albert Comstock.


St. Pharaildis was pictured with an enormous hen on either side of her, if she was a her. Elphinstone Dalhousie Barton – like some of the illustrators in the Lindstrom & Larsson catalogue – had no conception of perspective (grouped rather incongruously in a free-for-all freemasonry with Japanese and mediæval artists), so it was difficult to make out whether the hens were meant to be in the foreground, or whether they really were – as they appeared to be – bigger than she was. Alice, knowing nothing about the saint, was puzzled by the hens, but decided that they must be the instruments of her martyrdom. Here she was, being pecked to death by giant hens unleashed by some evil despot, because . . . because she . . . she defied his cruel edicts and his imperious mien by distributing eggs – from a willow-woven basket – to the starving poor within his evil domain. She pictured just two hens – as there were two in the window – outlandishly large, advancing menacingly, towering over Pharaildis.


Old MacDonald had a farm, E-I-E-I-O!


Their heads – like the pistons of the Coketown steam engines in Hard Times – worked monotonously up and down, the heads of elephants in a state of melancholy madness.


And on that farm he had some hens, E-I-E-I-O!


Peck. Peck. Peck.


With a peck-peck here, and a peck-peck there.


Pharaildis (not yet martyred, not yet pecked into sainthood) staggered back a little each time, a girl being pushed in the shoulder by a schoolyard bully, her basket held before her – base forward – like a fragile protective shield, a Basque (a Basque with a basket) playing jai alai. Mabel Peartree had just such a big basket, square with a central handle, and carried it looped over her arm on her way to the shops. It was exactly the sort of basket you imagined being carried by Little Red Riding-Hood, with a piece of cake, a bottle of wine, and a bunch of flowers tucked neatly into one side of it.


“Oh, Miss Peartree! What big teeth you have!”


Miss Peartree opened her mouth to reveal – gigantic and glinting – the mighty fruits of G. G. Schiffendecken’s labors. He was a dentist who created on the epic scale of a Michael Angelo sculpture. (This could very well be the only known occasion on which startled comment had been made about the size of her teeth, rather than the size of her – Ye gods! – enormous nose.)


“All the better to eat you with!”


Munch. Munch. Munch.


Pharaildis’s feet crunched on the hens’ eggs, incensing them further. After the crunch, crunch, crunch came the peck, peck, peck and after the pecking came the munch, munch, munch.


Alice had really liked the name Pharaildis – there was nothing exotic about Alice – but the hens had put her off.


Had St. Wilgefortis specified the sort of beard she had in mind, or had she to make do with the one she was offered? Alice rather pictured her in front of a mirror, browsing through a selection (ready-to-wear rather than custom-made) offered by a diffident angel, deciding which beard suited her best, trying them on, a fashion-conscious client choosing a bonnet, turning sideways to view herself from different angles, fluffing them up becomingly, judging the effect of threading them artistically through her necklace.


Here was a useful Beauty Hint: she should make a feature of her moustache, thread it with beads, bedeck it with little silken bows, make the most of what she had until the beard came along, bedazzle Mrs. Albert Comstock with her frivolous femininity.
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Her hand was aching. She had been clutching the bar too tightly, and lines were impressed across the center of her palm, glowing red above the accumulated buds of cotton. The clouds were massing above the Hudson, level upon level, heavy with more snow. She watched them for a while.


It was like the ending of Villette (Charlotte Brontë was certainly pushing her way forward this morning): The skies hang full and dark – a rack sails from the west; the clouds cast themselves into strange forms – arches and broad radiations. She saw figures unfurling slowly above her, moving with large, stately gestures, and reached up toward them, straining for a direction in which she might begin to move. Sometimes she would watch them for hours at a time from the window, or lying on her bed gazing up through the skylight, languid and irresolute, like a Victorian lady, an Elizabeth Barrett Browning, suffering from the vapors or consumption. She was, after all, born a Victorian (surely, even the most patriotic of Americans born during the presidency of Andrew Johnson would not think of herself as a Johnsonian?): her childhood, her young womanhood, had been last century. Though it was now more than three years into the twentieth century, difficult though this was to believe – 1900, 1901, 1902 – she still found herself – when she wasn’t concentrating – beginning to write the year with an 18 instead of a 19. She left a trail of scribbles and crossings-out on checks and bills, and disliked the untidiness. Harry Hollander had written a song about the beginning of the new century: “Let’s All Be Naughty in the Naughts (Do All the Things We Really Shouldn’t Oughts)”. Grammar sometimes took second place to rhyme in Harry’s songs.


