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Foreword

Poets do not just appear. Their origin stories include circumstances, events, and, at times, a genetic attraction to the art.

Such was the case with the twentieth-century American poet, Edna St. Vincent Millay.

While composing this work of narrative nonfiction, I used not only the usual slew of biographies, but Millay’s letters, journals and poems in an attempt to deliver the story of Young Vincent in the most authentic way possible, i.e., using her own voice. (It should be noted that the literary estate of Edna St. Vincent Millay holds the copyright of all works quoted herein.)

However, since Millay died two years before I was born, I do not have the benefit of having known her personally. I have met and interviewed many of her peers, friends and her middle sister, Norma Millay Ellis. I have attended conferences with experts, members of the Millay Society, and shared an evening with two of the poet’s greatest fans, the actors Roscoe Lee Browne and Anthony Zerbe, discussing the poet’s contribution to theater and the art of poetry. Consequently, I feel I have a pretty good handle on who she was.

Even so, there were instances when, for the sake of the narrative, I have had to extrapolate from available materials the circumstances of certain events, consolidate characters and develop situations based on what I know of college life, small-town gossip and sexuality. In doing so I hoped to generate as close an approximation of what her personality, childhood and youth were like as possible. In particular, since this is the story of the “Young Vincent”, I have endeavored to think like an immature person.

Additionally, I have used the vernacular for the time to capture the period. For example, today we would say waiter for both male and female servers. In her day, the word for a female server was “waitress”. Likewise, young women were referred to as “girls.” Similarly, I have taken the liberty of composing some conversations based upon her journals and letters, interviews with principal characters, and from whole cloth given the scene being described. The endnotes are meant to be a guide for the reader to test my depiction. I trust that readers will do their own research to determine how accurate they think I am. You might want to consider the end notes a bibliography, although much of what I know comes from first-hand interviews and older biographies of Millay.

When checking my sources, please note that at times I will cite a section in an endnote that may refer to more than just that one sentence. I made this choice deliberately because otherwise I might be citing sentence after sentence and make it harder for the reader to just flow with the narrative.

Biographer and editor Daniel Epstein thought the character “Auntie Bine” was manufactured, just as the pubescent Vincent manufactured Mammy Hush-Chile. I disagree. Millay provides specific details about the home of her “Auntie Bine,” which suggests she was a real person who took care of Vincent when she was a toddler. I believe this not only because of the details she provided in her journal entries, but also because Vincent and her sisters were often left with relatives. This was not at all uncommon at the time. For example, Alice Eastwood, the botanist who was Millay’s contemporary, experienced just such an occurrence in her early life. Because I find Millay’s recollections of her “Auntie Bine” credible, I also take Millay at her word when she describes a person or event unless I have reason to believe otherwise.

Even so, Vincent did tend to dramatize things. Although I do not have a degree in psychology, in my opinion Vincent’s “rapture and melancholy” were early telltale signs of some pathology. Thus, I take certain journal entries with a grain of salt and try to use over fifty years of interviews and my common sense in developing what I imagine her character might have been.

Fortunately—and perhaps mistakenly—some of what follows is a combination of what her many biographers attest to as fact and what I suspect Millay experienced psychologically as a child. To start with, Millay’s formative years were spent in unreliable circumstances. This makes for basic insecurity. If one is always the newcomer—or when the family is poorer than most of their neighbors—there is no basis for being sure-footed socially. Studies have shown that when the eldest child takes on the burdens of an adult too early, they tend to feel neglected. This void is filled by over-achieving in some areas and under-performing in others, as well as being controlling, manipulative, and resentful of younger siblings and peers. Older siblings tend to be preachy and teachy, assuming it is their role to be smarter than everyone else, whether they are or not. Eldest girls often try to play the role of mother when there is no adult around to fill that role. Older siblings develop a strong will and a streak of independence that is not always productive. If they have also been sexually abused as children, they tend to use sex as a coping mechanism as they get older. 1

Much of this feels familiar to me, which is why I have gravitated toward the poet since I was a lass of sixteen. Like Millay, I spent my formative years in modest circumstances with parents who fought frequently. We moved at least six times by the time I was ten. Money was always tight. My parents divorced when I was ten. The neighbors viewed us as strange, too outspoken, a bad influence and thought we were overly dramatic. I also have two younger sisters who were born in a similar pecking order to Millay’s sisters. After my parents’ divorce, my mother would sometimes be gone long stretches, leaving me to care for them. Consequently, I imagine I have some inkling of the Millay family dynamics.

Finally, as a lesbian who dated men until I was 28, I believe I have a unique perspective among her biographers. For instance, my “gaydar” went off the moment I saw a picture of Elaine Ralli; when I met Catherine Filene Shouse, it was clear their sexual relationship had been primarily one of convenience, though they remained platonic friends after college. I also know how loneliness can be a cruel taskmaster, particularly when one is young and inadvertently insensitive to the feelings of others. You hurt people you wish you hadn’t, and you sleep with people you know are not appropriate.

I think you will find that Vincent Millay learned many lessons in her youth that later served her in both positive and negative ways. She developed a keen appreciation of nature and the arts. Her highly developed observational skills became fodder for her poetry and came in handy when dealing with people. The poet knew how to be disciplined and precise when composing a work. This is thanks, in part, to the tutelage of her mother when she was a child. That is why I have recreated some of those lessons. Vincent felt things deeply and developed both compassion and discretion. On the other hand, the poet also learned how to manipulate people for her own ends. She put herself first, for better and worse. She made excuses, threw tantrums and was at times dishonest with herself and others.

