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For Nelly
and for my mother, Vivienne




 

I am waylaid by Beauty. Who will walk
Between me and the crying of the frogs?
Oh, savage Beauty, suffer me to pass,
That am a timid woman, on her way
From one house to another!

—Edna St. Vincent Millay


PROLOGUE

I played a hunch in the winter of 1972. I drove up Route 22 to a farmhouse called Steepletop in the Taconic Hills of Austerlitz, New York, sat down in the kitchen of that house with Norma Millay, and told her I wanted to write about her sister’s life. Both of us knew that any serious work about Edna St. Vincent Millay had been blocked for almost a quarter of a century. Norma was Edna’s only heir, she controlled her estate, and she thought she might write what she called The Biography. But as we sat there eating and drinking and talking, it became more and more clear to me that I was going to write the biography of Edna Millay, that I would write it with her sister’s help and permission, and that I would resist her influence as best I could. “All right,” she said, raising a tumbler of Dewar’s to mine as if it were a toast, “I’ve waited long enough. It’s yours!”

But that wasn’t the hunch. It was that within the dining room, library, bedrooms, woodshed, and front hall files of Steepletop, beneath the damask tablecloth and under the piano benches there would be a collection of papers, letters, snapshots, notebooks, and drafts of poems that had not been destroyed or lost, as Norma sometimes hinted, that even if in disorder had been carefully kept. They would provide the fresh ground from which a life could be found and shaped.

During the summers of 1975, 1976, 1977, and 1978, I brought thousands of pieces of paper out of that farmhouse. I tried to make a list of what I was removing. This turned out to be difficult, for as I began to read among Edna Millay’s papers, Norma would stop me. She intended to read each piece of paper before I did and to hand it to me. In order, she said, to tell me what it meant. Or might mean. We sat crouched over a letter written in a cascade of inky curls from Georgia O’Keeffe, postmarked Lake George but with the year smudged, telling Edna she wasn’t ready to see her yet; or a scrap of paper from Edmund Wilson reminding her she’d left her rings on his piano and imploring her to let him see her again before she left Greenwich Village for the Cape in the summer of 1920. “Oh, poor Bunny,” Norma said.

I made the list because I anticipated that at the very last minute, at the moment of removal from the grounds of Steepletop and therefore from Norma Millay’s control, she might balk. She did. We dickered. I reminded her we had an agreement drawn up by lawyers according to which she was obliged to release these papers to me so that I could begin to work. I told her she would receive a hefty percentage of whatever I earned after the book’s publication. I told her we were not adversaries and that I admired her caution. Then I handed her the list. She barely looked at it, waved her hand, and I drove off with the goods.

Was it my luck that this extraordinary collection was in no university library? Can luck strike twice? Just as no one had Zelda Fitzgerald’s papers but her daughter, Scottie, who handed them to me in shopping bags, so no one had ever seen this collection. Except, of course, her sister. For who but a Norma Millay or a Lavinia Dickinson, the younger sister of Emily Dickinson, each of whom in her day was considered eccentric, neurotic, and difficult, if not downright ignorant, would have cared with such intensity to have cherished the past so carefully? And with such mixed motives?

To be a biographer is a somewhat peculiar endeavor. It seems to me it requires not only the tact, patience, and thoroughness of a scholar but the stamina of a horse. Virginia Woolf called it “donkeywork”—for who but a domesticated ass would harness herself to what is recoverable of the past and call it A Life? Isn’t there something curious, not to say questionable, about this appetite for other people’s mail, called Letters? What does it mean to be mulish in pursuit of someone else’s life, to be charmed, beguiled even, by the past, if not held fast to it? It isn’t true that it provides insulation from the present. On the contrary, it impinges upon it, for while it is from the terrain of my own life that I work and mine hers, biography is the true story of someone else’s life, and not my own.

But certain lives—the “rich, dim Shelley drama” Henry James wrote about, the Fitzgeralds—are cautionary tales of high romance upon which entire generations feast. There is almost the same period of time, sixty years, give or take, between the Romantic movement and James’s generation as there is between our own and the writers of the 1920s. It is our own past, it is just within reach, and Edna Millay is our lyric voice.

Edna St. Vincent Millay became the herald of the New Woman. She smoked in public when it was against the law for women to do so, she lived in Greenwich Village during the halcyon days of that starry bohemia, she slept with men and women and wrote about it in lyrics and sonnets that blazed with wit and a sexual daring that captivated the nation:


I shall forget you presently, my dear,
So make the most of this, your little day,
Your little month, your little half a year,
Ere I forget, or die, or move away,
And we are done forever; by and by
I shall forget you, as I said, but now
If you entreat me with your loveliest lie
I will protest you with my favourite vow.
I would indeed that love were longer-lived,
And oaths were not so brittle as they are,
But so it is, and nature has contrived
To struggle on without a break thus far,—
Whether or not we find what we are seeking
Is idle, biologically speaking.



It wasn’t only that she was the first woman to win the Pulitzer Prize in poetry or that Thomas Hardy once said there were really only two great things in the United States, the skyscraper and the poetry of Edna St. Vincent Millay. It was that when she published “First Fig” in June 1918, her cheeky quatrain ignited the imagination of a generation of American women: she gave them their rallying cry. A wild freedom edged with death.


My candle burns at both ends;
  It will not last the night;
But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends—
  It gives a lovely light!



But it wasn’t all play or sexual glamour with her by a long shot. She stood by the editors of The Masses when they were up against charges of treason in 1918. She marched for Sacco and Vanzetti in 1927 and was arrested for protesting their death sentence, a protest she took all the way to the governor of Massachusetts. She fought the Lindberghs when Anne Morrow Lindbergh published The Wave of the Future in 1940, advising that we capitulate to fascism. When the Nazis razed the entire Czech village of Lidice in 1942, Millay wrote a verse play for radio called “The Murder of Lidice,” which was broadcast throughout America when a third of the country was willing to accept a separate peace with Germany.
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In October 1934, Edna Millay read at Yale. A young graduate student, Richard Sewell, who forty years later would become the biographer of Emily Dickinson, never forgot the impression she made that night. Walking to the center of Woolsey Hall, wrapped in a long black velvet cloak, her bright hair shining, she “stood before us,” he remembered, “like a daffodil.” Looking at her wrist, she told her audience that the poems she was about to read were from her new book, Wine from These Grapes, “Which is coming off the press just about now.” That night she read with the zeal of a young Jeremiah, her words burning the air as she closed her reading with a sonnet from “The Epitaph for the Race of Man.” Tickets for her readings were wildly sought whether she was in Oklahoma City or Chicago, where the hall seating 1,600 was sold out and even with standees an extra hall had to be taken for the overflow of another 800 who listened to her over amplifiers.

There were other writers who read in America in her time. Gertrude Stein was touring in the United States precisely when Millay was, and somewhat before Millay there had been Carl Sandburg and Vachel Lindsay, popular poets who were unacknowledged models for Robert Frost’s readings. But Millay’s was an entirely different sort of performance. Stein was a coterie figure, self-published until her Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas; she was immensely admired but very little read or bought. Lindsay and Sandburg were part of a pattern of performance that went back to James Whitcomb Riley, that old Hoosier the Millay sisters adored when they were little, back even to Emerson and Twain.

Deep into the nineteenth century there had been literary gentlemen who filled lecture halls and athenaeums with their deft recitals of poems and sermons. But Millay was the first American figure to rival the personal adulation, frenzy even, of Byron, where the poet in his person was the romantic ideal. It was his life as much as his work that shocked and delighted his audiences. Edna Millay was the only American woman to draw such crowds to her. Her performing self made people feel they had seen the muse alive and just within reach. They laughed with her, and they were moved by her poetry. Passionate and charming, or easy and lofty, she not only brought them to their feet, she brought them to her. In the heart of the Depression her collection of sonnets Fatal Interview sold 35,000 copies within the first few weeks of its publication.

Norma was as generous as she was possessive. When I arrived to do research—for the papers I had taken turned out to be only a fraction of the entire collection—I was to have breakfast in bed, as her sister had, with freshly squeezed orange juice and hot coffee in a silver carafe with heavy cream. I slept in the north bedroom that had been Edna’s husband Eugen’s. On the wall next to the bed was an oil painting by Charles Ellis, Norma’s husband, of Norma, nude, swimming in a pool while a man holding a drink was watching her. Norma slept in her sister’s bedroom on her linen sheets. Even then I knew these were not regular research trips. I would work in Edna’s studio, away from the farmhouse just on the edge of a field of blueberries. I drove a dark green Morgan roadster in those days, and I would take Norma for a spin across those rough fields while she hollered with delight, her long blond-white hair flying out behind her.

There was always some young person, most often a woman, sailing into her orbit and sometimes being flung out again. She called them her myrmidons. These relationships were never casual: some people stayed for years. If they’d come because of their love of Edna Millay’s poetry, they stayed because of Norma. Norma was seductive. She exercised her considerable powers not primarily for sexual attraction, although that was certainly still a part of her charm—that she flirted with being sexual—but to ply her will and to get others to do her bidding. She could be merciless.

There were hilarious scenes when guests from distinguished universities and others hoping to secure her papers were brought to their knees by Norma’s sly willfulness. She told one such gentleman he would look adorable without his glasses. No one had told him he looked adorable for a long time, and he seemed to swell with his new handsomeness. Norma suddenly leaned over, took his glasses from his face, and said, “There! Don’t you look splendid?” He laughed winsomely. Then she brought out the nude photographs of her sister she’d used as bait to lure him to Steepletop. He couldn’t see of course without his glasses. Might he have them back? “Oh, la!” Norma said prettily. “Did you think I was going to let a stranger gaze upon the naked body of my sister?”

There were only three things she said she’d destroyed. One was a letter returned to her by a no-longer-young man to whom Edna had written. Norma said it was indiscreet. Edna described his physical beauty in detail and made what she wanted clear. He was homosexual. Norma said, “Maybe she didn’t care. Anyway, he turned her down. We can’t have that.” There was an ivory dildo, which Norma admitted was difficult to burn, but she’d managed. And there was a set of pornographic photographs, taken, she thought, about the same time as the nude photographs from Santa Fe in 1926 or 1927, when Millay was writing her libretto, The King’s Henchman, for the Metropolitan Opera. These were of Eugen and Edna, she said. Some were taken down at the pool, perhaps shot by Eugen using a timing device on his camera. Norma guessed that Arthur Davison Ficke had a hand in shooting them. “Vincent was already a famous poet, how could she have let these photographs of her be taken? Well, she did. Naughty Vincent Millay! I found them, and I destroyed them. For her own good! You can put that down!”

Edna St. Vincent Millay, whose very name her mother said was song, was shy and small and intense, almost prim. Her hair was her glory—it was the color of fire. Thick and curling, it fell to her waist. Her skin was as pale as milk. She was the firstborn, the eldest of three sisters who were as unalike and yet as close as the fingers on a hand. They had to be, for there was nothing and no one behind them but their mother. Their parents had separated in 1900 in Maine.


I remember a swamp … that made a short-cut to the railroad station when I was seven. It was down across that swamp my father went, when my mother told him to go & not to come back.

(Or maybe she said he might come back if he would do better—but who ever does better?)



This book begins at home, where all family romances start. There were in the Millay family certain stories that rose out of the past with a power and thrust that was felt through three generations of women. These were tales of romance and hardship, but, even more crucially, of female infidelity and freedom won at high cost. They were as much of a shared legacy as their red hair. Bargains were struck between mother and daughter, and acts were committed with no knowledge of the consequences that would befall them.

What I had not counted on was that creature for whom there is no name, the American Eve, dead at fifty-eight.
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BOOK ONE

THE LYRIC
YEARS
1892–1923

One realizes that even in harmonious families there is this double life: the group life, which is the one we can observe in our neighbour’s household, and, underneath, another—secret and passionate and intense—which is the real life.… One realizes that human relationships are the tragic necessity of human life; that they can never be wholly satisfactory, that every ego is half the time greedily seeking them, and half the time pulling away from them. In those simple relationships of loving husband and wife, affectionate sisters … there are innumerable shades of sweetness and anguish which make up the pattern of our lives.

—Willa Cather, Not Under Forty




PART ONE
THIS DOUBLE LIFE

[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

Camden, with its ring of mountains rising behind the white clapboard houses facing Penobscot Bay, made the most of its view. Nowhere else on the coast of Maine was there such dramatic natural beauty. The houses were like weathered faces turned to watch the sea. The upland meadows of ox-eyed daisies, timothy, and sweet fern, the dark green woods of balsam and fir swept to the gentle summit of Mount Megunticook, and the rock face of Mount Battie rose from the edge of the sea as if to hold it. But it was a far less generous time than the early days of shipbuilding, upon which the town’s wealth had been founded. Now even the great woodsheds along the wharves were mostly abandoned, permanent reminders of the long death of shipbuilding. The wool mills looming behind the town offered scant wages and long hours. Later in her life Edna St. Vincent Millay would say she was “a girl who had lived all her life at the very tide-line of the sea,” but in the fall of 1904, she moved with her family into 100 Washington Street on the far edge of town, in a section called Millville because it was near the mills. It was the smallest house in the poorest part of town, but it was one their mother could afford when she brought her girls to Camden after her divorce.

Their brown frame house was set in a large field, and just beyond it flowed the Megunticook River, into which the mills sometimes spilled their dyes. The house, on low ground, could be reached only by walking down a long, rickety wooden sidewalk from the street. When the Megunticook River overflowed and the weather turned cold with no heat in the house, the kitchen floor flooded and froze and the girls gleefully ice-skated across it. The house was close enough to their mother’s aunt Clara Buzzell, a large, easygoing person who ran a boardinghouse for the mill hands, that she could keep an eye on the girls while their mother worked. Cora wrote to her daughters often; the three little sisters felt her presence even when she was absent, which was almost all the time.


Have the baker leave whatever you want at Aunt Clara’s.… I can pay him when I see him and it will be all right. Have your washing done every week now and have some system and regularity about your work.… You can do it and you must do it … for Mama who has her heart and hands full.



She told them to make up a song to sing while they did dishes, “and think ‘I am doing this to please mama,’ and see how easy the dishes will get clean.”

“We had one great advantage, I realized later,” Norma Millay wrote. “We were free to love and appreciate our mother and to enjoy her because she wasn’t always around, as most mothers are, telling us what to do and how to do it.… when mother was coming home, that was an occasion to be celebrated, and we usually celebrated by cleaning the house.”

They invented games to make play out of work. “Dishes were handled differently,” Norma remembered. “This game was called ‘Miss Lane’ for miscellaneous: here one of us washed, another dried, and the other did miscellaneous pots and pans, milk bottles, whatever. Vincent was mostly responsible for the songs we sang as we worked.” This one was written the first year they were in Camden:


I’m the Queen of the Dish-pan.
  My subjects abound.
I can knock them about
  And push them around,
And they answer with naught
  But a clattering sound;
I’m the Queen of the Dish-pan,
        Hooray!

Cho.

For I’ve pots and pans
  And kettles galore.
If I think I’m all done
  There are always some more,
For here’s a dozen
  And there’s a score.
I’m the Queen of the Dish-pan,
     Hooray!



But they missed their mother and longed for her return. “At night, sometimes, we would lie in bed together, huddled against the cold, pretending to be brides, and little Kathleen would call out, ‘Goodnight, Cherest!’ in the direction we thought our mother would be.”

Not everyone in Camden agreed with the way the Millays lived. When their neighbor Lena Dunbar came to visit, she was dismayed: “For instance, they had shades at their window and nothing else. I don’t think they cared much. Well, once they stenciled apple blossoms, painted that pattern down the sides of the window. Or, for instance, they had a couple of plum trees in their backyard and they never waited for the plums to ripen, but would pick them green, put them in vinegar, and call them ‘mock olives.’ Well, no one else did that sort of thing in Camden, don’t you see?”

Emma Harrington, who taught eighth and ninth grades at the Elm Street grammar school, where Vincent enrolled that fall, never forgot her. “She was small and frail for a twelve-year-old.… Her mane of red hair and enormous gray-green eyes added to the impression of frailty, and her stubborn mouth and chin made her seem austere, almost to the point of grimness.” She kept her after school after reading her first composition to find out if someone had helped her with it. Tactfully, she asked if her mother had seen her excellent work. Vincent interrupted her: “Excuse me, Miss Harrington, … but I can tell that you think I didn’t write that composition. Well, I did! But the only way I can prove it will be to write the next one you assign right here, in front of you. And I promise it will be as good as this one, and maybe better.”

It was her determination to excel that drew attention. That first winter, she clashed with the principal of the school. He was a good teacher but quick-tempered. Vincent questioned him whenever something he said puzzled her, and she was often puzzled. He felt she was challenging his authority and began to mangle her first name. He called her Violet, Veronica, Vivienne, Valerie, any name beginning with a V but her own, which he considered outlandish. Unshaken, Vincent would respond, “Yes, Mr. Wilbur. But my name is Vincent.” One day he erupted during an exchange and shouted that she’d run the school long enough. He grabbed a book from his desk and threw it at her. She picked the book up carefully, took it to his desk, and walked out of the classroom.

That afternoon Mrs. Millay marched to the school and demanded an explanation. Trying to conclude their heated interview, Wilbur pushed her away from his door sharply enough that she nearly fell down the stairs. Dusting herself off, Mrs. Millay strode into the office of the superintendent of schools, who quickly agreed with her that Vincent should not return to the Elm Street School. He transferred her to Camden High School, midway in the first term. She was “The Newest Freshman,” the title of her first composition to be published in the school paper, The Megunticook, and the youngest. Though they misspelled her last name—Milley—they would learn to correct it, for by her senior year she was editor in chief.

“She was supposed to be a year behind, you know,” Henry Pendleton, who was in her class, said. “But her mother had—well—she had a downright fight with the principal of the school, and she took it upon herself to put Vincent ahead. Yes, she did. Now the girls associated with her more than the boys did. Their circumstances were very poor. They were a very poor family. Oh, neatly dressed and all, but their home looked … ah, well, they didn’t have, let’s say, the things that most people in Camden enjoyed.”

What began to disturb, even offend, the local worthies, was the way Millay’s mother treated Vincent. “You see,” Henry Pendleton recalled, “sometimes people felt a little … oh, well, for instance Father—my father was a farmer—and Mrs. Millay would be bragging about her daughter, Vincent, and my father couldn’t get a word in edgewise. He had a daughter, too, you see, and he’d come home fuming. He said to Mother more than once, ‘I would say my daughter is outranked!’ And people didn’t like that.”

Vincent’s birthday that year was noted by her mother as “an unpleasant day.” As Cora totted up its costs, she said she’d paid $30.00 for a set of books for Vincent and $3.00 for a subscription to St. Nicholas, a children’s magazine. She said there were


1 cross little girl
1 grieved little girl
1 satisfied little girl
1 tired and discouraged mama.



The satisfied little girl was Vincent. She wrote to St. Nicholas and asked to join its League:


We have just been reading your interesting stories and poems and Norma, Kathleen, and myself wish to join your League. We think you are very kind to devote so much valuable time and space to your readers. Norma was ten years old last December. Kathleen, seven last May, and I shall be twelve Washington’s birthday. Please send three badges of membership to three very interested little sisters.

—Vincent, Norma and Kathleen Millay



What Millay called her first “conscious writing of poetry” was done that year. “Mother sent it to the St. Nicholas League and it received honorable mention.” Published in New York, St. Nicholas was a monthly illustrated magazine for children. It was begun in the 1870s by Mary Mapes Dodge, the author of a children’s classic, Hans Brinker; or, The Silver Skates, who was able to bring authors such as Mark Twain, Rudyard Kipling, Christina Rossetti, Louisa May Alcott, Rebecca Harding Davis, Lucy Larcom, Sarah Orne Jewett, and Jack London—writers of distinction who might not ordinarily have written for children—to young readers throughout the country. But what truly distinguished the magazine was the St. Nicholas League, which each month gave out not only prizes—badges in silver and gold, and cash—but the gift of publication. St. Nicholas confirmed and gave voice to a generation of young writers: Ringold W. Lardner, the Benét children—Laura, William Rose, and Stephen Vincent—even the young Scott Fitzgerald, who won a prize for a photograph.

“When I was fourteen,” Millay wrote, “I won the League’s gold medal for a poem, and there was an editorial commenting most flatteringly on my work.” The poem was called “The Land of Romance,” signed E. Vincent Millay. The League addressed her as Master Millay until she was eighteen, when she bothered to correct them. While the title and length of the poem were assigned by the editor for its March 1907 competition, Millay made it the story of a child’s quest to find romance. The child (who always speaks as “I” and is never identified as either a boy or a girl) first asks a man to show the way. The man, described as thin, trembling, and uncertain, says he does not know the way, then that he can’t remember it. Next the child turns to a woman, who does not respond at first but continues to work at her spinning wheel, until impatiently:


“Oh! Why do you seek for Romance? And why do you trouble me?

“Little care I for your fancies. They will bring you no good,” she said,

“Take the wheel that stands in the corner, and get you to work, instead.”



What is most interesting about the poem now is the difference between the man’s inability to give any direction or help at all and the woman’s fiercely practical advice: get to work.