The clouds – it was oddly soothing – formed and re-formed, and the wind was howling round the house as it had been howling all night. This was not soothing.


She concentrated her thoughts back onto the clouds, as if she were at 11 Park Place, trying to read shapes in the clouds, with Dr. Wolcott Ascharm Webster scribble-scribble-scribbling behind her.


Tell me what you can see in those clouds, Miss Pinkerton.


There was his voice again, telling her what it was she had to do.


He was in the room, voyeuristically loitering in this Eve-of-St.Agnes weather, hiding away and waiting to see her, like Porphyro spying on Madeline in her chamber, tantalizingly spreading out his seductive feast of candied apple, quince, plum, jellies, manna, dates, as she slept, as she dreamed. . .




We must not look at goblin men,


We must not buy their fruits . . .


“No,” said Lizzie: “No, no, no . . .”




In the subterranean caverns of the mountain upon which the palace was built, the goblins lived. They were dwarfed and misshapen, they had strength equal to their cunning, and they planned to dig their way up into the palace and carry Princess Irene away to be a mate for their grotesque prince.


Alice watched the shapes, shifting and changing, never at rest.


The Shape of the Clouds.


It could be the title of a novel.


She tried to hide this away in a corner of her mind, to remember it, and moved Annie’s ring – she always thought of it as Annie’s ring, as if it were something she had borrowed in perpetuity, not something she had been given – from her middle finger to what she thought of as her wedding finger, to nudge her memory. Sometimes, if an idea came to her in the night, she would do this, or drop her handkerchief onto the floor, so that she would know – when she awoke – that there was something to remember. Annie’s ring, the little mirror, reminded her of what she ought not to forget. She collected titles, names for characters, ideas for her writing.


Below her, in the early-morning darkness at the back of the house, lines of gas-lamps stretched away through the snow, marking out the lines of the streets that had not yet been built, the new developments where the fields and orchards had once been. It was strange to see the gas-lamps there before the houses had been built. They seemed to stretch away in a long perspective to infinite distances, and – because they were lit – they made the empty streets that were not yet streets emptier and lonelier than ever. The great emptiness outside the window was not as great as the emptiness she felt inside herself. Here – in the outer emptiness, in the inner emptiness – was an unformed place of desolation and shadows, a place to populate with Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Dorian Gray, and Sherlock Holmes. There they hid, there they scuttled and squatted, just out of sight of the corners of the eyes. It was as if it was night, and not morning.




My tea is nearly ready


and the sun has left the sky;


It’s time to take the window


to see Leerie going by;


For every night at tea-time


and before you take your seat,


With lantern and with ladder


he comes posting up the street . . .





A Child’s Garden of Verses had been published the year before The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and she had bought a copy for her little brother. She must have been about seventeen or eighteen, and yet – when she had read it – there were lines that were as deep and as dark as anything in the later adult novel. It was a book about children, rather than a book for children: this was how she had tried to explain away the painful effect it had had upon her. It had awoken memories that she had wanted to remain undisturbed, memories in which she had partly been herself gazing at the little girl she had once been, and she had partly been the little girl, aware of being gazed at by someone older.


She had opened the book at random. “The Lamplighter” was the first poem she had read, and this – like so many of the other poems in the book – had awoken very powerful memories.




For we are very lucky,


with a lamp before the door . . .