As you read Young Vincent, I hope you’ll take the time to enjoy the various Millay works I have quoted throughout the book, including Renascence, which is featured in the titles of each chapter, the poems that serve as preludes to each of the three parts of the book and as a coda, and to investigate the sources found in the endnotes to confirm the facts of her extraordinary life.

Biographers tend to go with what they understand or what makes sense to them. Consequently, there are places where I differ in my interpretation of Millay’s life from others. Yet I value these published letters, poems, satires, reports and biographies because they give me a sense of how Millay was able to define herself depending on her audience. The works cited in the endnotes are the primary bases of my interpretation of Edna St. Vincent Millay’s youth. When my interpretation differs, it reflects my deep dive into the history of the architectural, transit, social and cultural standards of the day and my own reading of who she was.






Intense and terrible, I think, must be the loneliness

Of infants—look at all

The Teddy-bears clasped in slumber in slatted cribs

Painted pale blue or pink.

And all the Easter Bunnies, dirty and disreputable, that deface

The white pillow and the sterile, immaculate, sunny, turning

pleasantly in space,

Dainty abode of Baby—try to replace them

With new ones, come Easter again, fluffy and white, and with a

different smell;

Release with gentle force from the horrified embrace,

That hugs until the stitches give and the stuffing shows,

His only link with a life of his own, the only thing he really

knows…

Try to sneak it out of sight.

If you wish to hear anger yell glorious

From air-filled lungs through a throat unthrottled

By what the neighbors will say;

If you wish to witness a human countenance contorted

And convulsed and crumpled by helpless grief and despair,

Then stand beside the slatted crib and say There, there, and

take the toy away.


Pink and pale blue look well

In a nursery. And for the most part Baby is really good:

He gurgles, he whimpers, he tries to get his toe in his mouth;

he slobbers his food

Dreamily—cereals and vegetable juices—onto his bib:

He behaves as he should.

But do not for a moment believe he has forgotten Blackness;

nor the deep

Easy swell; nor his thwarted

Design to remain forever there;

Nor the crimson betrayal of his birth into a yellow glare.

The pictures painted on the inner eyelids of infants just before

they sleep,

Are not in pastel.


Edna St. Vincent Millay





1. All I Could See

1892


Henry Tolman Millay had tried to do right by his wife by renting the north side of a brand-new double house on Broadway Street in Rockland, Maine.1 Outfitted with indoor plumbing and a spacious kitchen, the modest lathe-and-plaster home was more than they could afford yet he had managed to rent it in the dead of winter.

“Wait until you see it,” Henry gushed as his wife waddled up the steps from the elm lined street. His smile was contagious.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Cora said, her feet swollen and her back aching.

“Oh, you’ll see it alright, and you’ll know I mean business when I say our baby will have the best of everything. You too if you’ll let me. It’s even got a lavatory.” He laughed softly. “If you ask me, it’s D.E.”

Cora smiled and quietly shook her head. She knew that meant, “Damned Elegant.”2

They had already been married for three years. Henry had won her hand with a combination of charm and good prospects. But that outlook had been squandered by drink and games of chance. Now they hung on, hoping that a child would shift the trajectory of their marriage in an age when divorce was something only the most common of folk did.

“I think we’re past the threshold stage but close your eyes.”

Cora laughed at the thought of Henry hoisting her and the unborn baby up and carrying them across the narrow threshold. She closed her eyes. The sound of the key unlocking the door was solid. Henry took her hand.

When they walked into the house, Cora could feel the warmth of the wood stove Henry had already stoked in preparation for surprising his very pregnant wife. The smell of the fire was comforting. As she stepped across the floorboards, she thought they might be oak, a major improvement over the pine boards they were used to. It was something about the sound, and Cora was always sensitive to the way things sounded.

“Now open your eyes, sweetheart! Welcome home!”

Cora looked up. An electric light bulb hung from the center of the room, its ornate shade the most generous thing the builder had supplied. She beamed. “Oh my, Henry. Can we afford this?”

“Like I said, our baby deserves the best and so do you. Besides, the landlord is a friend, and I got us a wonderful price.”

Cora bit her lip. Henry’s friends did not always fit that description. Sometimes they were more strangers than friends. Henry read her mind.

“He told me he was building the place last year and I said, when it’s done, my wife and I would love to rent it from you if the price is right. When he gave me the price, I knew we could afford it.”

It was already the end of January and Cora could feel the baby restlessly squirming inside her womb. She needed to sit down. She walked a few steps more and took advantage of a simple wooden chair that someone had left there.

“Are you not feeling well?” Henry asked, anxious to show her the rest of the bright yellow house.

“I’m fine. I just need a minute,” Cora sighed. The crackle of the wood stove was comforting. The baby settled down. “Maybe he knows this is where he’s going to live.”

Henry’s bright blue eyes sparkled. “That might be. We could call him Vincent, after the hospital that saved Charlie.”

“Why not Charles?” Cora asked.

“There are dozens of boys named Charles, and I don’t think we need a junior me, do we?” Henry teased. Cora laughed. “Besides, I think Vincent sounds more regal.”

“Perhaps.” Cora was non-committal. It was considered bad luck to name a baby before it was born. She ran her hands over her knees and legs. “Where’s the kitchen?”

Henry sprung from the windowsill where he’d been temporarily perched. “Just through here. By the way, I have another present for you.”

“Oh, Henry, another?”

“It’s very practical,” he replied as he gestured toward an upright piano just inside the dining room. “If you like I can move it into the parlor. You can give lessons and not have to leave the baby.”3

Perhaps he really was taking responsibility for the family seriously. She opened the lid of the piano and poked middle C. “It will need tuning.”