On the same page as the poem, the editor of the League cautioned young writers, “Very sad, very tragic, very romantic and very abstruse work cannot often be used, no matter how good it may be from the literary point of view, and while the League editor certainly does not advocate the sacrifice of artistic impulse to market suitability, he does advocate … the study of the market’s needs.” It is hard to know how seriously E. Vincent Millay took any of this, but she did correctly judge what was and was not suitable to the needs of St. Nicholas, for by the time she was eighteen and too old to enter their competitions anymore, she had won every prize they gave.

“The Land of Romance” was considered good enough for Edward J. Wheeler, the editor of Current Literature in New York, to select it to reprint in his April issue. He said that although he couldn’t tell from the signature whether the author was a boy or a girl, “the poem seems to us to be phenomenal.”
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Norma remembered that publication in Current Literature confirmed their belief that “Vincent was a genius.” Although each of the sisters had sent things in to St. Nicholas, “we never got a bite. Vincent got everything.”

[image: ]

Vincent began her first diary in the spring of 1907, when the snow was so deep it drifted over her knees. She was fifteen. She was walking home in the evening from a Glee Club rehearsal when a man called to her and, turning, she saw a sleigh drawing close to her house. “The sleigh was coming to take mama to Rockport on a consumption case. How I hate to have her go! Have to keep house all through vacation.” Five days later, her mood had lifted considerably:


I am going to play Susie in Tris .… I have the stage all to myself for a while and I have a love scene with the villain. The villain is great.



Triss; or Beyond the Rockies was a melodrama in four acts, and Vincent Millay was cast as Susie Smith, “all learning and books.”


My part is going to be great,—at least they all told me how well I did. I am awfully glad for this will be my first appearance. I want to make it a dazzling one. I get rather sick of having Ed Wells forever hugging me while he is showing Mr. Keep how to do it. Mr. Wells seems to understand the performance all right. He has evidently had experience in that line.



The play went off without a hitch, or nearly. Everyone said that it was the best home talent performance ever given in Camden, and some even considered it better than the productions of the traveling companies.


My part isn’t very large, but it is important and rather hard. I hope we will get as good a house in Rockland as we did here. The Opera House was crowded full and everything went off finely except when Allie Eldredge lost his wig. Of course something had to happen. But what of it?



Four years later she stuck the following note in the margin of her diary: “I have just read through to this part and I wish to remark that I consider myself at this point of my life an insufferable mutt and a conceited slush head.” By then she was nineteen and hard on herself.

She pasted the flyer from Triss in her memory book, which she called Rosemary, and within it is one sort of record of her Camden girlhood: the three postcards from the St. Nicholas League announcing her prizes and the newspaper clippings reprinting her poems. There are pressed wild-flowers and snapshots, a thick copper Indian-head penny kept from a canoeing trip upriver to Lake Megunticook, and the programs of the girls’ clubs to which she belonged, the Genethod and the Huckleberry Finners.

What is most striking about her scrapbook is the record it provides of the amateur theatricals, concerts, and readings in which she and her sisters took part. The first program she kept was from the Town Hall in Union, Maine, February 3, 1897. Her mother sang with a quartet and E. Vincent Millay had a solo: “The little maid milking her Cow.” She was not quite five years old.

She began to perform at the same age she began to write, and her early involvement was prompted and sustained by her mother’s passionate interest. That encouragement and its purpose cannot be stated any more clearly than by Norma Millay.

[image: ]

“She was not like anyone else’s mother. She made us—well, into her performers. I remember Vincent and I doing the cakewalk down between aisles of people. I don’t remember where it was or even when it was anymore. But I’d bend down—all of this in rhythm to the music Mother was playing on the piano, or the organ maybe—one! two! I’d tie Vincent’s shoe. Then we’d throw back our heads, take arms, and strut and cakewalk down.

“Yes, she was ambitious for us. Of course she was! She made us—oh, not ordinary.”

[image: ]

But who was Cora Millay that she dared to instill such ambition in her daughters? She gave one sort of answer in this interview printed under the title “Mother of the Millays”:


The hardships that bound the children together made them stronger, and banded them together in self-defense against the world. If you touched one you touched the whole of us. That was our safety. It strengthened anything in me. I had a chip on my shoulder for them. It is a vicarious thing to live on the edge of everything, but with the parent against the world it is stronger yet.… They always had a line out to the beautiful and the tragic realities of life.… Their mother’s battle increased their nervous tension. Anything mother said was their criterion of all life.

We did keep our appearances, and it made the struggle inside themselves all the keener.… I let the girls realize their poverty. I let them realize what every advantage cost me in the effort to live.



Isn’t there something hazardous at play here? For hardship can as easily crush a child as fire her ambition. What was Cora that, penniless, without formal education, with three little girls to support alone, she could sustain such fierceness? I asked her surviving daughter, who was offended by the question.

“How do you dare to question us—my mother, or Vincent Millay? You! What do you know of the love between sisters? Or of hardship?”

In an undated poem that exists only in draft in a workbook, Edna Millay gave another answer, which Norma chose not to include in Mine the Harvest, the collection of poems she published after her sister’s death.


THOUGHTS OF ANY POET AT A FAMILY REUNION

Would I achieve my stature,
I must eschew the you within my nature,
The loving notes that cry
“Our mother!” and the “I, I, I
Name you, claim you, tame you beyond doubt my creature!”

Cool on a migrant wing, if I sing at all,
Down-gliding, up-carried,
Free must be over mountain and sea my call,
Unsistered, unmarried.



Unsistered, unmarried. But what she did not say—what she never said—was unmothered. For locked in the stories of her mother’s life and her grandmother’s past lay clues to her own future.

CHAPTER 2

If Cora looked more like her father than her mother—her hair was a deep brown like his, and her eyes were gray—she was very like her mother in temperament. She was impulsive and possessed what one of her sisters, in an unpublished memoir, would one day call “a driving force that carried all before it.” Even as a child, she flamed. From the first mother and daughter were more like sisters, united by a special bond of intimacy that only strengthened during Cora’s adolescence.

Cora’s mother, Helen Clementine Emery, was the baby of her family of twelve. Spoilt and pretty, she was a redheaded scamp with a sweet, clear voice and a wealth of bright auburn curls piled high on top of her head in the puffs and lovelocks of the Civil War era. When Eben Lincoln Buzzell, a handsome giant of a man, came to Belfast, Maine, to hire out as a field hand at haying time, she fell in love with him. He was fifteen years her senior, and her parents did not approve of the match. But although she was only seventeen, Clementine (that is what she was called) married him anyway. When Cora was born seven months later, the sharp-eyed neighbors slyly checked the baby’s fingers and toes to see if the nails were fully formed.

The Buzzells eventually left Belfast, where they had two sons, Bert and Charles, and moved to Camden, where twin girls, Susie and Clem, were born in 1873. Eben Buzzell, who had become a cooper in Maine, had not prospered, and when the twins were several months old the young family moved again, this time to Newburyport, Massachusetts, where Clementine’s older sisters lived. There was the promise of work in the rich mills along the Merrimac, and with a large, young family to support, Buzzell took what he could get. He became a night watchman in the mills. In Newburyport they soon had another child, Georgia, but all did not go smoothly after that. The Buzzells quarreled. One of the twins, Clem, later wrote in her memoir that their conflict was due to a difference in religious beliefs, but she was only five when the split occurred. Cora, who was fifteen, knew the real story because she had played a part in it.

When the newborn baby needed special medical care, Clementine turned to a young doctor, Gard Todd, for help. Soon Todd, who was her sister’s brother-in-law, was with her every day, offering counsel, helping even to ease her household duties. The trust and confidence she felt for him, his gentleness and his learning, turned to love. And the only person she confided in was her oldest daughter, Cora.


One unhappy day, when I saw her grieving in a desperate hopelessness over the maelstrom she was being sucked into, I asked her why she did not leave him. I told her, her little girl for once the older woman, that I knew it must be hell for her to have him as a husband to her, to wait in bed for him mornings, when she loved this other.



At first she said she couldn’t leave him. Then she asked, as if to herself, how she could leave him with all her little ones. They would be adrift and motherless. Cora told her to take only the three little sisters; she would stay at home with the boys and her father.

The astonishing thing is that her mother took that advice. She fled in the night. Years later, Cora called it her martyrdom; in letters and in peculiar fragments of a memoir she wrote about it again and again:


My mother was gone from the house at the head of the wharf. It was evening. My father was at his work for the night, watchman at the mill.… I was alone in the house … save for the two little boys, my brothers, who were crying for their mother.

I wasn’t crying for my mother. I was too much buoyed up by what was happening, and what was coming in the morning, when my father would come home; too much buoyed up by the part I was taking in this tragedy, my responsibility in this breaking up of a family, I was keyed up to this sort of martyrdom, by my love for my mother.



She thought it was “prostitution” for her mother to remain with her father; she was fired with a sense of self-importance:


My mother was young, she was only thirty-three; she was very beautiful … and she had long since ceased to love [our] father. Further than that, he was often very unkind to her, even to being abusive in his talk and more than that.… More still, she was deeply in love with another man. All this I knew.



When her father returned, he asked where her mother was. Cora was merciless. “I did not try to soften the blow,” she wrote. “I told him baldly, with what I now know was an hysterical strength and coolness, that she had left him.”

Dazed, he glanced around the room. He heard his sons weeping, looked into Cora’s face, and began to cry.

Eben Buzzell returned to his kin in Maine without much fuss. For a while it looked as if Clementine and her little brood were going to succeed. She established a thriving hairdressing business. It was said that her own lovely red hair was the only advertisement she needed, and her business flourished. Soon she was making regular trips to nearby towns, taking orders for the frizzes, bangs and coils, puffs and switches, with which women transformed themselves. Cora quit school in order to help. She and her mother would hire a horse and buggy and set out to gather hair combings, returning home to wash the hair for the real work, which was fashioned on hand-operated equipment, a hackle and a header, through which the combings were unsnarled and made over. Her mother’s hands flew, weaving the fine strands of dead hair, locking it into place, literally weaving the hair on the instrument that looked like a harp.

Later Cora wrote that she cut her father completely out of her life. She remembered that her mother was madly in love and now she was free to become engaged to Gard Todd. “Not that she ever neglected us, we had our place, but all the thwarted years of her mis-mated life had to be made up for in the little time she had him for her accepted lover. I have never seen anyone so much in love as my mother was with this man.” They would meet in the late afternoon at a spot called The Laurels because of the lovely wild pink laurel that bloomed there.

One warm day in May 1882, Clementine was driving alone in her open buggy along a country road when something startled her horse. It shied and bolted, and she was thrown to the ground. Her head struck a rock. On June 3, one week before Cora’s nineteenth birthday, her mother died of wounds from that fall. She was thirty-seven years old. As she stretched her arms out in the darkened room, her last words were “I cannot leave my babies!”

Cora suffered such wild remorse that the family thought she would be harmed by her grief. All her life she remembered her mother lying in the downstairs room, where the funeral was quickly held:


her hands quiet for almost the first time in my memory, clasping some white lilies, after all that … she was forever locked away from me, from us all, from the daylight and the sunlight … from the lover who was now making a heaven on earth for her, from the life she was too young to leave; from the life she was too beautiful to leave … they shut her away, and I knew I should never see her face again, never, never, it could not be shown to me again … when they were closing her little last house away from me and my loving, adoring gaze.



The twins, who were nine, were immediately adopted by her mother’s sister Susan Todd and her husband, Gard Todd’s brother, while Cora, Bert, and Charlie set up housekeeping with little Georgia. They took an apartment in Newburyport and filled it with their mother’s fine old furniture. One night, shortly after they’d settled in, a fire broke out and destroyed the building and with it every memento of their past. All Cora could remember was running through the smoke with Georgia in her arms, holding her rag doll.

After the fire the family was finally broken. Georgia was taken in by a childless couple in New Hampshire, and the boys, young as they were, were put to work. Cora wandered stricken from relative to relative, first in Massachusetts and then to Maine.

Cora finally settled in West Camden with Joe and Marcia Keller, cousins of her mother’s with three sons and no daughters, who took to her as if she were their own. They were generous, kind, and even-tempered. Their seventeenth-century farmhouse was painted a fresh white, with an attached barn and a larger cow barn out back, and apple orchards. Beyond the farmhouse were fields of herbs Marcia gathered for home remedies, and beyond them the sea. The Kellers gave Cora a distance from her past and provided her with a link to her mother’s kin.

But she had to work to earn her keep. She began to practice the hair work she’d learned from her mother. When she shut her eyes, she could still see her mother pulling and combing and weaving the silky strands of hair; she could almost hear the humming sound it made as it was worked into place.

Among her keepsakes was a bright pink flyer. “To the Ladies,” it read, “CUSTOM HAIR WORK! On short notice, in the best and neatest manner, in the latest styles and at the cheapest rates.” Below it said that Miss Cora L. Buzzell, formerly of Massachusetts, would be in Lincolnville Centre, Maine, on Monday, September 13, 1886, “For a short time only.” While she lived with the Kellers, she canvassed the surrounding countryside, from the small towns and villages of Warren, Union, Hope, Appleton, Searsmont, and Lincolnville to Camden.

All was not work, however, for among her flyers were tickets for “Miss Buzzell’s Concerts.” One night she met Henry Millay at a dance sponsored by the local grange, where she was chief musician. Henry Tolman Millay was the sixth of seven brothers of a farming family in Union, Maine. Tall, handsome, and broad-shouldered, he was a year younger than Cora, as fair as she was dark, as easygoing as she was intense, and there was never a time when he could not make her laugh.

Henry loved to fish in the ponds that lay like cups of sweet water between the hills surrounding Union. And he played a mean hand of poker. His blond hair was short, his face smooth and wide and open, with a fine mustache and blue eyes that rarely darkened. He had a knack for wearing his clothes with a nonchalance that distinguished him. He was generous to her: from the beginning he bought Cora presents of books she adored and that he rarely read. He was not uneducated, but he lacked her appetite for self-improvement. Henry Millay was a charmer, and he liked to loaf.

On January 1, 1889, Cora began a diary (adding an “e” for elegance to the end of Buzzell). She was writing to Henry almost every day now; when she was not writing to him, he was likely to visit her on horseback. Marcia Keller made them molasses candy as they sat in the parlor playing High-low-Jack with the Keller boys. On January 9, Henry brought her an engagement ring. Five days later, the diary broke off. Two months after that, on St. Patrick’s Day 1889, they married in the Kellers’ parlor.

They settled at first in an apartment in Rockland, a small city on the coast of Maine. Henry took a job selling men’s clothing and worsteds. Within the year they’d moved into a smart two-family cottage with mahogany sliding doors between the parlor and dining room. In the parlor were Cora’s piano, a smoking set for Henry’s cigars, and an overstuffed chair big enough to hold them both. Cora had hemstitched and cross-stitched linen pillow shams and antimacassars in bright red to adorn every available surface. Henry’s contribution was a set of deer antlers. They both agreed their new place was entirely “D.E.”—damned elegant!

On November 1, 1889, Cora began another diary, this one given to her by Henry. She called it a “journal,” and on the first page she quoted her beloved Tennyson:


Break! break! break!
    On the cold gray stones, O sea!
And I would that my tongue could utter
    The thoughts that arise in me.



In her first entry, she mentioned that The Maine Farmer had come with one of her poems in it, and that she did not feel very well and was taking iron medicine. From the beginning of her marriage she suffered constantly from those small illnesses, headaches, and fatigue. She recorded in her journal:


I do not enjoy taking it: but will for the sake of health; and to please Henry.



Cora was still troubled by the loss of her family. She yearned for Charlie’s company and fretted over Clem’s welfare at the Todds’. In that stuffy household no one danced or played fan-tan, pitch, or poker, and she knew that Clem, who was not yet eighteen, felt stifled there. Shortly after their move into their new home, they invited her to visit. Henry had to be on the road during the week, and Cora, who could go along only sometimes, wanted company. By the time Clem arrived, their adored brother Charlie had shipped out on a cargo boat, bound for adventure.

Henry, with no sisters of his own, was suddenly surrounded by women. Clem adored him, and he came to think of her as his own sister. Together he and Cora taught her the reel dances they loved, the Portland and the Boston Fancy. Cora turned into a crackerjack card player. Her only flaw, according to Henry, was that she loved to win and couldn’t help but show it, whereas Henry played with an ease that appeared to be indifference. On weekends friends came to call for cards, or for sing-alongs. Henry’s specialty was a parody of “Down on the Farm.” His thumbs tucked into the armholes of his vest, his feet planted far apart, he would glance slowly around the room, grin, and sing. Clem, who’d come for a week’s visit, stayed with the young couple for eighteen months.

While Henry was gone, Cora and Clem would visit Marcia and ramble with her along the country roads and through the fields, harvesting herbs and wildflowers. They learned when to pick pennyroyal, tansy, camomile, yarrow, and boneset, and how to dry or soak and steep the great leaves of the mullein plant and the hairy stems of alkanet for their curative properties. They made ointments, decoctions, oils, and syrups carefully and kept them even more carefully. Marcia Keller, having no daughters of her own, took Cora out into the fields in the mornings when the air was clear and taught her all she knew.

Cora remained ambitious for her writing. She had poems in Judge and The Maine Farmer, and although she was not able to place her stories or poems outside New England, it was not for lack of trying. When she sent her story “Whippoorwill” to Frank Leslie’s Magazine in New York, her note of rejection came from Mrs. Leslie herself. She said it was “very pretty and well-written, but on account of its length” they could not take it. That was rejection blunted with praise. Cora kept the letter all her life.

Then, in the summer, she found she was pregnant. She was terrified: “I was sure I was going to die.” Eventually she and Clem began to make baby clothes and to embroider the soft flannel garments and bedding, but Cora grew restless and found it hard to stay indoors. Local convention almost prohibited pregnant women from being seen. If after the fourth month the mother was startled, it was whispered that the baby was sure to be disfigured for life. Bad news was kept from expectant mothers for fear of its effect. So Cora did not know, until she found a telegram stuffed in Henry’s jacket, that her brother Charlie was in grave condition in New York at St. Vincent’s Hospital.

After shipping out on the El Monte while it was loading a cargo of grain in New Orleans, Charlie either had an attack of fever (which is what he said at the time) or was (as he later admitted) drunk. He lay down on a bale of cotton in the hold of the ship and fell asleep. When he awoke, he was trapped. Between the last day of January and the tenth of February, he lay pinned belowdecks; he couldn’t move, and his shouts went unheard. He had given up all thought of being rescued when, suddenly, a light began to grow in the blackness of the hull, “& I could see through the ship as though it was made of clear glass.” He felt free of his body and could see himself from a distance. It was not, he felt sure, delirium or a dream. “I was compelled to accept the fact that I had been in touch with the spirit side of nature,” he later wrote.

He was found unconscious and rushed to St. Vincent’s Hospital, to the care of the Sisters of Charity in New York City. Newspapers around the country carried the story of the incredible man who had lived to tell the tale of his imprisonment. The varying accounts of his entrapment said he’d gone nine to ten days without food or water. They said he had died and been reborn.

His family knew no more than that he was working as a stevedore aboard the El Monte when, on the fifteenth of February, a Western Union telegram was sent to Henry Millay in care of Spear & May in Rockland:


CHARLES BUSSELL IS WELL ENOUGH TO LEAVE HOSPITAL.

SISTERS OF CHARITY.



When Cora found the telegram in Henry’s pocket, she fainted. Six days later, on February 21, Charlie wrote to them himself: “O Henry you don’t know how I long to see you all again for its something that I had given up all hope of doing but I am feeling all right now and will be at home as soon as I get through with this engagement.… it’s hard to kill yours truly.” To Cora he added a separate note, using her childhood nickname: “My Darling Sister Nell don’t worry about me I’m all right and at work be at home as soon as I get through here.”

But by then Cora had gone into labor. Restlessly pacing the floor, she complained of indigestion and asked Clem to call for Henry’s aunt Lucy, who was a practiced midwife. Henry ran next door to tell their neighbors and raced through the snow to fetch the doctor.

It seemed like hours before they heard a sleigh draw up to the house. When the doctor finally arrived, he told Clem to stay with Cora while he and Henry had a cup of coffee with Aunt Lucy. Clem tried not to show her fear as she passed a wet cloth across her sister’s lips. Meanwhile, Henry and the doctor fell asleep. After ten hours of labor, just before first light broke, the doctor told Cora to push while Clem and Aunt Lucy climbed onto the bed to hold her legs down. Then, as the moist little head with a thatch of red hair plastered down like wet feathers crowned, the doctor stepped toward the tiny body as if to receive it and made a curious gesture with his hand to wipe something from its face.

A few minutes past six o’clock in the morning of February 22, 1892, exactly as the baby was being born, bells began to peal wildly. For a moment, everyone was startled. The baby reddened and howled. Then they realized that it was George Washington’s birthday as well as hers.

Clem wrote to Charlie three days later, “We have named the little one Edna Vincent Millay. Don’t you think that is pretty? … the Vincent is for the ‘St. Vincent’ Hospital, the one that cared so well for our darling brother. Nell would have called it ‘Vincent’ if it had been a boy.” They called her Vincent anyway.

She was born with a caul, which was why the doctor acted swiftly to slip the thin membrane from her face so that she could breathe. But that caul, considered a good omen by midwives, confirmed their belief that this child was gifted with eloquence and promised a long life of riches and fame.