The opening lines of the last verse had proven what she had already known, that the poem was about 7 Chestnut Street. There she was in the front parlor, sitting in the darkness, waiting for the lamplighter to bring light. Gradually, one by one, the lights would be lit, coming closer and closer toward her, the street brighter and brighter, until the ladder clunked against the lamppost – she heard it distinctly – outside their house. A glow sent the pattern of the windowpanes across the floor, and light crept a little way into the darkness of the room.




O! before you hurry by


with ladder and with light,


O Leerie, see a little child


and nod to him . . .


. . . to-night!




– Or her. Or her –


If he saw her face at the window, the lamplighter never showed that he had noticed, as if she wasn’t really there.


The second poem had been “Windy Nights”.


The book had not been illustrated. Why hadn’t the publishers commissioned Arthur Hughes to illustrate it? After his illustrations for the Christina Rossetti books Sing Song and Speaking Likenesses, the George MacDonald novels she remembered so well, The Princess and the Goblin and At the Back of the North Wind (why hadn’t he, another puzzle, illustrated The Princess and Curdie?), and Tom Brown’s Schooldays, he would have been the perfect choice. There had, however, been no lack of illustrations in her mind as she read the poems; they had been drawn up from within her. She saw the scenes in front of her like pictures on a page.




Whenever the moon and the stars are set,


Whenever the wind is high,


All night long in the dark and wet,


A man goes riding by.


Late in the night when the fires are out,


Why does he gallop and gallop about?. . .




This was not a man who brought light with him; this was a man who brought darkness. This was a man with the face of her father.


If you tell anybody, the wind will get you.


These were the words her father had said to Annie. It was the sort of thing an adult would say to frighten a child, and Annie had been a child. Her father had known it when he had done what he had done to her. The use of these words proved it.


This was a man with the voice of her father, the voice that had made her frightened of the wind and the moon, frightened of many things. Thoughts of Sing Song brought the words of one of its poems into her mind.




Who has seen the wind?


Neither you nor I:


But when the trees bow down their heads


The wind is passing by.




She shivered, as at the touch of the cold wind.


Curse him! Curse him! Curse him!


These words – the words of Alfred Hardie in Hard Cash, also addressed to a father – were words she often whispered, as if they were secret endearments that no one should overhear.


Outside, the wind-blown snow gusted within the little pools of light, and the whole window seemed to groan, the loose pane in the top left-hand corner rattling. The weather had been like this on the day that her father died.




. . . Whenever the trees are crying aloud,


And ships are tossed at sea,


By, on the highway, low and loud,


By at the gallop goes he.


By at the gallop he goes, and then,


By he comes back at the gallop again.




In the wind, and in the darkness, the unnamed man galloped past, but he always turned around and came back. He never stayed away for good.
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It was time to wander about the house, ignite a few bed-curtains, rend a few wedding-veils, that sort of thing. Another busy day in the life of a madwoman. All this, and the Reverend Goodchild too. Mrs. Albert Comstock yesterday; the Reverend Goodchild today. And Dr. Vaniah Odom! What wond’rous Life in this I lead!/Ripe Apples drop about my head;/The Luscious Clusters of the Vine/Upon my Mouth do crush their Wine . . . She might even manage an enthusiastic demoniac laugh as she staggered berserkly about, though it would be wasted in the absence of visitors. If she had never started the attempts at finding some sort of a “cure” for herself (she heard the quotation marks click cozily into place around “cure” like comforting hands patting shoulders) – Dr. Severance of Staten Island, Dr. Wolcott Ascharm Webster (above all, Dr. Wolcott Ascharm Webster) – perhaps she would not have been thought of (by some people) as being a madwoman. She was surely well within the permitted range of strangeness, particularly when she paused to compare herself with some of the people she knew, the acquaintances around her, the neighbors? (The word “neighbors” had something folksy and apple-pie about it that was at odds with the reality.) Mrs. Goodchild had chattily informed her that there was madness in the family – watching her reaction closely (you could tell that she had been saving this up for quite some time as a little, well-deserved treat) – as if mentioning a propensity to freckles or premature baldness. She could never lapse into broken inertia, as Lady Audley had done at the end of the novel, as she looked around the suite of apartments that was to be hers for the rest of her life in the private lunatic asylum, dreary in the wan light of a single wax candle. She really ought to have a candle in her hand as she went downstairs, to continue the Lady Macbeth motif that had come into her mind earlier.


Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?


The solitary flame of Lady Audley’s candle, pale and ghostlike in itself, was multiplied by paler phantoms of its ghostliness, which glimmered everywhere about the rooms; in the shadowy depths of the polished floors and wainscot, or the windowpanes, in the looking-glasses, or in those great expanses of glimmering something which adorned the rooms, and which my lady mistook for costly mirrors, but which were in reality wretched mockeries of burnished tin. They were fake mirrors, in which the reflections were blurred and indistinct, as fake as the fake books in Hard Cash, and made of the same material. Lady Audley would look into them, and she would not be able to recognize herself, just as Alfred Hardie would not be able to open those books, books in which no words were printed.




Looking-glass, looking-glass, made out of tin,


Whose is the face that I see within?




Amid all the faded splendor – splendour – of shabby velvet, and tarnished gilding, and polished wood, the woman dropped into an armchair, and covered her face with her hands. The whiteness of them, and the starry light of diamonds, trembling about them, glittered in the dimly lighted chamber.


Rochester had told Jane that the Bertha Rochester she had seen in her bedchamber had been the creature of an overstimulated brain. Alice had the same problem. It was what she had been told over and over again. A woman should not overexcite her brain. It was injurious. It – ahem – interfered with her – ahem, ahem – womanly functions. Ahems sometimes overwhelmed everything else in any discussion of this – ahem – delicate matter, particularly if it were Dr. Twemlow doing the talking. He was a man who’d blush if a woman removed her hat. There were more throat-clearings than in a consumption clinic. Books should be laid aside for the health’s sake. Dr. Severance of Staten Island and Dr. Wolcott Ascharm Webster had both agreed on this. They set down what came from her, to satisfy their remembrance the more strongly.


What’s done cannot be undone.


To bed, to bed.


And not to read.


And not to write.


To bed, to bed, to bed.


And not to think.


And not to talk.


To bed, to bed, to bed.


And not to sew.


No stitch-stitch-stitch.


Just sleeping.


Just dreaming.


Drifting listlessly away.


Like the Lady of Shalott down the river.


She has a lovely face.


That was what Lancelot had said.


You thought that he’d have said “hath.” That’s what knights in poetry tended to say.


Drifting.


Nothing else.


Because nothing else mattered.


She could talk about the clouds.


She could talk about the pictures.


She could talk about the dreams.


Scribble, scribble, scribble.


She talked, and they wrote.


If she talked she would be better.


The thump, thump, thump of Rosobell preparing the fire in the parlor rattled up through the schoolroom fire-grate. Alice had kept this fire burning all night. Hearing Rosobell meant that it would be a little after 6.30. She had forgotten to wind her pocket-watch the night before – it was usually the last thing she did before going to bed – and it had stopped in the early hours. She had noticed the silence from her watch-stand, the absence of the tick, tick, tick. She would take it downstairs with her, and set it from the kitchen clock.


She picked up the tongs and added one large piece of coal right in the middle of the fire, one that would slowly burn through in the course of the morning, so that the room would still be warm when she returned from church. The little Old Testament figures on the Dutch tiles around the fireplace flickered, appropriate small-scale animation on a Sunday morning. Adam and Eve stood hand in hand at the side of the tree, as if choosing the best fruit to pick for a pie. Noah and his wife stood on the deck of the tiniest ark imaginable – probably just large enough to save two white mice and a small and solitary rabbit from the flood – as the dove flew toward them, weighed down with an olive leaf the size of a tree. Like Breughel’s biblical scenes, like Shakespeare’s Romans, they were dressed in the fashions of the time in which they were created. If she listened at the fireplace, she could hear whereabouts people were in the house. It was especially clear in the summer, when no fire was burning.