“No wonder, being in this cold house,” her husband remarked. “The kitchen is just through here.” There was a slight jog just to the left of the partially hidden staircase. She followed him into the modern room. “The stove is the latest model. Welly saw to that.”

Wellington G. Singhi, the builder and occupant of the nearly identical south side of the modern Queen Anne duplex, had met Henry when the former tried to sell him insurance. The gregarious photographer turned real estate agent knew a sucker when he saw one. As soon as Henry mentioned his name Cora knew exactly who to thank for their apparent largesse. “Mr. Singhi, the Italian?” she asked, hoping against hope that she was wrong.

“The same,” Henry replied.

Cora could picture Singhi, his thumbs plucking his broad suspenders, his scruffy goatee and unflattering forward comb-over.4 She suspected he was from India, not Italy. Still the house was new and worth exploring. She rubbed her belly and then the smooth porcelain of the large cast iron sink. “What’s next?”

“Are you up for taking the stairs?” Henry asked, gently slipping his arm around her waist.

“If you let me go first,” Cora laughed. “That way if I fall, you’ll be there to catch me.”

Henry chuckled. “Good thing we had a hearty breakfast.”

The couple made their way to the narrow and steep stairs that curved sharply from a door in the dining room. On the first landing Cora noticed some stained-glass panels in the small window that illuminated the stairs. It cast a rainbow of light across the steps as they climbed to the upper floor. After a short pause, she took a deep breath and pushed upward with her sturdy legs. Henry was close behind.

When they reached the top of the stairs, they both took a moment to catch their breath on the landing. “Left, or right?” Henry asked.

Cora replied without hesitation. “I want to see the lavatory.”

Henry indicated a right turn. “It’s just down the hall from the nursery.”

Cora took the step up onto the second floor and then another two steps and looked to her right. The bathroom had a single porcelain sink, a claw-footed tub and a commode.

The pregnant woman stepped into the bathroom and shooed her husband out. An urgent need was one thing about having a baby’s heel poking into one’s bladder. She hiked up her skirt and sat down on the wooden seat. She smiled. This was a convenience. A roll of paper sat on the floor.

She finished her business and washed her hands in the basin. There was no towel. She resorted to using her skirt.

Henry pointed further down the hall. “The nursery is next door.”

Cora walked the few steps to a small room at the back of the house. It was extremely chilly. “It’s too cold for the baby,” she stated flatly. It was the first sign of the disappointment Henry was hoping to avoid.

“Yes, but it’s above the kitchen and there’s a grate here and from the living room that will have the whole upstairs warm in no time.” He stepped toward the hallway door and indicated the front of the house.

Cora marched past him. This was her first baby, and she wanted it to survive its first brutal Maine winter. She shook her head. An attentive Henry asked, “What?”

“I will never understand why they put a landing like that. If they made the stairs longer and little less steep one would end up in the hallway itself without having to step up depending on whether one is going toward the front of the house or the back.” Cora stood looking at the landing and sighed. “We’ll just have to be careful that we don’t trip down those stairs.”

Nevertheless, she did notice it was warmer toward the front of the house. She stepped into the bedroom at the center of the hall and found it more comfortable than the nursery.

Henry indicated the final upstairs room, “The lounge is already getting snug as a bug in a rug.”

Cora quickly turned from the bedroom closet, walked into the hall and then turned left toward the large sitting area at the front of the house. It was the only room warm enough to give birth. “We’ll put our bed in here until springtime,” she announced.

There was little room for argument, but Henry tried anyway.

“There’s no door. People will be able to see.”

“That’s irrelevant, Henry,” Cora replied, as she stared through the grate to the warm parlor below. She noted that the grate on the ceiling of the first floor was much more ornate than the simple brass models on the floors of the second. The room would be pleasant enough. “If you’re squeamish you can wait in the bedroom or downstairs. I want our baby to be warm when he greets the world.”

Henry could see there was no sense in trying to get her to change her mind, so he drew her attention to the windows. “The dormer window lets in a lot of light.”

“The room looks a little out of balance with the small one beside it,” Cora observed. “On the other hand, it keeps that corner well-lit and there’s always that window at the opposite corner.”

“I’ll ask Welly if he’ll give us a door to keep the heat in. Where do you want the bed?” Henry stepped toward his wife and slipped his arm around her waist.

“Over here, by the grate and this window. It should be nice and toasty here.”

Shivering despite the passive grate, Cora hoped that the baby would live up to its name by rejuvenating their already failing marriage. She could see Henry had made an effort. The pine floors upstairs conducted the heat well enough, and the tiny room down the hall would provide a suitable nursery once the weather was warmer. Compared to the places the couple had already called home, 200 Broadway was indeed “D.E.”


* * *


There was a fierce snowstorm the evening Cora went into labor. With her sister Clem at her side the restless mother heard her husband clatter down the stairs as he raced to bring the doctor.5

“Fool,” she muttered. “His aunt is already on her way.”

“You might need more than a midwife, Nell,” Clem observed as she watched her sister pace the pine flooring. The Buzzell family nickname was always used when any of Cora’s relatives were around.

Upstairs candles and kerosene sconces flickered creating a broken shadow on the wall.6 All night long Clem kept a cool towel on her sister’s head. The doctor arrived in a sleigh just before eight on the evening of February 21, 1892. A little more than ten more hours later the baby appeared.

“It has a caul!” Clem cried.

Cora became alarmed.