CHAPTER 3

In the spring, when Vincent was a few weeks old, the Millays moved inland to Union, where Henry’s parents still lived. The move was suggested by the senior Millays, but why their suggestion was taken is not clear. There must have been some resistance, at least on Henry’s part, for he had said he would never consent to live on a farm again. His parents offered him a house in the center of town, close to the common. Around the leafy green were the single general store, the livery stable, the Masonic Temple (to which Henry’s brothers belonged but he did not), the common school, and two Congregational churches.

If Rockland was a small city, it was nevertheless a real city, with a certain bustle. There were people on the streets after eight o’clock—there were even sidewalks. Whereas Union, with a population of seventy-seven souls in 1892, was something less than a village. They rented a spacious old white frame house within an easy stroll of the common.

On a sunny day in May, Cora and Clem, with Vincent bundled in Clem’s arms, drove an open Concord buggy the several miles inland to Union. They ambled along the dirt road, following it as it wound past the railroad tracks away from the coast toward the fresh green meadows in the west that marked Union. A freight train whistled as it sped by. Their mare snorted in fear and began to shimmy in the braces of her harness. Cora stood, bracing her feet against the buckboard, to gain better leverage as the skittish horse tossed her head and began to prance. Clem clasped the baby closer. Suddenly the mare reared. Cora licked the whip down across her rump as she skittered and reared again. She whipped her once, twice, and the mare bolted. Cora was thrown back into her seat, but she held fast to the reins and within moments brought the horse under control. It had been a close call, and each of the sisters, fraught with the memory of their mother’s fatal accident, was tearful and trembling when they reached Union. History, Henry told them blandly as he lifted each down from the buggy, does not repeat itself. Vincent slept soundly throughout the entire drive.

They were settling into their new home when Charlie came to visit. He had been appearing at the Globe Museum down on the Bowery in New York City, where he was advertised as “The Adventurer and Evangelist”:


Chas. A. Buzzell The New Orleans Stowaway, will relate his Awful Experiences while on board the Steamer El Monte for nine days and nights without food or water!



He swore he’d seen the spirit side of nature firsthand.

Charlie was still recuperating from his devastating entrapment, and Cora and Henry wanted him to stay with them until he had fully recovered. Now he, too, joined their family—it was a band of Buzzells, they joked among themselves. That summer and fall, Charlie and Cora, who had hundreds of songs by heart, sang together at the outdoor fairs—“Bold Jack Donahue,” “The Bride’s Lament,” and “These Hard Times.” Vincent would be placed in a hammock hung from the lowest branch of a tree in their yard, where she would croon or doze while they sang.

The Millays were a French Huguenot family who had come to America just before the Revolution from the north of Ireland, where they’d changed their name from Millais, or perhaps Millet, to Millay. William King Millay, Henry’s father, had married a black-eyed dot of a woman named Mary Jane Pease and bought a farm in Union, where they settled down to raise a family of seven sons to pick the rocks out of the fields and pile them into the walls that still surround their pastureland. “That,” Cora guessed, “is why Henry preferred not to farm.” Nevertheless, the Millays raised tons of blueberries, and from Millay Hill on a clear day looking west you could see the White Mountains of New Hampshire. Due east lay the Atlantic.

William Millay was a converted Methodist and, Cora remembered, “as hard-shelled as any Baptist that ever braved the water.” Although he had enjoyed a glass in his youth and knew how to deal a deck of cards, “He never took another drink, was a solid and esteemed member of the church he joined at Union.” Henry was nothing like his father; neither he nor Cora joined the church, and what he liked best was to fish. “I can remember when he rowed me around some of the ponds in Union,” Cora wrote, “while I gathered armfuls of water-lilies.” It wasn’t much fun to go fishing with him because he wouldn’t let her talk, but she remembered all her life the time he took her with him to his favorite fishing hole “and put me far enough away from him not to disturb his sport, and I caught the biggest trout of the morning.” She said that in all fairness he was as pleased as she was, “though he did say, as he always did on the rare occasions when I won from him at cards, that it was beginner’s luck.” They were so different “that any crank on Eugenics would have said we were perfectly mated for the propagation of a family.”

Cora wrote a poem for her firstborn and called it “My Comforter,” a “Song to Vincent alone because she was all I had!”


Sometimes, when the day is dreary
  Filled with dismal wind and rain,
  Sometimes when the frame is weary,
  Filled with nervous ache and pain;
Then, across Earth’s darkest shadows,
  Comes Life’s dearest sweetest bliss
As with sweet red lips uplifted,
Baby whispers: “Onts a tiss.”

Sometimes when no sun is shining,
  And my head is bowed with grief

Someone comes on weak feet toddling,
  Someone gives my sleeve a tug,
And with eyes and arms uplifted,
Baby whispers: “Onts a hug!”



What is striking about the poem is not only that the mother admits to emotional bad weather so early in her marriage but that the baby, not her husband, provides what comfort she needs.

Three days after Christmas 1893, their second daughter, Norma Lounnella Millay, was born, taking her mother’s middle name for her own. She was as fair as her father and very like him, her mother always told her—except that Norma could sing before she could talk, while Henry couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.

When the weather turned warm again, Cora took her two daughters to Newburyport for a visit. The girls were put to nap in an upstairs bedroom while the grown-ups went downstairs to talk. Before long they noticed the sound of racing feet, and Cora called up to Vincent, “Are you in bed, darling?” to which she answered, all too quickly, “Yes, Mamma.”

There was a horrible noise, and although no one could quite place what sort of sound it was, it sent a mother and three aunts flying upstairs. Facing them as they entered the room was the large bay window, into which Aunt Sue had placed an immense geranium plant. Now it was stripped of leaves, a trail of which led to Vincent, who sat astride two pillows, innocently humming and not looking at her mother. Norma was nowhere to be seen. Soon the throne of pillows began to heave and wobble. Cora raced to lift Vincent from the pillows, under which lay Norma, her mouth stuffed with geranium leaves. It became a family story—for soon the little girls were inseparable.

Henry did not seem able to keep work, although he remained well enough liked in Union to have been appointed its superintendent of schools during 1896 and 1897. But he wasn’t so good about supporting his wife and children. The Millays’ house was sold out from under them, and a neighbor across the street made room for them in one side of her house. Cora gave music lessons to help pay the meat bill.

Kathleen Kalloch Millay, their third daughter, was born on May 19, 1896. Cora had had three children in four years. Just three weeks shy of her thirty-third birthday, precisely the age her mother had been when she had fled from their father, Cora noted in her diary, “Henry not there when I am taken sick.… The doctor is there long before Henry is. Mr. Gales comes to Union at about this time.”

From the moment of his arrival in town shortly after Kathleen’s birth, there is more of Mr. Gales, the minister at the Congregational church, in Cora’s new diary than there is of Henry. Her small dark red leather notebook, the first diary she’d begun since 1890, the year after her marriage, was all about the weather and the Reverend Mr. Gales.


Sat. May 22.… Mr. Gales in just as we were eating dinner. Our dinner was real late. He was on his wheel and had a cap on, and looked real cute and boyish and happy.



The children had colds, the weather was foul, and Henry was beginning to grow stout.

Although Cora had not been a regular church member since Newbury-port, she was asked to fill in as an organist in the Congregational church, which had a splendid new pipe organ. It was a rarity in a rural community, and Cora loved to play it. Soon not only was she involved on Sunday, but she was made director of the church choir. But her diary records another sort of absorbing interest: Mr. Gales.


Sunday, [May] 23

Sermon on the threefold attitude of Christ: toward his enemies; toward the hypocrites; toward those who believe in him. It was good.… It was grand. Oh! he is a brave man, and a good one. God bless him and his work.… He spoke this morning before his sermon of a certain something that attracts people toward each other and causes them to seek the society of each other; of scholar for scholar, artist for artist, etc. I think it is true friendship. He called it elective affinity. I think there is such an attraction between us. He is my very dear friend.



Mr. Gales had begun to stop at the Millays’ every day. He asked Cora at first for suggestions for his sermons, then for her help in writing them. She was pleased to give him what assistance she could—it buoyed her spirit.


I told him how much good he had done me here.… I am beginning to think that it is not too late for me to commence anew and study and be something yet. I have started in on Logic. He lent me his. I’m afraid my mind is not adapted to it. Henry says it isn’t. He thinks everything of Mr. Gales, too. So do the babies, dog and kitten.



But not everyone in Union did. They said Mr. Gales dressed like an Englishman, which meant he wore dandified clothes, and although he was forty, he was still a bachelor. Local talk had it that the woman who laundered his shirts had noticed chewing tobacco in his pockets. There were even those who thought Mr. Gales was a sham and that Cora Millay wrote all his sermons. At last the church decided to call a meeting to decide whether his contract should be renewed. Cora was worried:


I am all excited up over this Church Meeting. It seems to be more than I thought! … Mr. Gales will have a hard chance to stay.… They can go to the Old Nick as far as I am concerned in it. Of course I am not the whole choir; but I’m the “Power behind the throne,” all right.… If I knew I’d lose every friend I’ve got in Union (outside of Henry and the babies) by standing by him, I wouldn’t budge.



Cora was going too far. She had no voting power in the church because she didn’t belong to it. However, a paper was drawn up by those who wanted him to stay, and Cora was asked to write it. Henry was late for supper one evening when the Reverend Mr. Gales came by. “I was a sight and so was the house,” Cora notes in her diary. “He looks as if he had been sick. He has a bad cold. He looks wretchedly, and I know he is feeling so.… I tried to keep him but he went about nine. I hated to have him go, he seemed so blue.” When Henry came home, he told her he thought the paper supporting Gales would work.


I got so worn out I had to take my case to a higher court.… I stole off upstairs long enough to pray about it. And I have felt better ever since. I prayed to God to strengthen him and not to allow him to go back one point on the high standards he has maintained, even if he has to go. But I can’t bear to think of his going.



The battle between Gales and those who wanted him ousted did not let up. “Henry says Mr. Gales enemies are making a hard fight. I’ve prayed until I would have tired anyone but God out,” she noted in her diary. Mr. Gales had come to represent to Cora all that was worthy and refined. If Union could not recognize his qualities, then it was the town that was at fault. “Went over to Choir Meeting … and acted like a fool. I was so dead tired I could hardly sit up. And I kept my tongue going like a mad- woman.… If this church lets Mr. Gales go now.… I’ve told everyone I’ve talked with that I should not sing if he went, and I won’t.”

Cora was losing her head. She stormed, she railed, at last she prayed. She felt charged with passion.


Then I went up into the pulpit, his pulpit, and knelt there and prayed for him. And as I knelt there it seemed as if I could see him standing there beside me, his earnest eyes and strong resolute face, and his uplifted hands.… and then I prayed for myself and for my friend and that he might be left to me.



The vote was taken, and Mr. Gales was dismissed. Before leaving, he gave her a book of poems, The Poetical Works of James Russell Lowell; “To Cora Buzzell Millay from Thomas Gales” was all his inscription read. She kept the book her entire life.

Her last two diary entries were unhappy ones:


June 5:

Don’t feel very well. Henry home late. Went back to play cards. I went to bed.

Sunday, June 6

An unsatisfactory day.



Then she quit her diary completely. She had not bothered to make an entry for Kathleen’s first birthday, nor had she marked the anniversary of her mother’s death on June 3. Maybe, as her sisters came to think, Mr. Gales had preyed on a kind of discontent in Cora; his interest had suggested a life that was nothing like the one she shared with her husband, who favored cards and fishing. The Reverend Thomas Gales offered her solace and appealed to her intellect and to her restless and dormant faith in herself. It proved a dangerous awakening. It also sounds disturbingly like her mother’s doomed love affair with Gard Todd.

Edna Millay, who was five years old, knew none of this directly, but indirectly children know everything there is to know. They just don’t know why. They don’t even wonder why. Her mother taught her to read at five by studying poetry. She would always say, “Mother gave me poetry,” as if it had been a Christmas present.

What she called “My first encounter with Poetry” was a curiously physical experience: “I know that it knocked the wind clear out of me, and left me giddy and almost actively sick … when, on opening at random my mother’s gargantuan copy of Shakespeare, I read the passage from Romeo and Juliet about the ‘dateless bargain’ and Death keeping Juliet as beautiful as she was in life, to be his ‘paramour.’ ”

She called it delight. She fastened on the mysterious word “paramour.” Was it foreign? Was it French? Her entire little body felt itchy. The encounter was “truly terrifying.… It grew and grew in both my mind and my body until I became so giddy that I must surely have fallen had I not at the time been lying flat on my stomach on the attic floor.”

We can imagine her secretly climbing upstairs into the attic, for once without her sisters, where no one could reach her. As she reads she forgets time, holds her breath; she feels, she said, an


unearthly happiness which opened suddenly outward like a door, before me, revealing through the very tangible radiance in which I stood as if I stood in the path of the sun … even to the edge of nausea and over it, and dropping directly before me a bottomless abyss in which every colour of ecstasy moved like a cloud, now drifting close, now inexorably drawn away, and a wind from depths unthinkable puffing out my pinafore, and the tops of my doll-size slippers sticking out very black and conspicuous from the brink of the precipice into the air above the conscious void.



This is not, of course, a simple little girl; this is a woman remembering what she chose to recall of an encounter that left her stunned by beauty, sickened by loss.

Soon Vincent could read music as easily as poetry. “I was eager to learn,” she wrote later, “for I loved music more than anything in the world except my mother.” Since there was no piano but an organ in their home and she was too small to reach its pedals, her mother had to help her. They would sometimes spend hours together at the keyboard. “There was one chord in a piece which my mother taught me, which I could not get right,” she recalled.


We did not have the notes of it, it was something she knew by heart. I called her to help me with the chord, and she came in. She had been doing washing, and her hands, as she placed them upon the keys were very pink, and steam rose from them. Her plain gold wedding-ring shone very clean and bright, and there were little bubbles on it which the soap suds had left, pink, and yellow, and pale green. When she had gone and I was sure that she would not hear me, I laid my cheek softly down upon the cool keys and wept. For it had come into my mind with dreadful violence as she bent above me and placed her fingers upon the keys … that my mother could die; and I wanted to save her from that, for I knew she would not like it; and I knew that I could not.



Later she would also remember her mother sitting beside her bed after supper, in her black dress with its smooth tight bodice, her cuffs and high collar trimmed with black jet, reading to her from Hiawatha or Evangeline, or reciting it from memory, “for she knew the whole long poem by heart, the beautiful ‘Snowbound’ of Whittier, and quite unconscious that I was doing so, I learned much of it by heart myself.”

But where was her father in all this? What did she learn in his company? She didn’t seem to remember him at all.

[image: ]

“That’s not quite true,” Norma said. “I remember him coming from the back of the house through a door in Union. And I remember his presence, which is nice. That the house was not just a house of women, then.… And I remember some of his samples—of wool and of worsteds. Scratchy. And hiding behind the door when Papa comes. And that he sang to Kathleen. There! That’s something, isn’t it? And Vincent said that he used to make Mother laugh.”
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In a notebook Vincent kept in the cabin where she worked late into the night when she was older, she remembered him:


Yet, he was the one who made her laugh, for he was witty, out of a bland face;

He could send her into gales of laughter, and never crack a smile.

But his eyes—his eyes were very blue—would show a deep light Suddenly, like sapphires.



In the early spring of 1900, just before Vincent Millay turned eight, Cora sent Henry away.

Grace Whitten Thurston, who was then the Baptist minister’s daughter and a playmate, remembered when he left: “It made me feel bad that they didn’t have a father and I had. And I never heard them, any of them, mention his name after that. All I remember was he’d gone.”

Vincent wrote about his departure only once:


All my childhood is in those bayberry-bushes, & queen-of-the-meadow, or maybe you called it hardhack, & rose-hips. And cranberries—I remember a swamp of them that made a short-cut to the railroad station when I was seven. It was down across that swamp my father went, when my mother told him to go & not come back.

(Or maybe she said he might come back if he would do better—but who ever does better?)



What made Cora Millay send her husband away? Almost thirty years later she would write this brief note of explanation in a series of sketches she was making about her life:


I left him in 1900. And all my people were dazed. Why? Because unlike most people, I kept my mouth shut about the man I was living with.

I had not gossiped with them, or my neighbors. His brother Fred, one of the finest men I have ever met … told me he did not know how I had stood it for so long.



When Cora met Gales, she was thirty-three, the age her mother had been when she had fled from their father. Now, in May of 1900, she would turn thirty-seven, precisely her mother’s age when she had died. Her mother’s death stood as a benchmark in Cora’s life. Emotionally, it had locked her. But it had also charged her with an urgency that had nothing to do with being equitable, or careful, and everything to do with her desperate sense of loss. Did she fear that if she did not break with Henry Millay then, she never would?

Her sister Clem never stopped seeing this as a disaster:


Separation was Nell’s goal, and she told Henry to go and not return; this was a one-sided affair.… I was rebellious about this, and Nell never was allowed to lose sight of the fact that my loyalty to Henry was first, last, and always and that we, of her family, were firm in our opinion that she had … thrown away a life-time royalty of happiness, and deprived her little girls of their birthright of happiness, good cheer, and wealth of unselfish interest from him to them.



Clotted though her prose is with righteous certainty, Clem is clear: Cora intended to be separated from Henry, and he was powerless before her determination. Certainly her decision was also about money; he gambled, he didn’t provide.
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By the end of May, Henry was writing to Vincent from a remote town called Kingman in the northern wilderness of Penobscot County, Maine, asking her not to forget him. She had written to him first.


Your papa ought to be ashamed of himself for not answering your nice letter sooner and I guess he is.… How does Norma get along at school I suppose she is getting to be a pretty good scholar and Wump I suppose is awful busy making mud pies. I want you to kiss them both for papa, and mamma too. Tell Mamma that papa … has got started to earning money at last.



By July his news was less reassuring: “Tell Mama she must not kill herself with work because her little girls are going to need her for a long time & Papa is earning quite a lot of money only he can’t get it very fast yet.” In letter after letter now, addressed only to his eldest daughter, E. Vincent Millay, he promises her that he’ll come back soon, for Thanksgiving perhaps or for Christmas, surely for her birthday in February. She was eight years old in November 1900 when he wrote the following letter. Norma and Kathleen were six and four.


It seems an awful long time to Papa since he saw his little girls, but he could not help it. If your Papa gets some money that he expects soon he is going to see his babies but he can’t stay with them long for he has got lots to do and he is not sure that he can go this fall. But he wants to O, so much.



He never came. Her father’s letters would remain the same throughout her childhood: he is far away and misses her. He does not write, and he is sorry. He is beginning to make money, but he does not have it yet. And he is sorry. The break between Henry Millay and his family was all but complete by the end of 1900, when Cora turned to the Kellers for refuge. They refused her: Marcia was too old, Joe said, to take on three little girls.

Cora left Union for Rockport, a village built on the steep edge of a cove on the Atlantic coast, where she managed to rent the upper half of an old house overlooking the harbor. She began immediately to look for work as a practical nurse, using the notes Clem had made while studying nursing in Newburyport. It looked as if she would succeed. Vincent began to write a novel, certain it would be published, although Norma, who was six, said skeptically, “I wish I thought it!”

Cora even found someone to help care for the children while she was away on cases and kept a working notebook that first year detailing her cases. She worked night and day wherever she could find work—in Rockland, Camden, and Rockport—usually for a dollar a day. Her cases ranged from recuperation from surgery and childbirth to several cases of typhoid fever, mysteriously plentiful in the coastal area.

She changed bandages and dressed wounds; she watched while her patients’ temperatures shot up to 108 degrees and their pulses raced. She dosed them with milk—warmed, iced, or laced with brandy. She gave them raspberry shrub, blancmange, powders, and tablets, and when she had to, she called the doctor. Some died, most lived. The single note of relief in the notebook is her entry on the reelection of the president: “McKinley. Rah! Rah! Rah!” Otherwise it is a record of unremitting hard work. She did not keep the news from her oldest daughter, who tried to write her the cheering little notes from home she asked for.


I thought I would write to you and tell you how I am I am getting along all right in school but in my spelling-blank I had 10 and 10 and then 9 and I felt auful bad because I thought I would have a star I am getting along all right and so is Norma and Kathleens cold is better now I went to practise and a boy called me a little chamipion and I asked him what he ment and he said because I was the best singer and I thanked him.
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On February 13, 1901, just before Vincent’s ninth birthday, “Cora B. Millay of Rockport, County of Knox and State of Maine, respectfully” became a “Libellant against Henry T. Millay of Bangor, in the County of Penobscot and said State of Maine Libellee” and began divorce proceedings. She charged that he had “cruelly and abusively treated your libellant; that being of sufficient ability, or being able to labor and provide for her, grossly or wantonly and cruelly refused or neglected to provide suitable maintainance for her.” She asked to be divorced from him, to be given care and custody of their children, “and that he may be ordered to pay her a specific sum of money for the support of said children.”

On March 6, Henry was served with the divorce charge. In September, “the Libellee though called did not appear but made default.” Once again, Henry did not oppose Cora.

The girls were now their mother’s “little women,” and she cautioned them again and again against being or causing anyone trouble. There are no stories of their pranks or escapades when they were young. They didn’t get into scrapes for fear of upsetting their mother. Instead, she told them to be tidy, clean, and responsible, and they took her admonishments seriously. They were careful among their relatives, mostly aunts, not to reveal how they felt or what they in fact desired. The burden of this restraint fell most harshly upon the eldest.