As a little girl, she would kneel down, looking at the crumpled newspaper pages in the grate, the engravings of bearded faces, soot whispering and trickling down, gathering in the rucks, and listen to Mama playing the piano, Annie singing, fragments of conversation. Sometimes she’d hear sobbing, far away, suppressed. Sometimes it was Annie, and sometimes it would be Mama. Mama cried in the same way that she played the piano, quietly, shyly, hoping not to be overheard. Alice had lain awake and heard her, in the evenings, in the small hours of the darkness. Knowing that you had heard someone else cry gave you a special feeling toward that person. She’d dab her fingers in the soot, wipe them across her face, and look at her minstrel-like face in the mirror above the mantelpiece, moving her mouth like someone singing. “Oh, Dem Golden Slippers.” She’d open her mouth very wide, flare her eyes. “Oh, Dem Golden Slippers.” She used to imagine that Joel Chandler Harris and the writers of coon songs applied blackface make-up before they began writing, and that their manuscripts were marked all over with burned-cork thumbprints.


There was a burst of fire as she jiggled the poker, and the figure of Isaac in one of the Dutch tiles seemed to writhe in flames as he lay bound on the altar upon the wood. Abraham leaned over him, enthusiastic to slay his son with the knife. The angel, peering out from the middle of a cloud, did not appear inclined to do much to interfere. This was one of the Bible stories that seemed designed to test the faith of the reader as much as God had tested Abraham’s. It made it difficult to like God very much. She did not feel guilty for thinking this. This made her feel guilty.


“Don’t do it, Daddy!” the little boy pleaded. “Don’t do it!” But Daddy wasn’t listening. He had his mind on quite other matters, and sharpened the keen edge specially, vigorously stropping the blade on the sole of his sandal like Shylock whetting his knife, keen to start carving Antonio, wolfish, bloody, starved, and ravenous.


“Typical!”


You could just hear Mrs. Albert Comstock commenting loudly in the theatre, her head nodding up and down in delighted disgust. (How on earth had Ben survived an evening crammed into a box with her and the others? She could only hope that the music had been very loud. That might have given him a chance.)


“Typical! Just as I expected!”


(“It only goes to show!” That would be her next comment, unless she opted for “You can’t be too careful!” It would be one or the other.)


“. . . wolfish . . .”


Nod.


“. . . bloody . . .”


Extra-enthusiastic nod on this.


“. . . starved . . .”


Slightly more dubious nod here.


“. . . ravenous . . .”


Enthusiasm resumed for this nod.


The head went up and down so rapidly that (a merciful release, you couldn’t help thinking) all the features blurred, all chins and wattles wobbling. It was rather like seeing her in her automobile – well trussed-up in plaid blankets and impenetrable veils, like a kidnapped Scottish beekeeper the size of Ben Nevis – as the engine was cranked up (if that was the correct expression), vibrating vigorously, with considerably more than one pound of flesh in mountainous motion. Every part about her quivered. Alice had once seen – it was just before Mrs. Albert Comstock’s fortieth birthday, the day on which her ten-year-old self had destroyed Sobriety Goodchild with the words of Shakespeare – a sign with the words Youth Restored By Electricity While You Wait. Mrs. Albert Comstock would not have been able to resist, and Alice had visualized her plugged into the mains, shuddering in just this way, with the added bonus of sizzling sounds, and smoke rising from some of her outlying regions. When, more recently, the electric chair had been introduced as a means of execution, the image had returned to tantalize her, the murderous instincts of childhood not yet fully quelled. “Just sit here, Mrs. Comstock,” she’d say, soothingly, as her victim gazed dubiously around her at the unsumptuous surroundings of the execution cell. “Just sit here, and your youth will be restored. All I need do is pull this switch. Just sit here.” It would soon be Mrs. Albert Comstock’s sixty-fifth birthday. It might be a good time to sing of the wonderful benefits that could be obtained by the application of electricity. Powerful currents of electricity. Mrs. Albert Comstock had recently re-read She. She’d be in receptive mood for any talk of miraculously eternal youth. She’d just sit here with no hesitation whatsoever. She’d be urging, “More power! More power!” as the great arcs of electricity pulsed blue-white around her. Frankenstein’s creature had been lonely for far too long. It was time for him to meet his mate.