The doctor quickly wiped away the portion of the amnion that remained over the baby’s head.

“Nothing to worry about, Mrs. Millay. She’s just fine.”

“Where was it?” the exhausted mother sighed.

“Over her head. Not to worry, little mother. There was a small hole over the top of her right ear.” The doctor washed his hands in the basin Clem had brought for that purpose. He then gently wiped down the infant and wrapped her in a blanket Henry had warmed near the downstairs stove.

Cora had heard many stories from midwives about babies so blessed. The caul broken at the heel would be a dancer, at the toe one had to beware of broken legs. One broken at the back meant a heavy burden. Most relevant for a child born in the rocky seacoast town of Rockland, a birth veil meant the child would never drown. For Cora this meant her newborn would either be an actress or a singer. How could she know Vincent would be both?

When Henry entered the room moments later, he insisted the infant’s caul meant his child would be brilliant and destined for a successful career. Spoken like a true gambler, Cora thought, betting upon something that couldn’t be known. Nonetheless, she suspected he might be right given all the signs and wonders that presented themselves.

In the town square, bells began to ring wildly in celebration of George Washington’s birthday. It seemed a propitious start for a child who would revolutionize American poetry. Yet in that moment all the Millays felt was relief that they had been blessed with a healthy baby girl.

They decided to name her Edna. Her middle name would be a tribute to the hospital in New York that had saved the life of Cora’s brother. Together the name would be very grand, worthy of the caul she carried: Edna St. Vincent Millay.










2. The Horizon, Thin And Fine

1892-1895

The child was colicky, small and thin. As a sometime midwife and nurse, Cora was concerned and kept a close eye on her special baby. She wondered if at 28 she was too old to bear healthy children. Nonsense, she told herself, women had babies well into their thirties with no ill effect. Perhaps it was the caul. No, that was a good sign, an omen of good fortune. Cora comforted herself by peering into the child’s eyes as they changed to gray green, with a head of thick red hair that shone bright as a newly minted penny in the sunlight. After a month there was no doubt: her newborn would survive.

During her recovery, Cora studied the baby’s astrological coordinates. She noted that the child had been born during a waning crescent Sagittarius moon, under the sign of Pisces. The ephemeris showed the child’s ascendant to be Taurus. She hoped the wailing infant was not the secretive stubborn child her astrology predicted.1

Within days, it was clear that Henry and the child had a special bond. He seemed to notice his daughter’s needs before Cora did. It was as if she spoke to him from across whatever distance was between them. He would say, “Vincent needs changing,” long before the infant squalled. At first this bothered Cora, but she’d seen fathers like this before and in time dismissed it as just another quirk of her handsome and bright husband. After all, why should she complain? Edna’s birth seemed to generate a stronger sense of duty and fidelity in Henry.


* * *


Nevertheless, the baby’s bed never left the upstairs parlor. When Vincent was only nine weeks old, Henry’s parents suggested the family move inland to the small farming community of Union, Maine. That way, they explained, Henry and Cora could afford their expenses by living closer to his family. The elder Millays offered the couple a spacious home within a stone’s throw of the limited commercial district.2

Cora liked Henry’s siblings well enough but found his father William as hard shelled as any Baptist that ever braved the water.3 Consequently, she had concerns about the move beyond being far from her own family and living in a town so small the only doctor was several miles away. Disaster could strike in a place like that.

Regardless of her misgivings, that May Cora bundled Vincent up and with Clem’s help took a buggy over mud rutted roads toward their new home, the third since her marriage to Henry and Vincent’s second in three months. As they traversed inland, she took some comfort in the fresh spring meadows and flowering trees. The yellow forsythia danced in the mild wind as they passed, attracting the baby’s attention.

“Be still,” Clem said as she held the baby close to her bosom. Cora held the reins.

Suddenly, a train roared by. Startled from her somnambulant pace, the mare reared and took off at a gallop. The buggy rattled and jumped to and fro as Clem gripped Vincent tighter and her sister struggled with the reins. Both women immediately thought of their mother, who had died as a result of just such an event, as they endeavored to reassert control. “Whoa! Whoa!” Cora shouted, pulling the reins with all her strength. A quarter mile later, the horse finally settled down and both women looked to Vincent to see how she was taking the misadventure. The babe was sound asleep, a small smile at the corner of her mouth.


* * *


It soon grew obvious their infant daughter would have the best and worst of her parents’ intellectual attributes. She would be smart but lazy, willing to take chances but quick to grow emotional, courageous when it was her idea and fearful when others pushed her along.

Both parents were delighted with the newborn’s curiosity. The child seemed to notice everything around her even before she could walk. She would reach for the dangling strands of Cora’s nightdress and inspect them as if they were something fascinating and not the drab woolen fasteners that did little to fend off the winter chill. Cora was happy to know her child had this trait because she knew Vincent would need it to address the hardships of the working poor.

Each parent noticed something different in their child. Her father noticed that Vincent had a tomboyish streak. This delighted Henry. It meant she might share his love of baseball and the outdoors. Better that, he thought, than being tied to the house in a faux version of domestic tranquility.

The infant soon began to experiment with sound revealing another aspect of Vincent’s intelligence to Cora. She seemed to sing or at least have rhythm in her infantile mewling. Cora read poetry to encourage this trait, while Henry would sing the songs of his heritage in a tenor so sweet it always made the child smile, even when he was off-key.