“Keep your things in the box, so they will not be in the way. Keep your dresses hanging up,” Cora wrote to Vincent on a visit to her aunt Marcia Keller. “Don’t stay too long, for Marcia is not well. Of course you will be a little lady, and make your little visit one of pleasure to each one, if you can. Don’t make Marcia nervous.… Take good care of your clothes, for it is such hard work to get them.”

In August 1901, Cora was on a difficult case in Vinalhaven. She didn’t know how long she’d have to stay, but she promised that this time when she returned home she’d stay put


and do hair-work, for you will all be at school soon, and I can canvass for work if I need to. Be nice little girls while mama is away, and it will please her so much to hear it when she comes home all worn out for her little girls to love her and get her rested. Didn’t mama send home some nice shoes? Keep yourselves neat and tidy, and wash and change your clothes after dinner. Don’t go down town looking dirty.



That September, while Cora was still in Vinalhaven, Vincent wrote her a plaintive letter. She didn’t feel well; Norma and Kathleen didn’t either. Exasperated by her vagueness, Cora fired off this note: “You said you were almost sick, and that made me anxious about you. I cannot write much now as I am very busy; but I want you to write me at once and tell me if you are well.… I am working awfully hard night and day, and cannot stand it if I have to fret about you.”

Cora raced home to find that all the girls had typhoid. She knew better than anybody how ravaging the disease was—there was no medicine that could touch the fever, nothing but alcohol baths and the desperate constant watching that Cora now began.

She sat by their beds in a vigil that lasted day and night. She dozed sitting up beside them, stroking their burning faces with wet towels, rubbing down their feverish bodies with ice. She was completely alone with the children, for the neighbors were afraid of catching the disease. She watched helplessly as their fevers raged from mid-September until the eighteenth of October, when each of the little girls was given up by the local doctor. It struck Kathleen, the youngest and most delicate, the hardest. All Cora could think of during the long vigil was the tiny starched dresses, “freshly ironed, three sizes, hanging there; and all the little petticoats, three sizes … starched and sticking out. Typhoid!—”

Their hair fell out, and at last, fearing their deaths, she summoned Henry, who did come, pleading with her to take him back. She promised to consider it, and later the girls remembered that he had been in the house. Then the fever broke. Cora wrote, “They lived, and that was all.” Exhausted, floundering, with winter coming on and without the stamina or the resources even to pack, Cora fled to Newburyport, Massachusetts.
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It was Uncle Charlie and Jennie, his new young wife, who took them in and helped bring the girls back to health. It wasn’t easy. Kathleen had developed chorea, a disease of the nerves that left her five-year-old body in spasms of uncontrollable muscular twitching. Cora turned to Clem for help, but her nursing skills proved useless; the little girl was wasting away. In desperation, Clem later wrote, “We studied herbs, talked of herbs and dreamed of herbs,” for it was only with their use that the two sisters finally halted her disease. In a school photograph taken on Ring’s Island, across the Merrimac River from Newburyport, the recovered sisters stand among schoolchildren. Their cropped hair has just begun to sprout. A somber Vincent leans her head against another girl’s shoulder for support, while Norma, round-faced and smiling, alone looks nearly well. Kathleen, staring fearfully into the camera, her round eyes circled with dark shadows, her small mouth ajar, looks permanently damaged.

In Newburyport it wasn’t easy to find a landlord willing to rent to a woman without a husband or a job, with three small children in tow. But by the summer Cora had found a house of their own within sight of Charlie’s. Called the Coffin House, it was an old square frame house built in the 1800s on the banks of the Merrimac where Charlie clammed. Once elegant, it was now shabby and run-down, but it was there Cora brought what little they had from Rockport. To Vincent, however, the house and grounds seemed grander than anything they had ever had


and very romantic. The yard was infinite; in the back it ran right down to the marches; but in the front, it was infinite with something else … the pheasants eye narcissus, which I had never seen, and which I suddenly came upon in the grass there, was as much like a voice as a flower.… Years later I learned it was called narcissus poeticus.
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Norma remembered the house with a spacious attic full of her mother’s books, “and Mother allowed schoolchildren to walk in and up to the attic to read,” a real privilege because Mrs. Millay had a larger and finer collection than the local library. But Norma remembered, too, that a local woman refused to permit her son to go to the Millays’ to read because she thought it improper for a child to enter a household where a woman lived without a husband.

“My mother began to have very bad headaches. We used to rub her head and put folded hand towels wrung out in vinegar and water, lovely and cool, over her forehead.” The little girls, young as they were, began to work folding and boxing Seidlitz Powders—a patent medicine for headache—to help their mother out. Sometimes, however, instead of sending the boxes on to be sold, Mrs. Millay used them herself. Norma said quietly, “Mother took lots of them because she had lots of headaches.”
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In the fall they moved again, to 78 Lime Street in Newburyport proper, closer to their great-aunt Susan Todd, and to Clem, who had been adopted by the Todds. It was on Lime Street that Mr. Gales once came to call. The only evidence of his visit is an angry page in Clem’s unpublished memoir. The aunts were sitting in the living room at the Todds’ when they heard Cora and Vincent’s voices laughing at the door, “but the third, evidently a male voice, was baffling. I opened the door just as Nell was reaching for the knob.… I recognized the man instantly.” Cora hesitated as she introduced him, and Clem leaped forward angrily.


I explained that he was the sanctimonious cheat who had violated all rules of decency by trading on Cora’s love for music and her equal love for deep literary research, easing his duties on to her narrow shoulders, robbing the children and their father of her time and attention, for he was the very one of whom Henry spoke, when he said that the minister and the church were destroying his peace of mind and breaking up their marriage.



Clem stopped just short of the charge of infidelity.

Vincent stood behind her mother, watching silently. As Cora tried to speak, one of the Todds took Gales aside and told him he was not wanted in their home. They walked him back to Cora’s house, retrieved his bags, and put him on the evening train.

If there was any question that Vincent hadn’t known, or had been protected from knowing, her aunt’s suspicions, she certainly knew them then.

Newburyport, where the family would remain for the next three years, was no ordinary Massachusetts village. It had been a hotbed of reform and religious revivals in the nineteenth century and the seat of the abolition movement, which had begun there.

In the first decades of the nineteenth century, when women were supposed to be pious and submissive, when their primary energies were expended on domestic duties, the women of Newburyport had formed the first female associations in the country. A cross between benevolent and voluntary organizations, they fed the lives of the women who ran them not just with notions of being good but of doing something specific, of keeping accounts, of being involved with other women for the good of women. Newburyport had an orphanage, founded and managed by women, which decreed that only a single woman, twenty-one or older, could be its treasurer, thereby avoiding a husband’s legal right to control his wife’s money—no husband, they figured cannily, no control.

Imagine how this atmosphere of doing, being, and making affected the Buzzell family or the Millays. For while these women were domestic enough to have six children, as Clementine had, or even three within four years, they were clearly neither submissive nor weak. Clementine Buzzell did not minister to household peace—no matter what Godey’s magazine or The Ladies’ Companion advised; she was out in her buggy scouting for hair work immediately after her divorce. When Vincent Millay heard the stories of her grandmother’s lover—and her aunt’s accusations about her mother’s friend Mr. Gales—she knew the women in her family had been headstrong, that they had had the courage or the grit to achieve their independence at whatever cost to themselves and their children.

There was one quality in Vincent’s nature that was left out of almost every family description of her childhood. It was not her talent, nor her ability to absorb the hardship she faced alone with her sisters, nor the balancing act she performed with her aunts. It wasn’t even that in her mother’s constant absence she must be good or that because others were helping them she must be grateful.

Only Norma talked about her sudden rages. Norma remembered having her mouth stuffed with geranium leaves, suffocating under the pillow Vincent had placed over her and then sat on. It hadn’t felt like a prank. Now, in Newburyport, she remembered Vincent in a fury: “I don’t remember why. But she ran outside and stuck a kitchen knife in a tree. We watched.” She remembered, too, a conflict of wills between Vincent and their mother. Vincent was banished to the basement until she would apologize. She refused. After what seemed like days to Norma, with no apology forthcoming, she and Kathleen stole downstairs to send her little boats with food and messages tucked inside. It was their mother who finally relented. “We used to say of Vincent that she had a bee chasing her. When she was bewildered by what she … I have to be so careful what I say. We had to calm her down a bit. Once in a while, when reality would hit her—something she couldn’t handle in her lovely way, then she was wild.”

Cora was ready to leave Newburyport behind her and head for Camden. She won her divorce that January, and Henry’s brother Bert Millay, who testified for her, told her if she went back to Camden, she might be given alimony. They stood in the courtroom while the judge asked Bert Millay if his brother Henry had abused her. “He has, shamefully,” he answered.

She was granted her divorce in an uncontested suit on January 11, 1904, “for the cause of cruel and abusive treatment” and awarded custody of the three children and a sum of five dollars a week for their support.

CHAPTER 4

Vincent began a diary she called Rosemary, in which she charted the upheavals of her domestic life and of her struggle to surpass the limits of a Camden girlhood. If Rosemary provides the mementos of that girlhood, it also bears witness to Millay’s passionate interior life, which was never entirely bound to her family or at ease within her community. She started the diaries innocently enough at the suggestion of Ethel Knight, whom she’d met through the St. Nicholas League. But whereas Ethel kept her diary without missing a day, Vincent rarely kept hers with any regularity. From the beginning she felt her lapses signaled a lack of self-respect, and she chastised herself for them. She intended to be worthy of her own self-respect, and worthiness was linked to God. At sixteen she was serious, severe even, and somewhat self-important. She attended the Congregational church and was part of a girls’ Bible study group, the Genethod, the Welsh word for “daughter.” New England Protestant though she was, Millay was not much interested in self-surrender, either to God or to convention. Her greatest praise was reserved for the “God of Life.”

The Genethod was founded by her friend and Sunday school teacher Abbie Huston Evans. Abbie’s father was Welsh, the pastor of the Congregational church that the Millays attended. “Abbie,” Martha Knight, Ethel’s sister, remembers, “must have been about ten years or more older than Vincent. She was tall with chestnut hair and … fragile. She had an awful funny gait; she sort of sidled. I remember Ethel once saying this rhyme at one of our meetings of the Genethod: ‘Do little souls go upward / when little bodies die?’ It was just a silly little rhyme she’d made up, and we all laughed. All but Abbie, that is. She didn’t like it. She was not frivolous. Oh, but Vincent could be. She had lots of spark and spunk; she fairly snapped.”


June 29 [1908]

I guess I’m going to explode. I know just how a volcano feels before an eruption. Mama is so cross she can’t look straight; Norma’s got the only decent rocking-chair in the house (which happens to be mine); and Kathleen is so unnaturally good that you keep thinking she must be sick. I suppose this is an awful tirade to deliver.… But it is very hard to be sixteen and the oldest of three.



That same day Cora promised her girls a picnic with their friends, with sardine and salmon sandwiches, bananas, fancy cookies, chocolate, and strawberry shortcake. Millay noted in her diary that she no longer felt as explosive as she had: “Scribbling must be wholesome exercise.”

By late June, the grass left uncut in the field behind their house was lush and high, and the Millay girls made up another game to play. They would run waving long, colored silk ribbons high above their heads and try to guess who held which color. From a distance all that could be seen was swirling ribbons above the tall grass.

At ten that night Vincent made her last entry about the party; it was important to her that it had gone well. It was not only that her mother didn’t often have the time or the money to give them; it was also that Vincent sensed the resentment in Camden toward her family’s way of doing things.

“For instance,” one of her friends recalled, “giving parties is a lot of work for—well, for the somebody that gives them. So she didn’t have parties. Not our sort, anyway. And the point is, there was just no money. What they did was to make everything fun, I guess; make a game out of it.… I suppose their mother was responsible for this in them, too.”

In the face of tacit disapproval, they fortified themselves by pulling their family ties even tighter about them. They had no lights when their mother was away unless they trimmed and filled the lamps, no heat unless they tended the fire, and all that time Vincent drifted into another life in the world of books and dreams.

Ethel Knight remembered one night in particular when


Vincent opened the front door to three of her friends who had come to spend the evening. She wore a blouse of white muslin with cuffs and boned collar made of rows of insertion edged with lace. A full gored skirt came to the tops of her buttoned boots; a patent leather belt circumscribed a wide equator around her tiny middle; and a big blue bow spread its wings behind her head where her hair was fastened in a “bun.” Books were piled on the floor from a table Vincent had cleared for games and in the center was a plate of still warm fudge.



All too soon it was twelve o’clock, and the Knight girls had promised their mother to be home early. Still, they wanted just one more song.


So the girls gathered around the organ and the little room was filled with song. They retreated with “The Spanish Cavalier,” they saw “Nellie Home” and ended with an old favorite—




“There is a tavern in the town, in the town,
And there my true love sits him down, sits him down”—



With a lighted lamp in her hand Vincent went to the door with her guests. Going down the walk they sang:


“Fare thee well, for I must leave thee.”



Ethel remembered how her slim figure stood in the doorway, her red curls shining from the lamp held high in her hands, her clear deep voice taking up the refrain that followed the girls down the hill:


“Adieu, adieu, kind friends, adieu.”
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The plate of warm fudge, the glow of light around the slender girl, her rich voice ringing out against the Maine night, seem more properly the stuff of sentimentalized fiction than of real life. And fiction larded with autobiographical detail is exactly what Millay was writing in a novel she called The Dear Incorrigibles. The story begins with the mother, Mrs. Randolph, hanging up the telephone after a summoning call from a sick relative:


“I don’t know what I’m going to do! I’m sure, I don’t know what I’m going to do!” … “Well, neither do we,” Margaret remarked. Margaret was fourteen and accustomed to taking things cooly.



Mrs. Randolph is around only long enough to set the scene and leave it. “Of course I’ll have to go. But who will stay with you while I’m gone?” she asks. Katharine, who at sixteen is the eldest, solves the dilemma handily:


“Now, Muvver,” she said, cheerfully. “There’s not a thing that I can see to scowl about. What got you into trouble in the first place was your supposing right off that we couldn’t be left alone. Imagine a great big sixteen-year-old girl like me not being big enough to keep house for a little while. I should be ashamed if I couldn’t. Besides it isn’t as if we were all sole alone. Aunt Cass lives right next door.… Goodness knows we’ve aunts enough.”



This is the familiar Millay family scene recast only as to motive: Mrs. Randolph must leave her daughters not to earn money but to help a family member in need. It is a slender piece of fiction with a light, domestic charm and no great urgency. Katharine, the eldest, is somewhat bossy and prim, a little unsure of herself and vulnerable to being hurt. Margaret is a good deal like Norma—pretty and vain, lazy and good-natured. She is the only person who challenges her older sister. In chapter 4, Vincent introduces a fairy tale, the telling of which serves to bribe her youngest sister, Helen, into doing the dishes. It began:


Once upon a time there was a very beautiful princess who lived with her father in a palace surrounded by a lovely garden.

She had a gold plate to eat from, a gold mug to drink from, a gold chair to sit in and a gold bed to lie on … all the flowers in the garden to smell.

And yet she was not happy.



Why not? Because her father wants her to marry a scary old king whose kingdom “joined theirs on the left.” Stamping her foot in defiance, she refuses. Outraged by her disobedience, her father summons his wise men to decide upon a fair punishment. Her chin is to turn green. But the king, whose daughter’s beauty reminds him of his dead wife’s, cannot bear their penalty. A subterfuge is worked out. The princess is to be told her chin is green, when in fact all the mirrors in the kingdom will be broken and no one, under penalty of death, is to tell her it has remained pink. She is given a week to reconsider her defiance. When she does not relent, her father suddenly realizes that she no longer considers herself his daughter. The novel breaks off here, abandoned and incomplete.

As a child Vincent had been told fairy tales by her mother, who spared her daughters whatever was disagreeable or frightening by changing unpleasant endings to happy ones. It’s a form Millay would turn to again and again when she was grown. The power of the fairy tale is that through magic or enchantment, through trials and clever guessing, one’s life can be utterly altered. Quick as a wink, the ugly are made beautiful, the poor become rich, the stupid clever, the powerless powerful. It works transformations outside the realm of the real world.

Millay’s princess, who is motherless, is not passive as the princesses in fairy tales usually are; she does not wait, asleep or enchanted, to be rescued—she’s defiant. If the irreconcilable facts of life were glossed with the gold dust of fairy tale—green chins and gold plates, princesses and kings—nevertheless The Dear Incorrigibles was her first small act of protest against loss, anger, grief, and fear. No wonder she couldn’t finish it.

Only once in her life would she write directly about what it was like to live with her sisters and without her mother in the small house by the Megunticook River. In this strange passage from a notebook she kept when she was grown, nowhere does she say “we,” “our,” “my,” or “I”:


To live alone like that, sleep alone at night in that house set back in the field and near no other house and on the very edge of Millville, the “bad” section of town where the itinerant millworkers lived,—this was the only way they could live at all. For the house was the cheapest to be found, and their mother, when fortunate enough to get a case, which indeed was most of the time, for she was a very good nurse, competent & resourceful, was obliged to be away from them almost all the day and all the night.

But they were afraid of nothing, which was important,—not of the river which flowed behind the house, coloured with the most beautiful and changing colours,—dyes from the woollen-mills above—and in which they taught themselves to swim; nor afraid of that other river, which flowed past the front of the house, and which, especially on Saturday nights, was often very quarrelsome and noisy, the restless stream of mill workers, who never stayed long enough anywhere for one to know them even by sight.… And once it took all three of the children, flinging themselves against the front door, to close it and bolt it, and just in time. And after that, for what seemed like hours, there was stumbling about outside, and soft cursing. And after everything was quiet again the children lay awake for a long time, listening, and not making a sound, and thinking sometimes of the inconspicuous little path at the back of the house which they could follow in the blackest of nights without making a sound, through the tall grass of the field to the banks of the river, & how there, if it should seem unsafe to cross the corduroy bridge a little further upstream, they could swim across as quietly as water-rats to the further banks, & … hide themselves in less than a minute in any one of ten places where nobody on earth—no, not even with a dog and a lantern!—and the mill hands never went about with dogs and lanterns—could possibly find them.



Her fear is everywhere clear. The girls weren’t safe. There was no one to protect them.

2

Vincent was supposed to make breakfast for her sisters while their mother was away, but it was early morning and she wanted to write in her diary instead. Above her desk she’d pinned Abbie’s Christmas card:


Let us give thanks. Nature is beautiful, friends are dear, and duty lies close at hand.



“In this case,” she wrote wryly, “duty lies very close at hand and is slumbering in the kitchen where she may lie and snooze until I get this entry written.” Her diary was not only her duty, it was also her “confidante, (that e on the end makes it feminine. It would be out of my power to tell all these things to a mere confidant).” Besides, it was the only one of her friends who could keep quiet long enough for her to unburden herself,


and talk I must or my boiler will burst.… It’s Sunday and therefore it’s Sunday School, and I don’t want to go one bit. It looks like rain, and I hope it will rain cats and dogs and hammers and pitchforks and silver sugar spoons and hayricks and paper covered novels and picture frames and rag carpets and toothpicks and skating rinks and birds of Paradise and roof gardens and burdocks and French grammars, before Sunday school time. There!



She didn’t go; she baked beans instead. “Beans are cheap, and we must have them at least once a week or we will be bankrupt. It will be real original to have beans baked on Sunday, and originality is my long suit.” Almost everything that could go wrong had. She fretted about setting a good example in her mother’s absence, which seemed almost constant now. But that night, after her sisters had fallen asleep, she turned to her diary again and made a remarkable entry: she gave her diary a name.


I think I’ll call her Ole Mammy Hush-Chile, she’s so nice and cuddly and story-telly when you’re all full of troubles and worries and little vexations. It’s such a comfort to confide in her and let the cares roll off your mind. After this I’m going to talk right to her and not be content with a proxy.



For Mammy was there whenever she needed her, as her mother was not. She was doing what she always did now; she took what she needed from books, she made up what she could use. And she was careful to admit no ambivalence; not a touch of anger or resentment surfaced—she reassured herself that her real mother was a treasure.


I make two cups of tea in the little blue china teapot, and we sit opposite each other and drink it nice and hot while we watch each other’s faces in the fire-light of the crackling stove. It makes up for all the time she’s gone, Mammy Hush-Chile; I forget all about the things that went wrong and she forgets all about the doctors and the patients and the surgery and the sleepless nights.



Now, for the first time in any of her diaries, she mentioned her poetry:


I’ve written so many verses and keep on writing so many more, that I became afraid that if I didn’t write them into one big book I might forget some of them.… I love my verses so that it would be like taking my heart out if I should wake up some morning and find that all I could remember of one of my most loved—was the name. O, mammy, I mustn’t let it happen, you mustn’t let me, you dear old white-souled, black-faced cuddle-mammy.… I haven’t neglected it; there are fifteen poems in it already.



If her mother had given her poetry when she was a child, now in the summer of 1908, when she was sixteen, she gave her mother the Poetical Works of Vincent Millay and dedicated it to her:


To My Mother,
    Whose interest and understanding have
been the life of many of these works
and the inspiration of many more, I lovingly
dedicate this little volume.

E.V.M.
July 10, 1908.