Mrs. Albert Comstock had been the first person in Longfellow Park to possess an automobile (she’d made quite sure of that), and had taken possession of the vehicle well before Samuel Cummerford had arrived to set up his business to cater for fashionable automobilists. Alice couldn’t remember the name of the manufacturer of Mrs. Albert Comstock’s automobile, but its owner had been careful to inform everybody that it was exactly (invariably in italics) the same as the one Edith Wharton – the authoress of The Decoration of Houses and The Greater Inclination, a woman of impeccable pedigree – had purchased. Whatever its correct name, Mrs. Albert Comstock invariably referred to her automobile as Dimmesdale, investing the word with all the grandeur of Mrs. Elton boasting of her sister’s barouche-landau in Emma. The name was possibly a provocative literary reference to Hester Prynne’s secret lover in The Scarlet Letter. “I shall climb aboard Dimmesdale,” she would announce grandly whenever a visitation was threatened, as if the guilt-ridden minister hadn’t suffered enough already. Imaginations buckled with boggling.


A gust of wind blew down the chimney, and sparks flew as in a blacksmith’s forge. Different patterns in the pieces of material in the quilt on her bed were clearly distinguishable. She could not see the colors, but she knew what they were. That patch with a narrow stripe was from a dress she had worn when she was ten years old. That polka-dot patch was from one of Annie’s old shirtwaists.


The brief brightness died down, and the bed was lost in shadows.


I have a little shadow that goes in and out with me . . .


She saw him jump before her, when she jumped into her bed, as if leading the way, and then waiting there for her to join him. “Maggie Tries to Run Away from Her Shadow” was the title of Chapter XIII in Book First of The Mill on the Floss. She’d run away to join the gypsies because she was unhappy. She and her brother Tom had quarreled. She told the gypsies that she could tell them about anything there was in her books, because she’d read them many times, but one of them had taken her back to her father. She’d wanted him to do this.
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She wrapped her kimono around her – it had been a present from Kate, after she had admired hers – and left the room. She felt as if she were a figure in one of Grandpapa’s Japanese photographs.


“An oddly accidental oriental occidental,” she said to herself, as she fastened the sash. She liked the rhythm she had found in the words.


She should offer this line to Harry Hollander for him to use in one of his songs. She walked down the steps onto the top landing. Later, the first cold faint light would be struggling through on that side of the house. The colored glass in the windows would have stained her first blue, and then green. Down on the next landing the wind sounded louder than ever. She would have been stained first green, and then red.


When she walked here in daylight, it was like being at Mrs. Albert Comstock’s, in that Masque of the Red Death interior, where the redness of the decorated panes made the whole room scarlet at certain hours in the afternoon. Everyone walked around like a mass gathering of Lady Macbeths, with not just their hands but their whole bodies, faces and all – these Lady Macbeths had been messy with their daggers, gilding more than just the faces of the grooms – incarnadined. “Will these hands ne’er be clean?” they’d ask each other chattily, wading through blood, wringing their hands like fawning, blood-bolted Uriah Heeps, exchanging tips on stain removal in the intervals between gossip about neighbors. It was a spattered assemblage of Mrs. Dip, the Dyer’s Wives – polygynous Mr. Dip had clearly shifted to a Salt Lake City perspective when it came to matrimony, no wonder his hair was so wild, no wonder he soaked that suspiciously red-stained sheet so vigorously – and all the identical Mrs. Dips held up their stained hands scowlingly in front of their contorted Punch and Judy faces. These Family members did not look at all Happy. These hands would ne’er be clean. They’d tried everything. She should recommend Pinkerton’s Champion Stain Remover – as if loyally supporting a family enterprise – so enthusiastically endorsed by Washington Otis in “The Canterville Ghost,” the go-ahead American vigorously erasing the bloodstain of the wife murdered by the man whose ghost now haunted the English mansion in Oscar Wilde’s short story. “The Thane of Fife had a wife; where is she now?” Knowing looks, lingeringly tapped noses.