* * *


Before long, Vincent was walking well enough to be left with her grandparents while Henry and Cora enjoyed a quiet time together on one of Union’s many ponds. Henry loved to fish, and while Cora did not share this interest, she did enjoy cards. Sometimes she beat him at both. “Any crank on eugenics would say we were perfectly mated for the propagation of a family,” Cora observed as he pulled a large trout from Cora’s hook.4

“This is just beginner’s luck.”

“I’m hardly a beginner. I’ve fished with my brothers before.”

Henry shrugged. He’d enjoyed many an outing with Bert and Charlie. “I suppose.”

Despite proximity to Henry’s family, the couple continued to struggle. Henry got a job teaching, which was nothing more momentous than him being one of the few men in town with a high school education. Cora found hair work and taught piano. Nevertheless, debts mounted.


* * *


It was a cheerless morning. Cora had finished the breakfast dishes and mopped the kitchen floor. Henry was already at work.

Baby Vincent rumbled through the house on both knees “helping” to dry the floor. Cora knew she had to finish a hair piece by the following day, but at that moment the harp-like weaving device seemed like an instrument of torture.

The laughter between them was broken. She was already pregnant with their second child. Would they ever get ahead? She scrimped on everything, yet they still rationed coal and wood as if they were the last thermos of water in an endless desert of want.

Vincent, ever sensitive to the household goings on, looked up from the floor. Cora investigated her steady gaze. What did a baby know of struggle? She realized that Vincent knew more than she could articulate. Bubbles of snot formed at her nose. Her wide green eyes fixed upon her mother. Time stopped between them. Cora began to wonder if the child’s fingers, which were stuffed in her mouth, were clean enough to slobber over. The baby smiled. Tears rose in her mother’s eyes.

Cora needed a break, so she retreated to her library and a favorite poet, John Greenleaf Whittier.5 Even his name sounded like spring. As she left the kitchen and moved toward the parlor, she scooped up little Vincent and hoisted her onto her hip. The child’s grubby fingers grasped Cora’s threadbare dress as she leaned into her mother’s soft breasts.

Cora sat down in the pretty rocker wealthy relatives had given as a wedding present four years before. Whittier was close at hand.

“This is the one,” she said to Vincent. “I know you’ll like this one.”

Even though she knew her favorite poet had felt the influence of Emerson when he wrote, “Snowbound,” she loved the rhythm of the poem. She began to read aloud, giving the words their meaning so the child would understand the mood if not the text.


The sun that brief December day

Rose cheerless over the hills of grey,

And darkly circled gave at noon

A sadder light than waning moon.


Vincent adjusted herself and sat up. The sound of the poetry being read was already a gift from her mother. Even if she didn’t understand all the words, she knew how important that moment was.


Slow tracing down the thickening sky

Its mute and ominous prophecy.


Cora broke off. “Why do you suppose he did that?”

She investigated Vincent’s face hoping for a reply. None came.

“Why would he rhyme sky with prophecy? I suppose we could just pronounce it prophe-sigh.”


A portent seeming less a threat,

It sank from sight before it set.


Vincent leaned toward the book and stretched out her hand as if to turn the page. “Yes, I like that too,” her mother said. “Sank from sight before it set. That’s a lovely phrase, isn’t it?”

Vincent smiled. Cora took that as agreement and continued to read the Victorian poem. Indeed, there were places where she had it completely by heart. The rhythmic sound of the recitation slowly eased the child’s restless spirit. She took hold of the beads of her mother’s necklace and pulled them toward her mouth. Cora didn’t care. The enchantment of the vision painted by the poet had captured her. In her mind’s ear she could hear the whinny of the horse “for his corn” and the cock’s “querulous challenge.”

By the time Cora reached “Peace in love’s unselfishness” her heart had indeed stilled, and the child was deep in slumber.

The new baby kicked but neither occupant of the rocker stirred. Cora rushed toward the ending to the long poem; her voice having dropped to a husky whisper.6


And while, with care, our mother laid

The work aside, her steps she stayed

One moment, seeking to express

Her grateful sense of happiness

For food and shelter, warmth and health,

And love’s contentment more than wealth.


Cora paused briefly at this stanza and looked down at her sleeping child. Vincent knew nothing of deprivation yet. “Love’s contentment” was enough for her. Why, Cora thought, shouldn’t I be similarly satisfied with my lot? There were others in town who had it worse, though not by much.

By the time she finished the poem’s last stanza she felt better. She had journeyed with the poet’s imagination from Malta to Memphremagog and now had a “grateful sense of sweetness near.” The soft breath of her beautiful daughter gave her comfort like the poet’s benediction. Cora was ready now to return to the necessary task of helping support their family.

She stood carefully so as not to wake the 18-month-old infant and made her way upstairs. Then she placed Vincent back in her crib. It was warmer there and the hair loom she laid out in the nursery beckoned. Throughout the day she labored, stopping only to feed and change Vincent.

The child sensed the urgency of her mother’s task and the few pennies it would bring in. She busied herself with the small rag doll Cora had made, which included a bright copper wig fashioned from Vincent’s own hair to add to the realism of the plaything.7

Just before three o’clock, Cora finished the task of weaving a realistic princess bang for a wealthy neighbor. It would bring in $1.25, enough for a ton of coal and a few items for the new baby should it be a boy. Otherwise, the child would wear hand-me-downs. The coal wouldn’t last long, but it would be enough to give the newborn a fighting chance.

Laying in was a challenge because they needed the second income for just the three of them. Cora thought perhaps she could make a little extra cash by writing and selling her poetry, including a tribute to her firstborn, “My Comforter.”8


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

When it seems the sun’s aligning

Never to bring me joyful relief

Someone comes on weak feet toddling,

Some gives my sleeve a tug,

And with eyes and arms uplifted,

Baby whispers: “Onts a hug!”