During the two years that she kept the Poetical Works, she wrote out sixty-one poems in her clear slant hand in a brown copybook, with an alphabetical index at the back carefully noting the age at which she had written each poem. Forty of these poems were written before she turned sixteen; another ten would be added that year. She placed her gold-medal poem, “The Land of Romance,” first.

In these poems she is serving her apprenticeship, and her themes are those of a Victorian, albeit New England, girlhood. Winter is king, raindrops sing, gardens drip with loss. There are moonbeams and fairies in abundance, and love is either lost, dying, or dead. There is a great deal of loneliness. But there is very little renunciation for its own sake, and there are few poems devoted to duty or to domestic accomplishment unless they are treated with rebellious humor. None is pious.

If she has not yet broken clear of the nineteenth century—it was, after all, only 1908—she uses the first person with ease, her language is usually simple and direct, and her rhythms swing clear. She doesn’t yet have her own voice, but she is working to acquire it, and even a simple poem such as “Homing” begins to sound like her own.


Homing bird and homing bee;
Nest and hive in the apple tree;
Sweet song, sweet honey,—but sweeter to me
  The homing.

Nest where two crooked branches meet;
Hive in the hollow trunk’s retreat;
Sweet song, sweet honey,—but far more sweet
  The homing.

You who drowse on weary wing,
You who sleepily, sleepily sing;
Tell me, sweeter is anything
  Than homing?



There is only one sonnet, written at seventeen, “To My Mother.” But there are other poems written to her mother; she called this one “Song.”


Dearest, when you go away
  My heart will go, too,
Will be with you all the day,
  All the night with you.
Where you are through lonely years,
  There my heart will be.
I will guide you past all fears
And bring you back to me.



It is striking that it is she who protects her mother, who shares her loneliness, who guides her rather than being guided by her.

What is most remarkable about the Poetical Works of Vincent Millay is that at sixteen she had a sense of vocation. Her title placed her squarely in the company of Burns, Wordsworth, Tennyson, Longfellow, Whittier, Holmes, and Lowell, each of whose Poetical Works lined her mother’s bookcases. It would be a mistake, however, not to notice that the Poetical Works of the wildly popular nineteenth-century poets—James Whitcomb Riley, Eugene Field, Mrs. Felicia Hemans, and Jean Ingelow—let alone volumes of fairy tales and copies of songs her mother had written, as well as Scottish border ballads, Irish and old American ballads kept in her family for more than two generations and sung to her as a child, were just as prominent. She was grounded in two very different traditions; the nineteenth-century worthies were as familiar to her as popular ballads and songs.

In her senior year, Vincent was made editor in chief of the school paper, The Megunticook. She had a role in every play put on that year. She gave her first piano recital. And she continued to work on a poem she’d begun that summer. It was her most ambitious and longest work, intended to be delivered at graduation, when she was sure to be made class poet. By Christmas the Millays had moved into a larger house in the center of town at 40 Chestnut Street that overlooked the bay. The girls even had a window looking out onto the water.

In the early spring, Cora was on a case in Rockland. One of her letters home to Vincent was the first indication that something was wrong. She told her she just might be able to run up “for an hour’s stay some evening,” but what she really wanted was for Vincent to take thirty cents, “and get you some oranges. Now be sure to do it.” She continued, “When I get home I’ll see to things and I’ll take care of you till you are in school again bright as a button.”

Cora cautioned her against overdoing: “Don’t read anything but trash or play anything but rag-time. Eat all you can, get you some beef-steak.… O! I’m dying to get home.… I’ve got a cure all planned out … it’s a dandy. I’ve got some sherry for you.”

No one in the family would talk about it, but Vincent had suffered a setback at school that hurt her deeply. Her classmate Stella Derry remembered:


In her class at Camden High School … she wasn’t very popular. They felt she was way beyond them.… She was the type to exclaim over things and make a lot of almost nothing. Her family made so much of everything she did that I guess the class was a bit envious.



George Frohock, president of their class, son of the Baptist minister, and captain of Camden’s first football team, was the leader of the boys devoted to mocking her. They laughed at her and mimicked her until the peak of malice was reached at class elections. Vincent, whose every attempt to speak inspired thirteen heroes to stamp and catcall until she stopped, was nominated as class poet, but she withdrew when the boys nominated Henry Hall. Worse, the girls hadn’t stood up for her.

She made only two entries in her diary for the year 1909, both marked by longing: “I’ve come back to you, Mammy Hush-Chile.” For she had suffered what she called


the first big disappointment of my life: I graduate in June—without the class poem. You wouldn’t have believed it, would you, Mammy? But it’s true, all too cruelly true.… There is a boy in my class who, when we were Juniors, used to amuse himself by writing to me queer rhymeless, meterless things which I suppose he meant for poems. This year I was Editor-inchief of our school periodical, the “Megunticook.” I was at a loss for material for one of the issues and someone suggested that he write a poem. I thought that perhaps with care he might produce some funny verses. But when it was almost time for the material to come in he came to me and said that he had it partly done and could not possibly finish it. So I, about crazy for my paper, took the thing, finished it, changed it all over, rhymed lines that didn’t rhyme, balanced the shaky meter of other lines, named the thing, and had him sign his name to it.



When it was published, everybody loved it. They even told Vincent how much they admired it. Of course she didn’t tell them she’d written the poem.


When the time came for the writer of the class poem to be elected, the boys had an idea that Henry Hall was a poet and he—oh, he’ll make a manly man some day, didn’t have stiffening enough in his great fat sluggish stolidity to get on his feet and tell them that the only poem he ever had printed in his life had been half written, wholly made over, and published by me. Oh it makes me white when I think that it was my own fault. And I did it just for the paper. Oh, Mammy, Mammy, Mammy, how can he sit there in front of me in school and smile at me with his round, red face! How can he speak to me with his great fat voice! … I’ve helped him take away from me the only thing I cared anything about, and now … I despise him as I despise a snake. I shiver when his coat sleeve brushes against me. I hate the sight of his fat white hand,—his pretty, lady-like white hand, that copied and copied in the symmetrical, self-satisfied writing that stole my poem, my class poem that belonged to me.



Her fury turned into disgust, then physical revulsion:


Our class had a play this winter. He was my father. I put my arms around his neck and kissed him every night for weeks. Oh, I could strike my mouth! I can feel the touch of him now. I laid my head on his knee and clasped his hand. Oh, I loved him dearly in the play, but if I had known what I know now, my mouth would have burned him when it touched him. Oh, Mammy, I can tell it all to you, for it won’t hurt you, it won’t sadden you, except as you know it hurts and saddens me. I can’t tell it all to mama. She knows all that happened, but she doesn’t know the way it feels to me. Only it worried her that I didn’t cry about it.… But I couldn’t cry even to please her. I cry when I’m angry, not when I’m hurt.



Thwarted and angry, finding her rival repellent, she fell ill. No amount of oranges, sherry, or milk would cure her.

When the class photos were taken, Martha Knight remembered, Vincent wasn’t there. “She was absent a good deal her last, her senior year, as I recall. I don’t know if she was ill or somehow discouraged about her future—I just don’t know. We did not discuss it. But she missed the class picture, and Mrs. Millay called me up and got irate.… She said that if I had told Vincent, she could have come up. But I hadn’t thought to tell her. I mean, I didn’t intend not to, I just hadn’t thought to tell her.”

Instead Vincent had her photograph taken in town, wearing her graduation dress. Seated on a Roman bench, she is wearing two great white hair ribbons, one at the back of her neck, the other perched atop her head like a white moth. Her bright hair is swept back from her face, caught up behind her ears. Her dress is of flowered Persian lawn, with a deep V bodice trimmed with lace, the long puffed sleeves caught just below her elbow, her tiny waist cinched with ribbon. She looks weighed down with bows and ruffles. Her gaze is direct and unsmiling.

The graduation exercises were held the evening of June 16, 1909, in the Camden Opera House. Martha Knight gave the first essay, on Scottish folklore, while Stella played a piano solo. Then the boys recited their talks on “The Value of Higher Education” and “The Uses and Values of Electricity”; near the close of the commencement ceremonies, Henry Hall, who stumbled out of nervousness, read his class poem, “Our Destiny.”

The final speaker was Vincent Millay. Jessie Hosmer, who was sitting in the audience that night, said she would never forget the small girl with her bright red hair, her chin lifted, her head thrown back, who seemed almost to sing out her essay, the poem “La Joie de Vivre”: “Well, she spoke it just as if she was doing what she was doing. She was stealing thunder.”

All the heat and urgency of being young was in her poem, and it began like an anthem to youth:


The world and I are young!
  Never on lips of man,—
  Never since time began,
Has gladder song been sung



Her writing vindicated her. “Oh, Mammy,” she wrote in her diary, “they gave me the prize!” With that ten dollars she went to visit her aunts in Massachusetts, alone, for the entire summer.

CHAPTER 5

In October, Vincent won the lead in a traveling stock company’s production of Willowdale, in which each of her sisters had a small role. Vincent, playing the prim Milly Bassett, “who loves Tom” and loses her primness, stole the show. When the company left Camden for their next stop, the ingenue there fell ill and Vincent was summoned from Camden to play the role. Throwing her clothes into a suitcase, racing to catch the steamer and then the train, she wrote in her scrapbook, “Spree! Lunch & Bath at Midnight.” Kerosene lamps were lit in the train stations along the way and stoves were banked with coal, for in November it was already winter in the North.

She’d played amateur roles before at home, but this was different: “—oh, this was life! It was more than life,—it was art.” While at home, “I might pretend to myself as much and as long as I liked,—until the deep-vibrant-note I had discovered in my voice … out-Hedda-ed Nazimova—yet was my native village unthrilled and unconvinced; I was asked to serve ice-cream at church socials, and the grocer-boy called me by name.” But no longer. The costumes had not been altered since she’d worn them, and the other girls in the company “hooked me up the back and pinned me together in a dozen places, one knelt and put on my shoes while I balanced with my hand on her shoulder, one went to find the frilly sun-bonnet I was to carry on in the first act.”

When she heard the silky swoosh of the curtain rising, she glanced in the mirror, took a deep breath, and ran onstage


with my sun-bonnet over my arm and held out my hands to Danny; there was a sudden hush all over the house, more pleasant to me than would have been the most enthusiastic hand. For this was genuine, the result of keen and unfeigned interest and curiosity. Probably every person in the house knew that I was the girl who had been sent from out of town.… Not that there would have been any pains to conceal it; on the contrary, because of its unquestionable advertising advantages.



Flushed with excitement, she calculated her effect: “There, away from home, I was under no restraint from loving friends in the orchestra seats or hated rivals whose talent and time had not been solicited. For the first time in my life I could, from rise to fall of the curtain, unstintedly play the part.”

She let her voice fill to its most vibrant; she knew her voice was becoming a remarkable instrument that she could use to draw the audience to her. “I did not hurry with my lines.… I made my pauses tell. I felt that the audience liked me, and I did my best to make it love me. I did little wistful things, made little forlorn gestures, and once or twice smiled piteously. It seemed to me I could hear the lumps come into their throats.”

Afterward, the company’s producer and director, Van Duzer, offered her a position in his permanent company—if he should ever bring it together. She never heard from him again. Instead she received an autographed photograph of his wife, a middle-aged woman holding a lorgnette and wearing a flat straw hat like a plate of salad greens.

Then she returned to Camden, and the winter turned to iron.

Throughout the fall and winter, her father’s letters to her remained the same as they had always been. In September, he inquired about their mother’s health, sent five dollars, promised to “send you some more the first of the week if possible,” and closed fretting about his own health: “I am having a bad time with my stomach but I guess it isn’t going to be any thing serious.” One week later he sent two dollars: “I have got money coming in soon and will keep you going somehow.” How that seven dollars would keep any of them going is hard to tell. Still, he assured Vincent, “I think there is no doubt I will get to see you this fall. I intend to, if possible.” Seven dollars within three weeks was very unlike him. But the assurance of his own arrival—“I think there is no doubt.… I intend … if possible”—was just like him. By December 11, the reality was clear:


My dear girl; I cannot possibly go to see you just now. I haven’t the money but I am going just as soon as I can. I haven’t been able to do much for two months I have a very bad cold now but I always expect it this time of year. I would like to go now so much. But I will get to see you this winter sure.



But he didn’t come. He sent them a little money for Christmas presents instead, a dollar each. “I wish I could make you some Xmas presents but it don’t look like it now.” It’s hard to imagine a more forlorn, defeated man than Henry Millay must have seemed to his daughters.

On Christmas Day, alone in the house with her sisters, Vincent wrote to her mother, assuring her that they were having a “beautiful Christmas.” She put the best face on their being without her. She’d had a quarter ton of coal put in; she’d bought a pound of “nice butter”; she told in exact detail what each of the girls had done to make their presents for one another. Only one of their gifts appears to have been bought. Then she enclosed a copy of her next St. Nicholas poem, “Friends.” “This is all I can think of now. We must dress for dinner. Good-bye, Honey. With love, Vincent.” Her letter was dutiful, as if she were working to muster the details. Within six months of graduation she had taken over the running of their household. Only her poems began to tell how she felt under the weight of that domestic burden.

The last poem she sent to St. Nicholas (because after eighteen one could no longer contribute) won its Cash Prize, which was the hardest to get. The editors spent half their editorial praising it, calling it “a little gem,” pointing to its “striking excellence” in the use of double rhymes.

She wrote the magazine a farewell letter:


Dear St. Nicholas:

I am writing to thank you for my cash prize and to say good-by, for “Friends” was my last contribution. I am going to buy with my five dollars a beautiful copy of “Browning,” whom I admire so much that my prize will give me more pleasure in that form than in any other.

Although I shall never write for the League again, I shall not allow myself to become a stranger to it. You have been a great help and a great encouragement to me, and I am sorry to grow up and leave you.

Your loving graduate
Edna Vincent Millay



“Rosemary,” a poem she’d written earlier that same year, was shot through with longing for childhood, a perfectly acceptable convention although at seventeen she was a little young to long.


The things I loved I may go to see.
  I may lie in them no more.
But I stand at the door of the used-to-be,
  And dream my childhood o’er.

…

I sit at my window alone.
  I hear each voice, and I know
That I miss through them all the sound of my own
  As it rang in the long-ago.



Becoming a woman meant more than the loss of freedom and playfulness, it meant loneliness. Worse, it meant the loss of her voice.

Truly homebound now, she turned inside. Her diary entries fell slack. On February 24, she waited to catch sight of Halley’s comet but didn’t and began to embroider a corset cover for her mother. “Mama said today, that if she dies before we do, Kathleen is to have her wedding ring and I her mother’s ring though she formally expressed a wish to have that buried with her.”

Her father, who had not written since Christmas, wrote now, telling her a fire had destroyed most of his belongings. His letter ended with a postscript: “I am going to see you just as soon as I can get any money ahead and I mean for it to be this spring. Papa.” Ten days later he enclosed three dollars—it might not buy “many Easter hats but will get you a dinner”—and described the fire:


The Hotel that was burned was run by an old man (and owned) and was paying him over $2000 per year besides all expenses without selling a drop of liquor. And if it had not burned I should have had a lease of it this spring.… I might have known something would happen, but I didn’t. I really thought I was going to get hold of a business that my health would stand and that would pay more than well. I had visions of being able to do a whole lot for some girls that I think about a great deal although I haven’t seen them for eight years. But I mean to see them this spring. I know Vincent I am a poor correspondent and I can’t explain why. I only know that when I have said a few words to tell you how much I inclose, my pen stops.



This was the saddest letter he had ever written. The way he described his losses that spring suggested how constant and expected they were. Even in his letters he was distant, a solitary man of small ambitions and dashed hopes. His life had settled into small and constant illnesses, which he told her about—long winter colds, asthma, and stomach trouble. The only dream he ever admitted to his eldest daughter was this one, and he told her only after it had burned to the ground and his hopes were reduced to ashes.

Henry Millay never contributed the five dollars a week for child care that he was supposed to. In Camden, Vincent mentioned him only once, soon after she’d arrived, when a girl in her class asked what had happened to her father. “She was quite upset and said they’d lost him, and didn’t like to talk about it. She gave the impression that he wasn’t even alive.” She didn’t mention him in her diaries, except to note that once a month she wrote to him. Why she wrote is clear enough in this poem:


Dear Papa, I am puzzled sore
To think why you don’t send some more
Of that nice stuff you sent before.

…

Now, Papa darling, will you tell
When ham is fifty cents a smell
And cold soused trype is quite too swell
  To view,
How in the world your daughters dear
Can keep alive—or anywhere near—
Unless from time to time we hear
  From you?
But, Papa, this is not a fluff,
I’ve lived on sawdust long enough:
’Tis quite unsatisfying stuff.
  And so
Your hat in deepest mourning drape—
Send me some pinks tied up in crape,—
Or send me something in the shape
  Of dough.
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Boys did not loom large for Vincent, at least not in the world of her diaries. “When they appeared, it was to limit her unfairly or to hurt her. In July 1909, with her mother away working, she noted that she had gone to a ball on the fourth in Lincolnville in her pink muslin dress. “I was the only red-headed girl in pink at which I was not surprised. Red-heads are supposed to wear blue.” She hated blue. From July 6 to 25, we begin to hear of a young man named Russell Arey. “He’s the only man I know who is as Rubiyat-mad as I am,” she wrote in her first entry. He began to drop by every day. On the eleventh they went canoeing and took along the Gold Treasury of Verse. “Went ashore over on the beach and read.” On the sixteenth she made him wipe the dishes after supper. On the twenty-fifth they went for a walk down by the lily pond and had a falling-out. “Oh, what a fall was there, my country man!” she scribbled in her diary. She never mentioned him again.

Their mother had been gone for six weeks, the better part of their summer vacation, and although she kept writing to them that she’d be home shortly, she wasn’t. “If your father sent you the rent, you will be all right now till I get home. Be saving; but have enough to eat.” On August 3, she wrote again, “Save what you can toward the rent for I want it paid right away.… Can I hear from some of you, I wonder? I am the dearest mama you have.” On the fifth, sticking three dollars in her letter and reminding them again to “hang on to it for the rent,” she finally left for home.

On July 20, with her mother still in Newburyport, Vincent began a journal separate from her diary. In a small brown copybook that had been her sister Kathleen’s, filled with colored pencil sketches of birds and flowers, a fishing cat, and a blind dog, she began her “Journal of a Little Girl Grown-Up.”


I’m tired of being grown up! Tired of dresses that kick around my feet; tired of high-heeled shoes; tired of conventions and proprieties; tired, tired and sick of hair-pins!



At eighteen, she constructed a protective retreat through recollection:


There is a little spicy-smelling yellow flower growing in clusters on a bush, in old-fashioned gardens—I think they call it “clove” or “flowering currant.” The smell of it never fails to take me back into a little play-house I made once under such a bush, just this side of the church-yard fence.



On a hot summer afternoon, the air is heavy with the fragrance of sweet-smelling flowers, and, except for the droning of bees, there is no sound. She is hidden.


I am pains-takingly trimming a rhubarb leaf hat with white-clover and butter cups, with which my lap is filled. Beside me are two long, slender white wands from which with primitive implements of sharp teeth and nails I have been peeling the bark for ribbons. I taste again the sweetness of the smooth round stick in my mouth. I see again the moist, delicate green of the living bark. And into my nostrils I breathe the hot spicy fragrance until my very soul is steeped in it.



What is it that propels her so fiercely into the past—if it is her past—at any rate into childhood or fantasy and away from being adult? It is as if she were in a bower, within which a romantic past might be remembered and her own youth kept, savored, a past from which she felt herself severed by having become a woman.


I am homesick for that little girl.… I like the old white house and the vivid grass around it. I loved the blackberries and the hill—And Auntie Bine! Why, I was Auntie Bine’s little girl! O, Auntie Bine, if I might just come back and be your little girl again!



If there was a real Auntie Bine in Union—or anywhere else in her childhood—no one, not even Millay’s sister Norma, remembered her. What is real is the need Millay gives voice to again in her writing for a female figure, a maternal person who will recognize her, love her, and comfort her. In piece after piece, whether it’s the poem “Rosemary,” her diary Mammy Hush-Chile, or this journal, Millay is after two things. She wants to remain a child; she wants a woman to comfort her. With the single exception of The Dear Incorrigibles, her mother is either absent or dead or has abandoned her.

Cora Millay seems to have had no idea of her daughter’s sadness. During one of her everlasting absences, Vincent made a schedule to reassure her mother that their topsy-turvy household would be run efficiently and cheaply. “Do it Now” was signed by each of the sisters, like a promissory note, but gleefully using their childhood nicknames—Sefe was Vincent, Hunk was Norma, and Wump was Kathleen.* It ended with a notation that Kathleen was to bring in wood for the breakfast fires, Norma was to feed the cat, and “Vincent kills flies.”


SCHEDULE*

Do it Now
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CHAPTER 6

It began in April 1911, though no one knew, not her mother or her sisters, because she confided only in the back pages of her diary, where she recorded her “Consecration.” It would last for nearly two years. She met him on the third of every month, usually at night but only if there was no one else in the house, when she would light a candle as if casting a spell to enchant them both. She even had a tin ring to kiss. “I am,” she wrote, “as surely betrothed to you as if your ring was on my finger.” If from the first there were doubts, she intended to transcend them: “Sometimes I’m afraid that I love too much and expect too much in return. Maybe men can’t love as I want to be loved. But I mustn’t let myself think that.”