Mrs. Albert Comstock and Mrs. Goodchild actually performed these sorts of gestures, which Alice had thought existed only in novels. That – with half of their vocabulary – was probably where they found them. There was an illustration in Oliver Twist of that very nose-tapping gesture, Noah Claypole and Fagin both striking the sides of their noses with their right forefingers like incompetent nose-pickers – missed again! – and grinning knowingly. Mrs. Albert Comstock and Mrs. Goodchild performed them with overlarge movements, as if they were shouting in the language of the deaf. They probably twiddled their thumbs with the palms of their hands placed carefully on a flat surface, and the designated digits conscientiously extended, circling round and round as far as they could reach, bones cracking as they strove ambitiously for ever-more distant circumferences. Their screwed-up, shortsighted eyes were jammed against the hugely magnified black lettering of the first two rows of the sight-test at the optician’s, and the gibberish of these nonsensical words was all that they could speak, all that they knew.


“A HKL!” Mrs. Albert Comstock squawked urgently to Mrs. Goodchild.


(A HKL were the first two rows of the chart at Alice’s optician’s, Mr. Brczin. He sometimes economically utilized his own name for a sight-test when the usual letters palled. He was on the second floor, above the chiropodist on Indian Woods Road.)


“A HKL!” Mrs. Goodchild squawked back urgently to Mrs. Albert Comstock, eager to share the knowledge that they’d both spotted a hkl.


(You could recognize Mr. Brczin’s by the heaving pile of patients, all wearing their new spectacles with bifocal – bi-focal? – lenses for the first time, who’d – Aaaaghhhh! – fallen all the way down the flight of steps leading to his consulting-room and spilled out through the door.


(“A hkl!” they called faintly, everything around them blurred. “A hkl!”


(It was the only thing they could think of to say, their only means of summoning assistance. The chiropodist chose to ignore them, whistling “The Streets of New York” to drown their cries as he grappled with a bunion. His first loyalty was to feet.)


They watched Alice, half amused, half interested, when she conducted signed conversations with Rosobell, the Pinkertons’ deaf servant, as if to pick up new ideas. Half behind her back – it seemed to be a part of their pleasure that she should catch glimpses of what they were doing, and they took no care to be discreet – they exaggeratedly, with convulsed silent mirth, mimicked her actions, like little-known obscene gestures. They lolled their heads from side to side, and rolled their eyes, economically mocking a deaf woman and a madwoman simultaneously in one seamless series of actions. If Alice turned to look at them – she’d tried this – they stared back at her with challengingly bold, bright eyes, proud of their saucy naughtiness.


“Are you interested in dactylology?” she’d asked Mrs. Goodchild once, all bright and beaming – she’d looked up the word for finger language especially – and the use of five syllables had briefly defeated Mrs. Albert Comstock’s tittering toady. She hadn’t wanted to admit that she didn’t know the word, and hadn’t wanted to give an answer until she knew what the word meant. After a pause – eyes glazing, fingers still tangled in complex knots – she employed the Mrs. Albert Comstock technique of completely ignoring the question and changing the subject. She also made use of vigorously soggy harrumphing. She certainly modeled her methods on those of her like-minded mentor.


Mr. Pinkerton would never have hired a deaf servant. That was the gist of what they were saying. Things would have been very different if Mr. Pinkerton were still alive. Mrs. Pinkerton always seemed to choose servants for their novelty value. Mr. Pinkerton had been far more sensible. He, like them, had had certain standards.
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