The fact was, at this point in her marriage Vincent was indeed Cora’s only comfort. The child gave her life with Henry meaning. If it weren’t for her first born, all she could see ahead was endless drudgery and constant moves.


* * *


Norma Lounnella Millay was a belated Christmas gift in 1893. Vincent was entering the terrible twos and became instantly fixated on her sister. Her new sister was very pretty and blonde and registered all sorts of sounds and smells her elder sister found fascinating. Of special interest was how her little sister was already singing.

Almost two years to the day after Cora’s move to Union, the harried mother took her daughters to visit their Aunt Sue, Clem’s twin, in Newburyport, Massachusetts. The long journey had made both children cranky, so she slipped them upstairs to put them down for a nap.

However, it wasn’t long before she heard scampering feet.

“Are you in bed, darling?” Cora called up to Vincent.

“Yes, Mama.”

The adults resumed their conversation. Just when they thought the children were fast asleep there was an enormous crash.

“We better go see what they’re up to,” Sue suggested as every adult in the room began the race upstairs. The geraniums that had graced the sill of a large bay window were gone except for a trail of dirt and petals emanating from the broken pot on the floor. Cora’s eyes followed the trail and found Vincent but not Norma.

“Where’s your sister!”

Vincent smiled and continued humming her own little song. The pillows meant to cradle their heads were beneath her and she straddled them like they were a pony. This “pony” was soon wobbling as the anxious adults scrambled around upstairs seeking the younger child. “Where is your sister!” Cora demanded again. The thrashing of the “pony” continued. “You rascal!”

Cora lifted two-year-old Vincent off her steed and threw the pillows aside. There was Norma. Geranium petals stained her lips and face. She spit them out and then took a huge breath and wailed so loudly every adult in the street knew exactly where she was.9






3. Look My Fill, into the Sky

1895

Cora trudged up the hill to the large white colonial.1 She cursed the blackberry vines along the way as they snagged her dress and stockings. Vincent sat on her hip; her sleepy head buried in the folds of Cora’s starched nursing uniform. Her friend Althea waited atop the hill, her arms akimbo at her sides.

“Is that the baby?” Althea called. The bundle she carried could just as easily have been laundry.

Cora waved. It would have to be enough of a reply.

Althea Norman had known Cora Buzzell since childhood. So long, in fact, that she was more like a cousin than a friend. Nonetheless, Cora was keenly aware of how people viewed the spinster at the top of the hill. There was gossip. Cora couldn’t afford to be choosy. Someone had to care for the child while she and Henry figured out their next step and Althea had volunteered.

The house was well cared for except for the tall grass that Althea allowed to grow in favor of her privacy. It almost reached Cora’s bosom. “Ahoy!” Cora called.

The toddler awoke and turned her head quickly this way and that to see what new adventure her mother offered.

“She’s beautiful,” Althea declared. “I see she got Hank’s coloring.”

Cora nodded and caught her breath as she gently put Vincent down beside a patch of wild columbine. “I hope this isn’t too much of a favor to ask.”

“Nonsense. You must need help, or you wouldn’t ask. I’m happy to assist.”

Cora turned her attention to the curious toddler who by now was chasing a cat through the tall grass. “Vincent!” she barked. The child froze in her steps and looked back. “Come over here and meet your Aunt Althea.”

Vincent toddled back but again was distracted, this time by another patch of columbine. Althea knelt and greeted the child. “Do you like columbine?”

Vincent nodded. She liked this stranger.

“Shall we pick some for the table?”

“This is your Aunt Althea,” Cora explained. “She’ll be taking care of you while mama and papa find a new house.”

Vincent’s eyes widened. Had she heard and understood correctly? Her face began to screw up in fear. Althea handed her the flowers. “You’ll be my own little girl for a time, Edna. We’ll pick berries and make pies…” Althea noticed Vincent’s fixation on the vibrant red variety as it contrasted with the bulk of its more pastel cousin. “There are many types of columbines, Vincent. Do you like to be called Vincent, not Edna?”

Vincent nodded and squeezed the bouquet tightly.

Her new guardian gently continued. “There are purple columbine and lavender columbine and even red orange, like this columbine.”

“Bine!” Vincent grinned.

“Yes, dear,” Althea smiled. “In fact, I’ll be your Auntie Bine.”


* * *


Althea understood the dynamics of Cora’s relationship with Henry as a family member might. It might take a while, but it wouldn’t be long before her friend returned for the child. In the meantime, “Auntie Bine” was determined to spoil the child just enough to ensure her devotion.

This started with recognizing that Althea might be a bit of a tongue twister for a toddler. Auntie Bine it would be. Vincent was given her own room for the first time, a small room just off the main bedroom that had been a nursery when Althea was a child. Next, she brought a small doll’s house from the attic and purchased a couple of outfits that were big enough to grow into, not out of, as was the clothing Cora had brought along. Vincent seemed to thrive and for the most part was less of a bother than Althea thought she’d be. The endless questions, the frightened wailing, the bad dreams and skinned knees were just a part of any child’s life. Few surprises meant an easier adjustment. Curious neighbors wondered aloud where she’d gotten the child, while others apprised them of a fired teacher and a hair weaver being too poor to afford to have a baby.