On their first night together she said she was going to put on her prettiest nightgown and braid her hair just as he liked it. But she couldn’t bear to leave him alone in the room reading, so she “parted the curtains and peeped through”; did he like her hair, she asked?


Now, I’m coming out to see you. I am wearing a fluffy lavender thing over my night-dress. It is very soft and long and trails on the rug behind me. My bare feet sink into the rug. My hair is in two wavy, red braids over my shoulders. My eyes are very sweet and serious. My mouth is wistful.

You watch me from your chair.

I come slowly to you over the rug.

I drop at your feet and lay my head on your knee. My braids touch the floor.

You lift my head in your two hands and look deep into my serious eyes.

You lift me from the floor in your two arms. You rise to your feet and hold me straight before you, flat across your arms. The lavender thing falls soft about my feet. My braids sway slightly. My eyes are closed.

You kiss my wistful mouth.

——————–

Oh, Love! I feel your arms about me. I feel—!

Good night, sweet-heart!



He was perfection, her comforter and her ballast: “You are strong, clean, and kind. I know I am weak. But I will grow strong thinking of you, never forgetting that I am not mine but yours.… I will keep myself clean. Even the smallest of my favors I will keep for you.” Just the thought of him steadied her, and when she was most in need of him she would kiss her ring and feel his strength flood through her. “I could weep with the love that does so hurt my heart. Oh, I adore you!”

There was only one thing wrong with him. Having established all the rules of their vigil, all the terms of their secret love, “Confident,” she wrote at the start of her “Consecration,” “that you are seeking for me even as I am waiting for you”: seeking for her? waiting? She had made him up! Her extravagantly adored beloved was imaginary. How could he possibly disappoint her?

Whereas a real young man was nothing but trouble. At nineteen she was unsure of herself, and her defense was to take on a superior tone with any man who crossed her path. When a man who was no more to her than a pen pal apologized for owing her a letter, she reprimanded him sharply: “Dear Delinquent,—You don’t deserve so amiable a correspondent as I. You are not worthy even to wield my pen-wiper. But you made a very nice apology. And, moreover, you groveled gracefully.” While she did scrawl on the top of her copy that she hadn’t sent it exactly as it was written, she was apt to be dismissive, coy, and prim. That summer she wrote that there wasn’t a chance that anybody was going to call her up to take her out for a spin or even an ice-cream soda:


Boys don’t like me anyway because I won’t let them kiss me. It’s just like this: let boys kiss you and they’ll like you but you won’t.… But I’d be almost willing to be engaged if I thought it would keep me from being lonesome.… if I was engaged I would be going to the play tonight instead of sitting humped up on the steps in a drizzle that keeps my pencil point sticky. I’d be going out paddling tomorrow instead of practicing the Beethoven Funeral March Sonata. And I’d like to have something to do besides write in an old book. I’d like to have something happen to give me a jolt, something that would rattle my teeth and shake my hairpins out.



When nothing did, she returned to him. But what a world of difference there was between the way she imagined a relationship should be and the way she conducted herself among the boys her own age in Camden. By July 3, 1911, she no longer wanted to tuck her entries about him into the back of her Ole Mammy Hush-Chile diary, so she began another, “Vincent Millay—Her Book.” What these different diaries were beginning to show was the increasing division within her between the unrelenting duties of her domestic life that weighed her down, which she kept for her Ole Mammy Hush-Chile diary, and the ardent life of her imagination: “Sometimes I don’t mind so much the uncertainty which envelops you, but tonight I wish we were quite, quite sure of each other, and I knew all your nicknames, and what kind of pipe you smoke. It would give me such a feeling of security and comfort.”

It is only when she begins Her Book that we grasp how much she needs this idealized male. At once resolute, understanding, and silent, he is comforting and permanent as no one else in her life has been. Her book begins with a poem:


My life is but a seeking after life;
I live but in a great desire to live;
The undercurrent of my every thought:—
To seek you, find you, have you for my own
Who are my purpose and my destiny.
For me, the things that are do not exist;
The things that are for me are yet to be.…



For her, all was future, destiny, and him:


In perfect understanding I shall come
And lay my hand in yours, and at your feet
Sit, silent, with my head against your knee.



What was more conventional for a girl to think, or to dream, than that a man would come and rescue her from her lonely life? She sought him as if he were a part of her: “It is as if I had been cut in two and ached for the rest of me.” Inventing him was her effort to be whole, to regain some part of herself that was imperiled. Who knows why she thought it was love that would alter her life—and yet, for a girl in Camden, Maine, in the early years of the last century, what else could it have been?

Cora was away most of the summer, caring for four young girls in Rockland who were sick enough to all be placed in quarantine. Writing home, even her pencil had to be wiped in alcohol and the letter baked before it could be sent to her daughters. Although she was earning twenty dollars a week, very good pay for her, it was never enough. “I cannot stand it,” she told them, “and it must be different. I thought earning what I am now I might get caught up a little.” They must “plan for mama’s interest, which is nothing but your own interest as all I get is what I eat.”

When almost a week passed with no word from her girls, she pressed them more sharply: “Just a few words, as you don’t seem to have any spare time.… I thought my last letter would make it very easy for us all … but, suit yourselves.” She was out of quarantine and fumigating the household. The room she had been cloistered in with the sick children retained the strong odor of formaldehyde, and her head ached terribly. “I think these little girls would write to their mama if she were alive. Mama.”

That did the trick. Receiving the letter in the morning mail, Vincent wrote her mother and posted it by noon. This letter was different from her others; it was full of the small reassurances and affectionate baby talk that assured her mother of her devotion, as well as her continuing dependence on her:


Where’d you get the penny-royal, honey? Isn’t it sweet? Always makes me think of Aunt Marcia and Uncle Joe and the old place. It grows so abundantly on the hill above the brook, you know.

Doesn’t it seem good to be out of quarantine? I should think you’d be just hopping joyful. Unless you’re too tired even to hop, you poor dear. Binnie’s sorry!



Mother and daughter were engaged in a sort of duet of need. Cora, hurt, found fault, and Vincent, prodded, flew to respond. Everything at home was fine, she wrote: “We serve three meals a day at ‘Millay’s Cafe,’ if you please.… come home quick as you can to your ‘free bad tids.’ Lovissimusosso, Vincent.”

The baby talk was never a good sign. A poem (this one would later be titled “The Suicide”) was slashed in pencil across the back of one of her mother’s letters:


Curse thee, Life, I will live with thee no more!
Thou has mocked me, starved me, beat my body sore!
And all for a pledge that was not pledged by me
I have kissed thy crust, and eaten sparingly
That I might eat again, and met thy sneers
With deprecations, and thy blows with tears,—
Aye, from thy glutted lash glad crawled away,
As if spent passion were a holiday!



Then she returned to him. She lit her candle and kissed her ring, but the flame guttered out and she now called her ring “a ghost ring.”


We have been betrothed just half a year tonight. I have been very faithful to you. I have loved you more and better every day. Six months is quite a long engagement, I think.… I do so ache to be taken care of. How I shall glory in your strength—I who am not strong.… With you I shall be complete and wonderful, but without you I am nothing.



But she did not set foot outside her home. She didn’t seek a permanent job. She didn’t venture forth with any of the young men who came to call. Mostly they came to call on Norma, anyway. Vincent stayed put. She wrote.

In the working draft of a poem she called “Interim,” the death of a wife is personified by language:


Dark, Dark, is all I find for metaphor;
All else were contrast;—save that contrast’s wall
Is down … where night
And day, and frost and thaw, and death and life,
Are synonyms.



It was a fine piece of writing, but if she sent it out, no one took it. She had not been able to publish anything since St. Nicholas. She’d begun to work on a long poem that was entirely different from anything she had tried before. A dramatic monologue written in the first person, it began as simply as a child’s counting-out rhyme. But there was nothing childish about the poem itself; it was luminous and wild and—so far—incomplete. Only her mother knew she was working on it.

Only once did she come to her love without need of his comfort. She linked her giving to what she called “The mother-heart: there is no strength like it”:


I want not to be comforted, but to comfort;—to hold your head on my lap, and love you, and fuss with your hair, and cry over you; not stormily, not hysterically, but tenderly; and quietly, lest you see and be grieved. I want to find things for you, to pick up things after you, to straighten your tie and brush your coat, to fill your pipe,—all the little things so many women have done and that I long to do.



Domestic, devotional, almost, the pull for her was always back to being good at home.

That fall and winter she came to him more than she ever had before. Soon she didn’t want a boy anymore, she was too tired. “Two girls,” she wrote, “are enough for me.” She wanted a man. But why didn’t he come? What was all this hard work for, if not for him?


I looked out of the window a minute ago and saw the mountains.… They are so beautiful they almost kill me. The color—oh—there is never anything like their color in the fall! And I want to climb Megunticook before the leaves are all gone.



But she couldn’t; she had to work, “Sweep the floor, and sweep it again tomorrow and the day after tomorrow and the day after that and every day of your life;—if not that floor, why then—some other floor.” Very few young women have ever put it more clearly—or more fiercely—than Millay did when she was nineteen:


I’m getting old and ugly. My hands are stiff and rough and stained and blistered. I can feel my face dragging down. I can feel the lines coming underneath my skin. They don’t show yet but I can feel a hundred of them underneath. I love beauty more than anything else in the world and I can’t take time to be pretty.… Crawl into bed at night too tired to brush my hair—my beautiful hair—all autumn-colored like Megunticook.



Then she stopped. She’d promised him she “would never let go again.” But she hadn’t really broken her promise. “No one else knows how I feel. I am keeping up before everybody else.” Now she imagines him as her husband. “My husband,” she writes again and again and again, “I am ashamed to think I didn’t know why Megunticook is there! It is to look at! … to lift your eyes to!” Beauty was the only thing that sustained her. Except him.

On January 3, 1912, snow and ice covered everything in Camden; even the bay was icebound. No matter where she was, she couldn’t get warm.


Honey, I don’t feel good a bit. I’ve a tooth-ache and I think I’m going to have a cold. I’ve been freezing all day and now my nose feels all squizzled up. Does your nose squizzle up when you’re about to have a cold? Mine does, and my conscience with it.… I’m dissatisfied with everything,—myself first of all. I’m egoistical and self-analytical. I suffer from inflammation of the imagination and a bad attack of ingrowing temperament. I don’t believe in anything. I am morbid and miserable. My mind must be rotten, I think. I need a man who has been somewhere and done things to graft his healthy ideas into my silly brain. Truly my head is in dreadful condition. I don’t know what to do.



It didn’t let up, and her writing became more frenzied, more desperate. On February 3, when she returned to him again, she simply wrote, “This is another death—this night.” A week later it was darker. She felt she was suffocating, as if she were being buried alive. She would be twenty in less than two weeks, and still he had not come for her.


I do not know what will become of me.… I know that I am in a dreadful condition. I know that the thoughts that fill my mind are fearful thoughts.… I do not think there is a woman in whom the roots of passion shoot deeper than in me.



CHAPTER 7

She was alone in the house when the telephone rang—a long-distance call from Kingman, Maine. The voice of the operator was scratchy and faint, but at last Vincent made out “Mr. Millay, your father, is very ill, and may not recover.” Stunned into silence, she just stood there. “After a minute she asked me if there was any message … I managed to stutter something and to say that I would send a telegram. Then she said, ‘Is that all?’ And I said, ‘Yes’ and hung up the receiver.” Quickly, Vincent called her mother in Rockland, and they decided Vincent would start for Kingman in the morning, for she’d just missed the noon boat. She borrowed a suitcase and threw some clothes together. On March 1, she caught the boat to Bucksport, traveling from there by train to Bangor, where she took another train and arrived in Kingman at 6 A.M. Dashing down a cup of coffee, she hurried to the house where her father boarded.


The minute we came in I heard from upstairs the sound of a man’s coughing, and it was then, for the first time, that I realized how long it had been since I had seen my father,—eleven years!



His nurse met her downstairs and told her he was expecting her. The owners of the house as well as her father’s doctor, Dr. Somerville, and his daughter, Ella, stood watching her. “They kept telling me to brace up, and be calm, and things like that, which was really funny, as I was not the least bit nervous and everybody else seemed very much upset.… Perhaps I wasn’t so calm, tho, as I was numb.” As the doctor guided her up the stairs, he told her she could stay only moments and that her father had very little time to live. She entered the room.


It didn’t seem to me that the man on the bed was my father, but I went over and stood beside him and said, “Hello, papa, dear,” just as I had planned to say only that my voice seemed higher than usual; and when he heard me he opened his eyes—the bluest eyes I ever saw—and cried out “Vincent! My little girl!” and struggled up in bed and held out his arms to me.… I put my arms around him and made him lie down again. Then I sat on the side of the bed and talked to him a little, not of anything in particular; I remember saying that I wished my eyes were blue, too, so that they’d match my hat, and that he whispered back—he couldn’t speak at all—“You can’t very well change your eyes, Vincent, but you might have got a green hat.” Then I laughed, and he smiled a little, with his eyes closed. He had difficulty, I noticed, in keeping them open and somehow that made me all the more certain he was going to die.



That night she wrote to her mother briefly to tell her that Dr. Somerville had given her “very little hope.” Cora wrote back by return post:


My dear little daughter:—

Such a hard experience for my little girl to meet all alone. If mama could only help you darling and help him too.



She urged her to tell Henry he had to get better, “to enjoy his dear girls for years yet.”

But seeing his daughter had done him more good than any of them had counted on. On Friday, March 1, the doctor hadn’t expected him to live out the night. By Monday, March 4, Vincent wrote home excitedly, “Papa is better and they think he will get well.” By then her mother’s anxious letter had crossed with hers. Cora didn’t know Henry was improving, and while Vincent didn’t know exactly what was the matter with him, she tried to waylay her mother’s fears: “He’s had pneumonia I guess, and asthma and a bad heart,” but now he was clearly on the mend.

Dr. Somerville, who looked, she told her mother, “exactly like Andrew Carnegie,” took her driving every day and sleighing miles upriver, where she saw a deer hanging in a tree, killed by a bobcat. “Papa says that now a bob-cat is the only thing that can legally kill deer. He seemed rather skeptical.… I have to run on like this because I’m in a hurry.” What had begun as an ordeal for Vincent was becoming an adventure. She promised her mother she’d tell more later, and she closed admiringly with this:


I see Papa twice a day. We can’t talk very much but he loves to have me with him.… I have never in my life heard so many people inquire for one man. All festivities here are postponed until he recovers. An M.D. and an L.L.D. from somewhere around here came in on the train today just to see him a minute—great friends of his.

I’ll write later, home,

Love,
Vincent



Cora regained more than her composure with the news of Henry’s recovery. She said it was “nice” that Vincent was having a good time after all—“I am glad your papa has so many good friends. He was always very popular and made friends wherever he went.” But now she asked pointedly how much Vincent’s trip had cost and reminded her, “It is hard for those left at home sometimes and they want a letter. Write often.” Then she sent Vincent a photograph of herself in her nurse’s uniform, looking stern and competent, her face more deeply lined than it should have been for a woman just shy of her forty-ninth birthday. It was a telling gesture, and it was intended for Henry. Vincent, after all, had just left home; she knew what her mother looked like. “Give my best wishes to your papa, and tell him to get well and do the best he can for his nice big girls I’ve kept so well for him.”

Her mother continued to press her not only for news but for her return. Norma needed her help with French. “I can get along without you when I’m away; but home misses you awfully.” But Vincent wasn’t thinking of Norma’s French or her home duties, and she didn’t respond to her mother’s letters. The next letter came with an enclosed note from Norma that flashed with anger:


Sister Millay:—

I am exceedingly ashamed of you for not letting us hear something from you.… You have been up there almost three weeks and you haven’t exerted your self in writing letters to your family. What is the matter, dear? Are you sick yourself? Just because you have found your father must you forget all about your mother and us kids?



She closed in a voice very like the one Vincent used when she was trying to reassure her mother that she loved her: “I can’t help scolding you for I am disgusted wif youse.”

In that inevitable tug between parents, especially those who have divorced, one parent wears the mantle of the victor and the other becomes the vanquished. Henry was clearly the vanquished. But there is a peculiar susceptibility children have to the fallen, to the not victorious, particularly if it is the father and they are girls. Henry had been irresponsible. He hadn’t supported them, and Vincent knew it. But now, for the first time since she’d been very young, she was in his world, and she was thriving. She found him as charming and winning as her mother once had. However, her lengthening absence, with very little word home, made Cora excruciatingly anxious. And Norma was acting her part in a family drama long established among them. She wrote not only on her mother’s behalf, but on her own.

Cora tried to telephone Kingman, but the line above Bangor was out. She told Vincent that if she didn’t hear immediately she would telegraph, which was costly. Still Vincent didn’t write. Her mother would write ten letters to her four.

She wasn’t sick, she was having fun. The gloom that had engulfed her at home was lifting. She began a letter to her sisters on St. Patrick’s Day (the date of her parents’ wedding anniversary), but as she became more and more drawn into the social life of Kingman, she let it slip. She even forgot to write to her beloved on March 3, “because … I don’t care a snap about you. I don’t even think of you. No, these are lies, I adore you, but yesterday was the 3rd and I didn’t know.” In fact, she only once again turned to him on the third. The intensity of her need was over for good.

She told her mother and sisters that there was only one thing the Kingman boys were good for, and that was dancing. “And they certainly can dance, not contras, but waltzes and schottisches, and they waltz their two steps. Whodathunkit!” She and Dr. Somerville’s daughter, Ella, spent every night that week at a show that had come to town; she called it “a Kickapoo medicine-show, an all-the-week, Kickapoo, Sagwa, vaudeville, medicine show,” where they “queened in.”


And say,—It’s great to be the new girl in town when there’s a dance on. Everybody fell over himself to get a dance with me, and every dance I had was lovely.



At home she had not been a girl sure of her powers; now she was a hit for the first time in her life. It did wonders for her, as did her renewed contact with her father.


I pop in and out all the time and we just love each other. Sometimes when I’m coming upstairs I call out, “Hi papa!” like that, and sometimes I just say, “I bet a cent my dad knows what’s a-coming!” And then he’ll laugh and tell me to hurry up.



Maybe it was inevitable that she would find him, even in illness, a charming and sunny man. Certainly it was clear from her letters home that he was enviably well liked. Then, too, he was impressed with her—he loved to hear her read Burns and Kipling, and he praised her highly. He thought her singing voice was superb.


I will say right now that I sang the “Ave Maria,” which is a very dramatic, operatic thing, after the manner of a dramatic, operatic star. Up here, where no one knows but that I have taken lessons for years of Madame Marchesi, I am not afraid to howl.



And sing she did, standing by the church’s open window, just across the yard from where her father lay listening to her.


Consequence—Papa thinks I have a voice with a future, said he thought it was Schumann-Heink a-bellering next door, had no idea I could sing like that, did I call that a little parlor voice?—etc. etc. Lud! How I do fool ’em all!



She was old enough to know that his praise was excessive, but how welcome it made her feel. What a delight to be taken care of, to be praised, flattered, and danced with when she’d thought she’d come for death.

But she knew her mother well, and even if it had taken her three days to finish the letter she didn’t ignore her mother’s feelings. “Tell Mother, be sure to tell mother, that I worship her cap-frill,” she wrote back to Norma. “Goodnight, you bad tids! Vincent.”

Cora was no fool. When she summoned her daughter home this time, there was bait on the hook. “Dear Vincent,” she wrote on March 21, “I … am going to try to catch you now with something that may interest and encourage you.” She’d been sent a sample copy of The Magazine Maker in which there was an article announcing a grand contest for poets. One thousand dollars in prize money would be awarded to the three best poems submitted by June 1, to Mitchell Kennerley, the New York publisher. One could send in as many poems as one wanted. One hundred American poems would be published on November 1 in a single volume to be called The Lyric Year. The judges were Edward J. Wheeler, editor of Current Opinion; William Stanley Braithwaite, poetry editor of the Boston Transcript; and the editor of The Lyric Year itself, who was anonymous.

“Here is your chance,” Cora scrawled across the top of the letter. “Think what Wheeler said of your Land of Romance.

“Come home,” she wrote urgently, “and make a good try.”

Vincent raced back to Camden. She helped Norma with her French, and she helped her mother move into their new house at 82 Washington Street, across from the high school. By May 27—in less than two months—she had finished her long poem “Renaissance” and sent it in to The Lyric Year.

At the same time, but in separate envelopes, she sent along other poems, “La Joie de Vivre,” “The Suicide,” “Interim,” and probably three others, each of which she signed E. Vincent Millay. Into the return envelope of each she placed a note “of consolation and encouragement,” thinking that if they came back, the blow of no comment or a printed rejection slip would be softened.

It’s hard to know exactly when she began to write “Renaissance,” the spelling she used when she wrote it. According to notes her mother made much later in life, the poem was begun in 1911, when Vincent was nineteen. It was then put aside and was not finished until the late spring of 1912. But her mother, for whom there was more at stake than she ever acknowledged, put it variously, and sometimes clearly inaccurately, this way:


Renascence was partly written in 1911, when Miss Millay was in Kingman, Maine, on a visit to her father.… I saw the advertisement of Mitchell Kennerlys for The Lyric Year in which a hundred American poets would be represented. I at once recognized a fair chance for her to receive recognition and wrote her to come home and finish the poem and get it into the contest—This was in the spring of 1912.