The broad, low house clung easily to the slope of the hill. It seemed to fit there, as if under the measured hammering of the years it had relaxed, unresistingly to become at last a part of the soil on which it stood. Its whiteness, surrounded by the wonderful green of the grass, was dazzling. Vincent had never seen grass so green. From her perch in the arms of an ancient elm tree the way the sunset looked in the windows of the house made it seem as if the old house had opened its eyes and blinked sleepily, and the big front door opened like a mouth as if to greet her. Auntie Bine was laying the snowy washing on the short green grass to dry. Perhaps that was why the grass was so green even in the peak of summer.2

Vincent watched as her mother descended the hill. Her loping gait already revealed impending birth, her third child in four years. Norma was staying with Clem. She would stay with this kind stranger. Auntie Bine’s warm hand held hers with a gentle but firm grip lest Vincent dash toward her mother. But the child already knew it was better to be quiet, that mothers left, and fathers left, no matter how much you didn’t want them to.

The furnishings in her temporary home were quietly elegant, at least two steps above the tenement the Millay family was moving from. Matching curtains draped the parlor, and the flower printed pink hurricane lamps burned softly when lit.

The room where Vincent slept was kept warm by the large stone fireplace that served to heat the whole house. Although spare, the former nursery was comfortable and quiet. Nonetheless, the whispered conversations of relatives and friends reached the child’s ears.

“What? Another baby!”

“Why Henry can’t feed his own wife let alone a passel of kids.”

“Henry’s alright. He’s just hit a rough patch, that’s all.”

“I have to admit that Cora is not always the easiest person to live with.”

“Don’t you think the child is small for her age?”

“She’s three. She seems fine to me.”

It was not always easy to tell who said what, but little ears made big pictures, and the sense Vincent had was she was a scrawny burden to her troubled parents, and no one knew where she’d end up. It was the second chapter in a lifetime of insecurity. Oh, how she loved her mother, and oh, how she feared her.

At night sometimes her memory would conjure up her mother’s soft voice singing quietly, reading verse or whistling as she sewed the smallest stitches or when she wove hair. Her father’s presence was clearest when she heard her mother laugh. It was a laugh that sparkled, sending bits of bright light throughout the room. Those were the good times when her father had a job and brought in a steady income. These days that laughter had been less frequent, and when her mother told her she had to stay with her friend for a while there was no mirth, only strain.

When she woke up after that first day, Vincent was greeted by Auntie Bine in the kitchen of the old white house.

“Go outside and do your business and be sure to wash up before you come back,” the kindly woman advised. The smell of bacon fat and fresh eggs was alluring, but the call of nature was stronger. The red head trained her hazel eyes on the adult. How could she explain her predicament? Auntie Bine had helped her the night before when it was dark, and the shrieking of the fox scared her. She needed help: the privy was too high to climb up on. She stared at the woman until she could take it no longer, ran out the door, squatted and let go.

Althea caught a glimpse of the frustrated Vincent. She shook her head. She’d have to build a shelf for the child. She didn’t want to have to drop everything any time the girl had to go. Vincent went to the pump and managed to get a few drops of water from it to wash her hands. Her dusty feet would just have to remain dusty. She was glad to know the child took direction.


***


Her Auntie Bine provided a sense of stability in the chaos. Vincent would later remember the old white house set high upon a hill and the blackberries that provided even when her parents couldn’t. But did she just create the patient caretaker to soothe herself? Vincent wasn’t sure but she often recalled feeling treated as if she were Auntie Bine’s own little girl. In her care, Vincent would be loved and welcomed, held and amused, treasured and coddled in ways her parents could not offer.






4. Pressing of the Undefined

1896-1900

Henry wasn’t there when Kathleen Kalloch Millay was born but Mr. Gales soon was.1

Her father had been gone for a while. Such was the traveling salesman’s life. Vincent never knew how long it would be before he appeared again flush with cash and full of promises. Each time her weary mother would take him back, happy to see the bills paid up and hear his bright laughter as he regaled her with stories of his travels. Given that his charm outweighed his ability to hold a steady job, its weight had worn a rut in her mother’s heart that would soon break the wheel that carried her commitment to the marriage. Vincent heard stories about girls whose parents divorced. She already knew her mother would be viewed as the one who had failed.

Cora was not a steady church goer, but the opportunity to play the magnificent new pipe organ at the Congregationalist Church was too good to pass up. Everyone knew she played piano beautifully and so naturally she was the one to ask. Soon she was a regular and led the church choir. Naturally this brought her to the attention of the Reverend Mr. Gales.

The attraction was almost instantaneous. The lonely and disappointed Cora noted that his visit in the middle of dinner three days after Kathleen’s birth was welcomed, and that he looked real cute in his bicycle cap. At this point Henry was no longer the fit man about town he’d been when she married him. Mr. Thomas Gales looked boyish and happy by comparison.2

Before long he was visiting daily. The pastor’s concern for her family especially impressed Cora. He always asked after the girls and wondered how she and Henry were getting along. Cora was happy to help him in return. The reverend wanted to know what she thought of his sermons and suggested music to play to accompany them. He seemed like a wonderful friend to make and it lifted Cora’s spirits as nothing had in a long while. He was so inspiring that she considered going back to school just so she could hold more in-depth discussions with him about logic. Even Henry liked the charismatic speaker. The lonely nurse found that her children and pets also found comfort in the well-dressed man.


* * *


Vincent was now five and Cora was teaching her to read by sharing poetry with her. It was a clever method, as poems rhymed, and sounds could be phonetically formed. The child practically gasped as she realized this connection. It made her a little sick, it was so exciting. This meant poetry was available to her, so that she could compose it and find new rhymes that others hadn’t thought of yet. She became fixated on the word paramour. Cora explained the word was French. “What is French?”