She did this with little enough time in which to accomplish so great a work, and just get it done in time.



Nowhere did her mother mention that she, too, had sent poems in to the contest that spring, placing herself in direct competition with her daughter.
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“If I’d thought that would occur to you, I wouldn’t have told you!” Norma Millay said to me almost seventy years after the contest was over.

“You didn’t tell me,” I said carefully.

“Of course they were not competitors. Mother would never have competed against Vincent. She was competing. As Vincent was.” Norma paused, her head bent down, and then, softly, watching me closely through her filmy glasses, “She was competing with Vincent. Was she not?”

CHAPTER 8


—You inquire my Books—For Poets—I have Keats—and Mr and Mrs Browning.… I went to school—but in your manner of the phrase—had no education.… But I fear my story fatigues you—I would like to learn—Could you tell me how to grow—or is it unconveyed—like Melody—or Witchcraft? …

Is this—Sir—what you asked me to tell you?

—Emily Dickinson to Thomas Wentworth Higginson, April 25, 1862



Vincent had gone into a nearby meadow to pick blueberries for supper, and when she had a pailful she came home to find her mother waiting anxiously on the doorstep with a letter in her hand. It was addressed to “E. Vincent Millay, Esq.” and it was from the editor of The Lyric Year. On July 17, 1912, he accepted “Renascence” as one of the best one hundred poems in the contest. Addressing her as “Dear Sir,” he told her just how much he liked it and asked for a biographical sketch. He signed himself, “Yours faithfully, The Editor.” He did not give his name. She waited less than a week to answer, addressing her letter to Mitchell Kennerley, the New York publisher under whose aegis the prize had been announced: “It may astonish you to learn that I am no ‘Esquire’ at all, nor even a plain ‘Mister’; in fact, that I am just an aspiring ‘Miss’ of twenty.”

It wasn’t unusual, she told him, for people to be “deceived” by her masculine name, “and it was in the hope that you, too, would think me a man, that I signed my name as I did, with its feminine Edna just initialed.”

What would any seasoned editor make of that sally? Rapid-fire she told him when she’d been born, quoted her first poem, told him, even, how she’d felt when she’d seen that Edward J. Wheeler, who’d reprinted and commented on her gold medal poem from St. Nicholas, was one of the judges: “ ‘Mitchell Kennerley’ and ‘William Stanley Braithwaite’ were formidable enough … but ‘Edward J. Wheeler’ was the name of an old friend. It was the fact that he had once been pleased with my work which gave me courage to enter the competition.”

But if she was stumped when he asked her for “characteristics,” she soon rallied; she told him how she looked:


If I were a noted author you would perhaps be interested to know that I have red hair, am five feet-four inches in height, and weigh just one hundred pounds; that I can climb fences in snowshoes, am a good walker, and make excellent rarebits. And if I were a noted author I should not hesitate to tell you … that I play the piano;—Grieg with more expression than is aesthetic, Bach with more enjoyment than is consistent, and rag-time with more frequency than is desired.



She was crazy about Ibsen, knew The Rubaiyat by heart, paddled stern in a canoe. “But, since I am not a noted author,——and since, without telling you these things, I have so skilfully acquainted you with them——I will be silent lest I bore you.”

Her style in this opening letter is playful, even cheeky. She’s clearly having fun, beckoning her editor. She even sent along a photograph, which she asked that he return, but that snapshot as well as this letter were bound to provoke a response, and two weeks later, on August 6, the editor replied. He asked to keep her photograph. But he kept her guessing as to his identity.


Dear and true Poetess!

You have indeed astonished me through and through—a lassie o’ twenty—is it possible?



He said he hadn’t been alone in finding her poem “very fine, original, strong, impressive.” But he’d had certain reservations about it. He’d come upon other poems by “Mr.” E. Vincent Millay, and they had been so unequal to “Renascence” that he’d suspected “some sort of forgery was being palmed off on ‘The Lyric Year.’ ” He hadn’t liked the other poems, so he’d taken “Renascence” to a friend of his, “author, critic and attorney, to see if he could detect a clue.… The next day I came across a strong short piece—‘Then why the appetite—Why the fruit.’ ”

The strong, short piece he was referring to was her mother, Cora Millay’s, not Vincent’s, but he didn’t know that—and no one was about to tell him.


Furthermore, RENASCENCE itself is at the same time very finished and very crude. What am I to think!

Certainly I did not suspect that a fence-vaulting, Bach-mad, ninety-nine-pound mite of a girl was causing all the hubbub!

Sometimes I think that Renascence is the most interesting poem in the selected Hundred of The Lyric Year.



Signing himself “The Editor,” he told her that it might add “zest” to her anticipation to know he was not Mitchell Kennerley.

She answered him by return mail. She said nothing about her mother’s poem. Instead she told him more about herself: “I am to some extent self-educated, having read ever since I could read at all everything I could find.… I could almost say with Simple Simon, ‘Please, sir, I haven’t any.’ I want, and have always wanted—dreadfully—to go to college.”

She turned the last sentence in her letter in such a way as to flatter him:


When, in my old age, I compile my real autobiography, entitled “Wild Editors I Have Met,” you, a rare type, and strangely tame, will have a chapter all to yourself; and the frontispiece will be your photograph,—if I can get it.



Rare or wild, she said, he must tell her who he was. “You aren’t a girl, too, are you? You can’t be Edward J. Wheeler, can you? Please tell me.” And she wanted to know why she couldn’t call her poem “Renaissance” “in the French way? I see you used the Anglicized Renascence.”

They began writing to each other now by return mail. The guessing game continued as he told her he was not Wheeler, “nor,” he wrote on August 14, “anybody of importance. Just ‘a lover of poetry,’ and of plump babies, and of skis, blizzards, Bach, kittens and embroidery”; but he did give her his summer address, engraved on the top of his stationery, “Vindrholm, Monroe, New York,” and told her that address in care of “F.E.” would reach him. It was a remarkably coy response. He had conceived of The Lyric Year


to reach just such budding geniuses as yourself.… I am indeed proud and happy to have discovered you.… And although nearly old enough to be your grandfather … I am not ashamed to caper with delight over “Renascence.”



It was Kennerley, however, who was English and who preferred the English spelling, not he.

After receiving this letter Vincent decided her editor was Mrs. Mitchell Kennerley.


But it makes no difference who you are. You are perfectly charming, and I am crazy about you. There! Such a relief to be able at last to confess it, without indiscretion; or, if not without indiscretion—all confessions are indiscreet—at least to confess it.—This is not a crush; don’t be alarmed; I never have them. It is purely an intellectual enthusiasm.



She thought it was sensational to be anybody’s discovery. Cora, who was working in Rockland that summer, and who was privy to Vincent’s guesses, wrote:


Isn’t it dear about your poem and your Editor? I think it is real sweet that way, don’t you? She may be a great help to my girl. I must say goodnight.

Lots of luck to my other girls. Yours—

“The Mother of A Poet.”



By the end of August, though she was hot in correspondence with her editor, there was still no word of the contest itself. What she could not have guessed was that her editor was trying desperately to attract other poets into his competition. By September 5, after Ridgely Torrence, to whom he had appealed, had sent his revised poem “A Ritual for a Funeral,” the editor assured him that “Mr. Wheeler and all your friends are very anxious for you to take the Lyric Year prize.” This was far more than angling for distinguished talent.
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As High Street rises away from the center of Camden, there was, and still is, a large white frame summer hotel called the Whitehall Inn. It sprawls across a broad lawn rimmed with fir trees and wild roses, its long porches sleepily watching the bay. It was there in the summer of 1912 that Norma Millay took a job as a waitress.

Since she’d never worked as a waitress before, I asked her why she had taken the job.

“Mother said I could go. And, well, I guess as always, it would be nice to make a little money. And, too, it was just as a sort of lark.… The guests got interested in me. What beautiful hands I had, when I served from the tray, or the way I spoke. Anyway, soon they asked me about myself and my family. I said I had a sister who was a poet. I said she had a poem in The Lyric Year.”

Norma remembered that at the end of August there was to be a staff party, a masquerade dance. “And they said, will your sister be there? and I said I didn’t know. But I got the feeling that they were … what? well, interested in us. I made up my mind that Vincent was going to come.

“You understand, Vincent had been out of school a long time. And we knew she was a genius. She was shy. She went with her girlfriends. So, Why should I go to a party for the help? Oh, God, yes, it just sounded ridiculous. But I decided I would go and I would bring Vincent up. I had to work to bring her. I told her it would be kind of fun. Kind of a lark. And we loved to dance well together. So, Come on! Vincent!”

[image: ]

But Vincent balked. From the moment Norma mentioned the party, she dug her heels in. Norma said it would be good for her to see people, to be drawn out of herself. She didn’t want to see people, she didn’t think it would be good for her. Years later Vincent would write, “Norma was … carefree, gay, gregarious and unselfconscious; I was thoughtful, intense, involved, reticent & retiring.” Vincent was also mulish. But Norma was unrelenting.

“Then Okay! It was—let’s see some of these funny people who come summers. I made her a little Pierrette costume, and in it with her long red-blond hair she looked about fifteen.”

Vincent wore a tiny black velvet mask with rosettes of red crepe paper at the sides where the tie was fastened. Her costume had a short, full skirt made of yards of white cheesecloth fitted smartly at her waist, with a low-cut sleeveless bodice with black pompoms down the front. She won the prize for best costume, and Norma got the prize for best dancer. Afterward, everyone, guests and help, went into the music room for ice cream and cake. Norma continued, “And for us to perform.… I said, ‘Ask Vincent to sing some songs, ask for “The Circus Rag!” ’ Vincent gave me a dirty look, the look that meant—you’ve been tattling! What are you up to? Then she played the piano and sang, jazzy and bright and quick.” Norma closed her eyes and began to sing Vincent’s song:


“You must have heard that circus rag
  Years ago when you were a kid!
Now the same old wag gets the same old gag
  Off, just as he always did.…

………

—Chorus—

Right this way, ladies and gents!
Just a quarter of a dollar, only twenty-five cents!
Step right up! Tickets here!
We make it just a quarter to a pretty girl, dear.…”



“Vincent had a deep contralto voice, you know, completely different from my own. And then she sang, ‘Who Will Go a-Maying?’ which was sweet and light. Finally, after she’d sung her songs, I said, ‘Ask her to recite “Renascence.” ’ She turned around on the piano stool and said this poem. Then it was absolutely still in that room.


“All I could see from where I stood
Was three long mountains and a wood;
I turned and looked another way,
And saw three islands in a bay.
So with my eyes I traced the line
Of the horizon, thin and fine,
Straight around till I was come
Back to where I’d started from;
And all I saw from where I stood
Was three long mountains and a wood.
Over these things I could not see;
These were the things that bounded me.…



“Well, yes. Now things were happening very fast. The next day they had her up to lunch and I waited on her. Then they began taking us out sailing. That sort of thing. And Mother, who was nursing one of the guests upstairs at the hotel, came down and did the silver for me, so I could leave to sail. You see, we were different. We were different from all the others.”
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One of the guests in the audience at the Whitehall Inn that evening was Caroline B. Dow. She was stunned by Millay’s poem, but even more by this provincial girl’s assured performance. In a diary Vincent called “Sweet & Twenty,” “Being The Extraordinary Adventures Of Me In My Twenty-first Year,” she wrote, “If I had known then how much was to happen to me this year I would have started a diary that night.”


Wed. morning …

Miss Dow (Caroline B.) called;—dean of New York Y.W.C.A. Training School. Wealthy friends in New York who might send me to Vassar.
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“Miss Dow wanted to come up and talk to Mother, privately,” Norma recalled. “And, of course, Vincent had to go to college. I remember Miss Dow as tall, about fifty-five maybe. As Vincent said, ‘She’s the hull ting.’ And, of course, she was.”
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On September 3, Vincent’s editor sent her two snapshots, but he was still teasing her, for on the reverse of one he wrote:


(to Miss Edna Vincent Millay
from The Editor of
The Lyric Year.
with her—(his?)—best compliments!)



A tall, narrow man with thick straight black hair, sharp dark eyes, and a crooked grin is standing with his wife; in the other photo he holds their baby daughter. By the middle of the month he said that if he were a sport, “I should wager odds on Renascence for first honors”; and he returned a carbon copy of “Renascence” with his comments in red pencil. Too much, he felt, happened “suddenly.” He left it entirely to her judgment but asked if the effects of the poem wouldn’t be stronger by “allowing some of them to dawn quietly.” He closed by saying, “What a wonderful person—to have written this poem. I envy you!”

Her responses to these letters exist only in pages of undated pencil drafts, but pieced together they are clear enough to tell us how she felt. For one thing, she paid careful attention to his advice about “Renascence” and replaced the first “suddenly.” She also seems to have reworked several lines—in other words, she was able to accept his criticism. On the twenty-first, she received proofs of her poem. It was not until September 25 that he revealed he was Ferdinand Earle and assured her she would be pleased with the results of the contest. “Several have prophesied that you have the best chance for the first prize.” Which, unbeknownst to her, was exactly what he’d suggested to Torrence three weeks before.

What was she to make of this man? What did he mean “by betting on my Pegasus?” she asked. “I know now, of course, that you meant I have a big chance to win.” But now that her hopes were high, “the disappointment, if I am disappointed, will be terrible.”

Their letters flew back and forth, and every other day Earle seemed to have some fresh delight to offer her. Would she come visit them? Would she be their friend “until you become so grand and famous that you would have no time for small fry.” He tempted her with his word pictures of New York City, of gleaming high buildings, museums, and theaters. But what he truly admitted was that


if I could believe that I have encouraged and helped you with my big clumsy venture.… And when your name is pronounced only with whispers of awe, it will be my secret pride to believe that I had the privilege of discovering your worth, before anyone else.



Would she come to New York? She shot back, “Why, bless yuh heart, sir, I shall come to New York!” As for his venture, he must never call it clumsy. “Say, rather, your big, splendid venture. O, but it’s great to be a man! You made this year so … miraculous to me!”

Savoring her spunk, he wrote to her as his “Dear Tom Boy,” admitting that “the big, central thrill of the whole affair was digging you out of oblivion.” His single note of caution fell in this letter of September 29:


I have no right to promise you a prize, as that depends mostly upon Mr. Wheeler. Aren’t you bursting to learn the November decision?—I am.



“ ‘Bursting to learn the November decision’! My dear man, I shall bust long before then!” But why, she asked in all innocence, did he leave the “Saint” out of her name? “It really belongs there, and—please, sir, I need to be reminded of it!”

It was audacious of her to flirt with him this openly. She was summoning him to her, and something she’d written to him—it may have been a letter that no longer exists among her penciled drafts—caused him to realize that far more was at stake for her than he’d understood before. Their exchange wasn’t just about the contest anymore. “I realize that you are a woman, and not the mere elf-child I let myself imagine. I am half very sorry and half very glad.… And yet, should I write to you so much? … Yes: until the fateful decision! … And then I hope to see you.”

That last phrase he put in brackets, as if the punctuation would lessen the impact of what he was telling her.

The poems had gone to the other judges that morning; he expected to know the decision in about two weeks but was honor-bound to hold his tongue. “What you read between the lines, I should not be responsible for? … Should I?” This was exactly the tone he took with her, coy and flirtatious. If it was a pity she wasn’t “an elf-child,” with whom he could tramp the city, nevertheless “you are a wonderful young woman, and a gifted poet: that is still better, even if that leaves us a little less free.” He lamely added that she was still “very welcome here by at least one member of the household, if not by the trio.” But that last phrase was a clear note of caution. She’d had two: he’d said he had no right to promise her a prize because he was only one judge among three. Now his wife had begun to read Vincent’s letters. Earle said that while he was left “glowing with wild, uncontrollable delights” by her letters, someone else “did not glow one bit!” But he couldn’t leave it at that; he wanted more.


Now, to be serious, dear Miss Millay: may I ask you, how you came to write Renascence? … How could a charming young woman of a quiet New England village write a stupendous poem, that threatens to carry away spoil from the midst of our established singers—booty they are making mighty efforts to capture?

How did you do it?

How, O how?



Millay had told him a great deal about herself, but she said remarkably little about “Renascence” itself. Only this once. And even here she said more about his effect on her:


[I]f it will make you the least bit happier to know just what your friendship has meant to me, then please understand this: the sky had to cave in on me, of course, before I could write Renascence, and I dug my man up because it wasn’t pleasant to leave him there, not because I had come up too. It was you who, in your enthusiastic “discovering,” accidentally exhumed me. Now, we won’t talk about that anymore.



Two days later he sent her proofs of several of the other contesting poems. But again he cautioned her, “You must promise me, dear, dear Tom Boy, never, never to write to a strange man as you have written me.” He didn’t say what she’d written that had disturbed his wife, and he admitted later in the same letter that he wasn’t really a stranger to her, that he was, even, attracted to her. He was writing to her, he said, for the sake of his own part in her future development and to protect her from herself. Couldn’t they go back to an earlier point in their correspondence, she asked, “a little bit shocked and a little bit shamed.… and—talk about the weather?” Otherwise, not only would he never meet his provocative little elf, she would never hear his Cremona.


(If you could know how—almost annihilatingly I want to hear you play that violin! Or how I would come straight back home again and be tamed for the rest of my life, if just for one evening I might listen to Wagner music with a man who knew how to love it! Savage passion! There could be no savage passion in you that would not find itself again in me! I am not big enough to love things the way I do!)



If that didn’t jar Mrs. Earle’s sense of propriety, it’s hard to imagine what would. Poor Earle. He had no idea what he was up against in trying to restrain Edna St. Vincent Millay. “But there,” she sweetly assured him,


I had not meant to say so much. It is shockingly bad form to be so unreserved. Dear me!

What will you do with me now, Mr. Ferdinand Earle,—scold me, or shake me, or—pat me on the head? (don’t dare! O, I have to giggle!)



Her letters to Earle are the most amazing mix of girlish bravado and cunning innocence. She wanted to be the wonderful young woman he’d said she was. She also wanted to be tamed, and that was something else again—something Mrs. Earle might well object to. Millay was practicing. She wanted her match in a man she could admire—a man who could dominate her and fire her imagination. But the very notion relies on the ideal of a man superior to herself, and if Ferdinand Earle was a silly, he was also, crucially, the first to try.

What he wanted, he told her on October 14, was to “flame back into silence, leaving a trail of fire across your dreams.… I would leave you a mingled peace and unrest.” He closed this letter by asking her to remember a title, “Golden Pastoral Horn,” for “Last night it seemed to me the prize winner. The judges have Renascence. Would you hate me … if they snubbed you?”

Stunned, she began a letter on the fifteenth which she left unfinished in midsentence. It was wild and nearly incoherent, as she faced for the first time, after all his assurances, the fact that she could lose.


My Editor,—

I shall not hate you, no. But I shall cry. I shall cry all night long the night I get that letter, and I hope that all night long you will lie awake and know that I am crying. I wished once to make you glad in return for the gladness you had given me, and now, by the same token, I would make you wretched. I desire that you can not sleep that night for thinking of my wretchedness.



It was not just the difference between “Renascence-Honored and Renascence-Snubbed,” she told him, or between “Vincent glad and Vincent sorry”; it was the difference between five hundred dollars and nothing: “You had not thought of that, had you? I would choose not to think of that myself if I had any choice.”

This is the most telling letter in their correspondence. With crossed-out patches and paragraphs of screed, Millay moved from a diction that was almost imperious to that of a child. She was hampered not only by the immense disparity in their roles—the young poet at twenty, competing for a national honor against a judge whose contest it was (and who had the cash to put up the prize money)—but because she had believed him. Her anger and dependence are everywhere in this letter, and by its close the child voice is the dominant one:


Then what if you wrote an indiscreet letter (partly because you … didn’t know whether you dared or not, and partly because you wanted to see just what your editor would say, and partly—oh lots because you were only twenty) and Your Editor wrote back an indiscreet letter that made you want to baby him—tho you really couldn’t help it—and at the very end of it said, “Will you hate me if you don’t get any prize?”—then, why then you wouldn’t hate him, of course but wouldn’t you want to cry on him? (Please, that isn’t wicked is it? It’s just that men are so much more comfortable to cry on,—and you’re the only man-friend I have.… I haven’t in all the world one friend who is stronger than I. I need someone to make me do things, and keep me doing things, and keep me from doing things.




I guess I shall never see you in all this world. O, dear, I feel so l’l’ an’ small an’ all shrunkd up, I guess you couldn’t see me if you were here.—I’m honest ’fraid you’ have to use a big nifying glass!—I—Please, sir, I’m sorry for my badness, and will you write me a letter purpose to cry on?

V.M.



What she couldn’t have known was that Earle had written to Kennerley on the fifteenth, just after he’d written to her, placing “Renascence” second. But even then he had equivocated, “Renascence could easily deserve first honors.”

On October 15, he wrote to her again:


Feel nervous and restless, do!—Do keep me company! The poems are almost “judged”—the decision hangs in the balance.… I ache to know.

Faithfully,
F.E.



On October 25, 1912, Earle delivered his final choice to Mitchell Kennerley. He championed “Renascence”:


The most astonishingly beautiful and original poem in the Lyric Year, the poem most arresting in its vision, the poem most like a wonderful PreRaphael painting, is surely Renascence by Miss Edna St. Vincent Millay. To me it is almost unthinkable that a girl of twenty could conceive such a work and execute it with such vigor and tenderness.… And it is with no small pride that I give it my first vote for the prizes.



In second place he chose Orrick Johns’s “Second Avenue,” with Ridgely Torrence’s “A Ritual for a Funeral” third.

Then he wrote her a peculiar letter, cut and pasted together, telling her that most “friendships, relations, acquaintance-ships are bloodless, frigid, and stark, with no becoming drapery in the form of mystery and romantic atmosphere, with no bared elbows and throats.” He did wish he could tell her “about the prizes—the question, however, is still an open one, (shut at the outside ends!)”

She didn’t write to him for three weeks. Or, more precisely, she drafted three letters and sent none. She kept them, and she waited. Her drafts tell us how she felt as she waited:


I am asking you to return to me a letter which I, a short time ago, wrote to a friend of mine, and which you, a complete stranger, seem to have received by mistake. The letter can mean nothing to you, as you are incapable of understanding it; but to me, who wrote it in all sincerity and candor, it means much—and it annoys me to think of its being in your possession.



She gave him permission to read all of her letters to his wife, “unexpurgated. Yours to me I will return, if you like, and them, also, you can read to her,—at your discretion.” She had not been obscure in her letters to him; “possibly your translation has been purposely a little free.” Had he thought of that? He, with his “advantage over me that fourteen years have given,”


Are you trying to tell me not to make a fool of myself? Believe me, such advice could only be needless or useless.



She boiled on:


And I did not mean to tell you anything whatever about “bloodless friendships” as opposed to the “romantic atmosphere” of “bared elbows and throats,”—tho I am sure that bared throats are not half so indecorous as bared hearts; and I shall not forget again, have no fear that I shall. I told you I always make mistakes in men. I always do. But never the same mistake twice.



Indignantly, relentlessly, she pressed on:


I am wild, if you like; but I stayed in my burrow a long, long time,—nibbling your straws and snapping at your fingers, but always just a little out of reach. Until at last I got to trust you so much that one day I ventured out for a minute,—and you threw rocks at me. And I will never come out again.



Before she could send her letter, Earle wrote to her again: “I say: the Prizes have been awarded.… Can you see anything by the tone of this letter? Would you feel satisfied with a very honorable mention? Would you hate me if RENASCENCE is entirely out of it?”

He had said she would win; he had nearly promised. They had corresponded for months now. He’d suggested very few changes in the poem—the title Anglicized, a word overused or overstressed—and she had been grateful for his attention. She’d made the changes. She’d provoked his correspondence, she’d sent him snapshots, and she wanted, she needed his attention and his support. What she had done was to seduce that support. Now she had not won first prize, or second or third. She was steeled for anything but loss.


Camden, Me. Nov. 5, 1912

This, then, is what I have been waiting for, from day to day … in such an agony as I had not known I could experience. This is the answer; this is the end. I wonder why I am not crying. My mother is crying. Did you ever hear your mother cry as if her heart would break? It is a strange and terrible sound. I think I shall never forget it.

I cannot realize what you have done. I am numb, I think. I read your letter, and read it again, and I neither cried out nor fainted. I can sit and write quite calmly. I do not understand myself. I shall not try to understand you. I will try to keep from understanding you. I will not let my mind admit you as a possibility. And I would not be in your place, with my own capability for remorse, for anything in earth or heaven that I have ever heard of.



Her letter breaks off, incomplete and, again, apparently unsent. On the fifteenth of November, she received another letter: “What have I done to make you so silent?” Was she punishing him? he asked. He told her that there was something better than a prize: Jessie Rittenhouse, a force in American poetry, who was an officer of the Poetry Society of America and “perhaps our most distinguished critic,” had written Earle to tell him that Millay’s “Renascence” was


“the best thing in the book … in fact one of the freshest and most original things in modern poetry. If it doesn’t get the prize, I pity your judges.” … Think of it!



Earle added, irrepressibly, “O, what more can you hope for! You might as well retire and rest on your laurels the rest of your life.”

Ruefully, after entering Earle’s reassurances in her “Sweet & Twenty” diary, she added, “But it didn’t get the prize! Everything but money!”

Two weeks later, in the Holiday Book number of The New York Times, Jessie Rittenhouse—while praising Earle’s and Kennerley’s effort and commitment to modern American poetry—singled out and saved for the conclusion of her full-page review Millay’s “Renascence”:


The “Lyric Year” has, however, a poem so distinct … that it seems to me the freshest, most distinctive note in the book. This is “Renascence,” by Edna Vincent Millay.… Miss Millay’s defects are the healthy defects of youth, time will take care of them; but that so young a poet should have so personal a vision of humanity, nature and God, such a sense of spiritual elation, of mystical rebirth, and present it to us with the freshness of first view—is certainly worthy of recognition and one could wish that the judges had seconded Mr. Earle in his choice of this poem for one of the awards.
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Miss Caroline B. Dow had not forgotten Vincent. “You might easily think that I had,” she had written to her in October, “if you did not believe that I was serious when I said I wanted to help.” After hearing her recite “Renascence” at the Whitehall Inn, she had decided to marshal whatever support Vincent needed to go to Vassar. Precisely what work had Millay done in Camden High School?—What had she read, what was her standing in the class?—and while Vincent had sent her some poems that she had welcomed, she cautioned her “not to deal much with metaphysics & philosophies but keep yourself and your expressions simple & spontaneous.” It was advice Miss Dow would give often and in a variety of ways, for she assumed a far greater simplicity in this young woman than her poems, letters, or diaries suggested.

Since mid-September Millay had also been in correspondence with a woman named Charlotte Bannon (a friend of a Mrs. Esselborn, who, with Miss Dow, had also heard Millay recite at Whitehall). On November 15, Miss Bannon had taken “Renascence” to the head of the English department at Smith College, who now asked to know exactly what Miss Dow wanted to know, and for the same reasons. Miss Bannon sent Vincent a catalog to the college, telling her that if she could get admitted, Smith College would take care of her after she was there. It was as close to an outright commitment as anything Millay had yet heard, but she didn’t feel she could enter into any sort of relationship with Smith until she knew what her chances were at Vassar.

“I have always wanted dreadfully, and until now hopelessly, to go to college,” she wrote to Miss Dow. “I would far rather go to Vassar than anywhere else.… but even more than I want to go to Vassar,—I want to go to college! So that if anything should happen that I couldn’t go to Vassar, I wouldn’t want to have spoiled my chances at Smith.” She hoped Miss Dow understood, and even more that she wouldn’t “be obligated to say, ‘By all means, Smith.’ For I am already, at heart at least, a Vassar girl.”

Miss Dow hedged. She was uncertain if there was a vacancy for the year, and while she assured Vincent of her own impartiality, she said there were some very good reasons why Smith might not be as “helpful to you as Vassar.” But she gave only one: “the country life.” Her best news she saved for last: “I have about $400 promised for your first year, and feel no doubt about getting the rest.”

Two days later, Miss Dow advised Millay to apply to both Smith and Vassar and see what happened. Vincent did just that. Meanwhile, Miss Bannon was not only working to have her admitted to Smith, she was telling her that whether she chose Vassar or Smith was “a question of what is best for you entirely—and I think you have a right to choose your own college—even if we all do want to be kind to you.” Vincent’s position was delicious. From having had no chance of going to college, she was now close to being fought over.

On December 18, 1912, the president of Smith College offered her a full scholarship for the following year. When Miss Dow learned of Smith’s offer, she wrote immediately, “I have on hand enough money for the first year at college and it seems to remain for you to decide whether you will go to Smith or Vassar.” Vincent wrote to her mother in Rockland:


Isn’t this fierce? … She puts in her little word about the country life at Vassar, but leaves the matter entirely in my hands.… Mother, I knew it would come to this! … My head is a howling wilderness. And every once in a while I have to shriek with laughter over the dead funny side of it!



Two days later, Miss Dow made her condition clear: “Since three of the largest gifts for your education came from people who expected you to enter Vassar I shall have to write them and find if the gift wld. still hold if you went elsewhere.” In other words, she continued to press for Vassar, while Miss Bannon advised Vincent to take the first and best offer, from Smith. She even told her how:


I would write and explain to your Vassar friend that President Burton of Smith has offered you a full scholarship here and … that you feel you ought to accept what is a definite certainty.… You can explain it in your own way—of course with gratitude & appreciation for all they have done for you.



In closing she told Vincent, “I want to be your great friend and I will be, if you will let me.”

That was a remarkable note of affection, and it would not be the last time Edna St. Vincent Millay would win to her side an older woman who was in a position to help her. They were taken with Edna Millay. They wanted to assist her in any way they could, perhaps because in the careful structure of their lives they felt diminished. Her life would be grand, sweeping, urgent. Incapable of this themselves, they would help her.

In the end, when Vincent had chosen Vassar, the grace and generosity with which Miss Bannon took her news was a signal of the attachment she had developed for her young poet. It was ardent:


I do not want them to conventionalize your spirit—One can learn anywhere—but I want you to learn to think and dream for yourself—Do not think everything that is told you is necessarily true—because what you want is freedom to think & freedom to range among dreams.



This was from a woman she’d never met, who knew her only through her poems and their correspondence. “I shall always be interested in you—if anything happens that you cannot go to Vassar write to me at once and I shall be your friend again—and again.”

Vincent told her mother she was picking Vassar because it would be great to know girls from Persia, Syria, Japan, India, and “one from Berlin, Germany”; besides, she wrote her mother, “There isn’t one ‘furriner’ in Smith.” But the real reason was “Lots of Maine girls go to Smith; very few to Vassar. I’d rather go to Vassar.”
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Her copy of The Lyric Year arrived the day before Thanksgiving. The next day she received a joint note from Arthur Davison Ficke and Witter Bynner, who were also in the collection:


This is Thanksgiving Day: we thank you. If we had a thousand dollars, we would send it to you. You should unquestionably have had the prize.

All three prizes!



The two young men had been friends since their days together at Harvard. Ficke, who was married and had already published four volumes of poetry, was a lawyer, practicing in his father’s law firm in Davenport, Iowa, and hating it. Bynner, who was visiting them for the holidays, had published two volumes. Arthur Ficke was tall and narrow and wore a carefully trimmed stiff black mustache to hide his tight lips, whereas Hal (Bynner’s nickname) was softer, with silky fair hair and languid airs. Arthur’s voice was high, clipped, and nasal; Hal’s was deep. Both lived in large part on trust funds established for them by their parents. Arthur had written to Earle that “Renascence” was


a real vision, such as Coleridge might have seen.

Are you at liberty to name the author? The little item about her in the back of the book is a marvel of humor. No sweet young thing of twenty ever ended a poem precisely where this one ends: it takes a brawny male of forty-five to do that. Don’t, however, fear that Bynner and I are going about bud-mouthed with dark suspicions; if it’s a real secret, we respect the writer of such a poem far too much to want to plague “her.”



Earle passed along the letter to Vincent, who told them she simply wouldn’t be a


“brawny male.” … I cling to my femininity.

But, gentlemen: when a woman insists that she is twenty, you must not, must not call her forty-five. That is more than wicked; it is indiscreet.… P.S. The brawny male sends his picture. I have to laugh.



This teaser was the beginning of an exchange that would mark all of their lives in ways they never could have imagined.

Arthur was keen to understand just how Millay’s poem had come into being, and he went about finding out just as a lawyer would—with innumerable probing and somewhat patronizing questions. Had she read Coleridge or William Blake? he asked. “How did you come by the image—‘Washing my grave away from me’? Did you see it, or was it a happy accident of composition, or did you get it from a book.” That last was nearly too much for her; she thought there were


vastly fewer “accidents of composition” than one might think.

As to the line you speak of—“Did you get it from a book?” indeed! I’ll slap your face. I never get anything from a book. I see things with my own eyes, just as if they were the first eyes that ever saw, and then I set about to tell, as best I can, just what I see.



As for William Blake, she’d never heard of him. Ficke was so astonished he wrote, “O, Wonder-child!” and sent her a copy for Christmas.

By then there was mounting controversy about the prizes; Ficke, Bynner, and Jessie Rittenhouse weren’t alone in finding “Renascence” more exceptional than the poems that had won. Louis Untermeyer wrote in the Chicago Evening Post that “Mr. Earle may be extolled to the stars” as the patron of struggling poets, but “as the editor of ‘The Lyric Year’ he should be hailed with more modified raptures.” Here was all the stir Earle and Millay could have wished. Among all that old deadwood, Untermeyer had found a poem to like, and he praised it to the skies. “Renascence” was, “without doubt, the surprise of the volume.”

For her loss of the prize there was the balm of the publicly stated, clear injustice of the judges’ inept decision. By the winter of 1912, at twenty, Edna Millay understood just what it meant to become a cause célèbre.

It was her talent that enabled her to transform the airless life she’d led into a poem that freed her from it. “Renascence” was the culminating poem of her apprenticeship, the shaped instrument of her release. It began as simply as a child’s lament, with words of mostly one syllable, moving in rhymed couplets, four ringing beats to a line. If it harked back to Whittier’s “Snowbound,” that great favorite of the nineteenth century, which her mother had read her to sleep with when she was little—she would remember all her life the shiny jet beads on her mother’s bodice as she bent over her, reciting the poem from memory, until she felt she too had it by heart—“Renascence” transcended it. She had found the three major themes in lyric poetry and made them her own: nature, love, and death.

On February 3, 1913, with no warning at all, Millay received a telegram from Miss Dow telling her to come to New York immediately. While Millay’s work at Camden High School had been inadequate to the standards of admission to Vassar College, she could be accepted if she successfully completed one semester of preparation at Barnard College in New York City. She boarded the train the next morning with a single suitcase, her initials painted on it in gold, E.St.V.M. But before she left, she turned to Her Book and made her last entry to her Beloved:


Some people think I’m going to be a great poet, and I’m going to be sent to college so that I may have a chance to be great,—but I don’t know—I’m afraid—afraid I’m too—too little, I guess, to be very much, after all. I’m not joking a bit. I don’t want to disappoint people, and perhaps tomorrow I won’t feel like this, but it seems to me that all I am really good for is to love you,—and that doesn’t do any good. Perhaps I could be a great poet or nearer to it—if I had you, and if you wanted me to. I have some big thoughts …

Darling, Darling, Darling. I could kiss you now,—and now I could kiss you,—and now, and now! … Dear, I think if I once saw you I could write and write and write! If I once could just hear you over the phone wire—and know it was you.—I could work and work and write and write!



For the first time she linked loving and writing—if she had him she could work, she could write. But no man had come to rescue her from Camden, Maine—she had rescued herself through her poetry. Now she took her tarnished ring and, pricking her finger for “a drop of red, red blood,” she sealed the book into a small white box with the hot wax from a candle. It was her last vigil. Her life in Camden was over.


RENASCENCE

All I could see from where I stood
Was three long mountains and a wood;
I turned and looked another way,
And saw three islands in a bay.
So with my eyes I traced the line
Of the horizon, thin and fine,
Straight around till I was come
Back to where I’d started from;
And all I saw from where I stood
Was three long mountains and a wood.

Over these things I could not see;
These were the things that bounded me.
And I could touch them with my hand,
Almost, I thought, from where I stand!
And all at once things seemed so small
My breath came short, and scarce at all.

But, sure, the sky is big, I said:
Miles and miles above my head.
So here upon my back I’ll lie
And look my fill into the sky.
And so I looked, and after all,
The sky was not so very tall.
The sky, I said, must somewhere stop …
And—sure enough!—I see the top!
The sky, I thought, is not so grand;
I ’most could touch it with my hand!
And reaching up my hand to try,
I screamed, to feel it touch the sky.

I screamed, and—lo!—Infinity
Came down and settled over me;
Forced back my scream into my chest;
Bent back my arm upon my breast;
And, pressing of the Undefined
The definition on my mind,
Held up before my eyes a glass
Through which my shrinking sight did pass.
Until it seemed I must behold
Immensity made manifold;
Whispered to me a word whose sound
Deafened the air for worlds around,
And brought unmuffled to my ears
The gossiping of friendly spheres, 
The creaking of the tented sky,
The ticking of Eternity.

I saw and heard, and knew at last
The How and Why of all things, past,
And present, and forevermore.
The Universe, cleft to the core,
Lay open to my probing sense,
That, sickening, I would fain pluck thence
But could not,—nay! but needs must suck
At the great wound, and could not pluck
My lips away till I had drawn
All venom out.—Ah, fearful pawn:
For my omniscience paid I toll
In infinite remorse of soul.

All sin was of my sinning, all
Atoning mine, and mine the gall
Of all regret. Mine was the weight
Of every brooded wrong, the hate
That stood behind each envious thrust,
Mine every greed, mine every lust.

And all the while, for every grief,
Each suffering, I craved relief
With individual desire;
Craved all in vain! And felt fierce fire
About a thousand people crawl;
Perished with each,—then mourned for all.

A man was starving in Capri;
He moved his eyes and looked at me;
I felt his gaze, I heard his moan,
And knew his hunger as my own.

I saw at sea a great fog bank
Between two ships that struck and sank;
A thousand screams the heavens smote;
And every scream tore through my throat.
No hurt I did not feel, no death
That was not mine; mine each last breath
That, crying, met an answering cry
From the compassion that was I.
All suffering mine, and mine its rod;
Mine, pity like the pity of God.

Ah, awful weight! Infinity
Pressed down upon the finite Me! 
My anguished spirit, like a bird,
Beating against my lips I heard;
Yet lay the weight so close about
There was no room for it without.
And so beneath the weight lay I
And suffered death, but could not die.

Long had I lain thus, craving death,
When quietly the earth beneath
Gave way, and inch by inch, so great
At last had grown the crushing weight,
Into the earth I sank till I
Full six feet under ground did lie,
And sank no more,—there is no weight
Can follow here, however great.
From off my breast I felt it roll,
And as it went my tortured soul
Burst forth and fled in such a gust
That all about me swirled the dust.

Deep in the earth I rested now.
Cool is its hand upon the brow
And soft its breast beneath the head
Of one who is so gladly dead.
And all at once, and over all
The pitying rain began to fall;
I lay and heard each pattering hoof
Upon my lowly, thatchèd roof,
And seemed to love the sound far more
Than ever I had done before.
For rain it hath a friendly sound
To one who’s six feet under ground;
And scarce the friendly voice or face,
A grave is such a quiet place.

The rain, I said, is kind to come
And speak to me in my new home.
I would I were alive again
To kiss the fingers of the rain,
To drink into my eyes the shine
Of every slanting silver line,
To catch the freshened, fragrant breeze
From drenched and dripping apple-trees.
For soon the shower will be done,
And then the broad face of the sun
Will laugh above the rain-soaked earth
Until the world with answering mirth 
Shakes joyously, and each round drop
Rolls, twinkling, from its grass-blade top.

How can I bear it, buried here,
While overhead the sky grows clear
And blue again after the storm?
O, multi-coloured, multi-form,
Belovèd beauty over me,
That I shall never, never see
Again! Spring-silver, autumn-gold,
That I shall never more behold!—
Sleeping your myriad magics through,
Close-sepulchred away from you!
O God, I cried, give me new birth,
And put me back upon the earth!
Upset each cloud’s gigantic gourd
And let the heavy rain, down-poured
In one big torrent, set me free,
Washing my grave away from me!

I ceased; and through the breathless hush
That answered me, the far-off rush
Of herald wings came whispering
Like music down the vibrant string
Of my ascending prayer, and—crash!
Before the wild wind’s whistling lash
The startled storm-clouds reared on high
And plunged in terror down the sky!
And the big rain in one black wave
Fell from the sky and struck my grave.

I know not how such things can be;
I only know there came to me
A fragrance such as never clings
To aught save happy living things;
A sound as of some joyous elf
Singing sweet songs to please himself,
And, through and over everything,
A sense of glad awakening.
The grass a-tiptoe at my ear,
Whispering to me I could hear;
I felt the rain’s cool finger-tips
Brushed tenderly across my lips,
Laid gently on my sealèd sight,
And all at once the heavy night
Fell from my eyes and I could see!—
A drenched and dripping apple-tree, 
A last long line of silver rain,
A sky grown clear and blue again.
And as I looked a quickening gust
Of wind blew up to me and thrust
Into my face a miracle
Of orchard-breath, and with the smell,—
I know not how such things can be!—
I breathed my soul back into me.

Ah! Up then from the ground sprang I
And hailed the earth with such a cry
As is not heard save from a man
Who has been dead, and lives again.
About the trees my arms I wound;
Like one gone mad I hugged the ground;
I raised my quivering arms on high;
I laughed and laughed into the sky;
Till at my throat a strangling sob
Caught fiercely, and a great heart-throb
Sent instant tears into my eyes:
O God, I cried, no dark disguise
Can e’er hereafter hide from me
Thy radiant identity!

Thou canst not move across the grass
But my quick eyes will see Thee pass,
Nor speak, however silently,
But my hushed voice will answer Thee.
I know the path that tells Thy way
Through the cool eve of every day;
God, I can push the grass apart
And lay my finger on Thy heart!

The world stands out on either side
No wider than the heart is wide;
Above the world is stretched the sky,—
No higher than the soul is high.
The heart can push the sea and land
Farther away on either hand;
The soul can split the sky in two,
And let the face of God shine through.
But East and West will pinch the heart
That can not keep them pushed apart;
And he whose soul is flat