“It is a language they speak in a land far away called France.”

This was another revelation. It grew and grew in her mind until she became so giddy she would have fallen if she hadn’t already been lying on the attic floor. An unearthly happiness opened suddenly outward like a door before her. There are other languages? She felt engulfed by a very tangible radiance as if she were standing in the path of the sun. This was a spiritual experience. She could scarcely imagine what was possible in the beautiful bottomless abyss of language, a place where every color of ecstasy moved like a cloud, drifting close, then away, and all there for her choosing. Overcome, she imagined a wind from depths unthinkable puffed out her pinafore from the tops of her black slippers.3

Given this response one can only imagine how she felt when Cora began to teach her how to read and play music. Another spiritual door opened wide, developing her ear for rhythm and balance, mood and dynamics.

The piano Henry had purchased had gone the way of most things from the double house in Rockland. Now Cora had a small organ they were purchasing from Cressey, Jones and Allen thanks to a deal Henry had arranged with the manager.4 Together the gifted child and her mother played, some days for hours, with Cora working the pedals and Vincent plunking out the notes she could now read as well as she read words. One tune was a favorite hymn of Mr. Gales. Cora did not have the written music for it but knew the song by heart. She tried in vain to teach it to her daughter by ear.

One day, Vincent tried to master the hymn on her own while her mother was doing housework. After many failed attempts, her mother intervened. The poet watched as her mother’s sudsy hands demonstrated the chords, the pink, yellow and pale green bubbles popping as her chapped fingers pushed down the keys.5 As soon as Cora returned to the washing the child, aching with self-doubt, began to worry what would happen if her mother died? Who would teach her then? Certainly not her father, whose absences were becoming more frequent as the marriage disintegrated. Vincent checked to make sure her mother was out of ear shot, laid her head upon the cool keys and wept.


* * *


The oak swayed as it cradled young Vincent. The leaves shimmered in the morning light. It captured her throat. She let out a cry and tears began to flow as she gazed at the astonishing beauty. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t go back to that house and be a servant to the needs of everyone else.

It wasn’t that the seven-year-old didn’t love her mother and sisters. It was that she’d had a taste of being a child and she liked it. She liked being held and cared for. She liked the swaying tree. In its arms she could rest. In its arms the soothing whisper of Auntie Bine could still be heard. In its arms she was assured that all would be right, that all was not drudgery and obedience.

In the distance her mother called again. Cora’s hardscrabble Yankee accent brayed above the whispers of the leaves. She couldn’t escape it. She had to go home and face her responsibilities. All she really wanted to do was lay in the embrace of that tree and stare at the sky.

Vincent stretched her foot down to search for the familiar knot to ease herself down. Part of her hoped she’d miss it and tumble into the bearberry below. If she broke her leg or arm, she wouldn’t have to do anything but lay abed all day. Her sisters would have to go to their Aunt Clara’s, and she could stay home alone. Perhaps Mama would stay home and nurse her instead of sending her off to strangers.

But that wouldn’t pay Mr. Wilson, the landlord, or Mr. Skinner, the grocer, or Mrs. Motta for the beautiful tulle Vincent wanted for her new dress. It was bad enough she’d have to sew it herself. She dislodged her sweater from a gall that poked from the back of the branch she clung to. With all the weeks her mother was gone, she thought, one would think their endless lack would be assuaged. Yet poverty remained like a free-loading relative.

Vincent looked at her half-frozen hands as they gripped the great elbow of the tree and lamented the chapped and blistered skin she saw there. One foot caught the palm of a lower limb, and then a knot caught the other. Her hands found the branches that made up the canopy as she moved downward, sinking into the depression that so often came with returning home. She did not fall or break a leg or arm. With her luck, she would have broken her writing hand anyway, so what was the use?

“I’m coming,” she called, if for no other reason but to stop the embarrassment.

As she made her way along the frosty path, she could feel her mother’s need.

“Where have you been all day?” Cora said as Vincent stepped through the door. She was careful to wipe her feet on the damp grass outside the door and again as she stepped on the rag inside.

“Out by Ethel’s place,” Vincent replied. That was, after all, the general direction she’d come from.

“I have a position in Rockport. I’ll need you to make sure the girls are fed.” Cora searched the ramshackle kitchen for an implement she knew she’d need. That and the herbs inside her bag would have her client right as rain in just a few days. She noticed Vincent’s expression and smiled. “I’ll only be gone a few days. Your father wrote to say he’d be home next week. He has a new position in Kingman.”

Vincent frowned. Did that mean they would move again? Cora read her mind.

“Remember Ruth: ‘Wither thou goest…’ that’s what you do when you’re married.”

“I don’t think I’ll get married,” the girl replied, basking in the sensation of her mother’s warm hand on her head. The comfort was short-lived. Norma came down the stairs in a rush of competing needs.

“Tell her it’s mine,” Norma cried.

“No!” three-year-old Kathleen protested. “I need it for my doll.”

“You can have mine,” Vincent offered. Kathleen, whom they all called Kay or Wump, clung to the small carving of a wooden dog their father had created for Norma’s birthday the month before. Vincent’s carving was older and looked more like a cat than a dog. Kathleen was not impressed with the offer.

“I don’t want yours,” she whimpered. “I want my own dog.”

“Papa will make you one if you ask nicely,” their mother replied as she pushed the last of her gear into a handmade bag.

The younger girls began to cry. They knew what the satchel meant. Mama would be gone, and no one knew when their papa would return. Vincent would be in charge, and she did not have the innate gravitas their mother possessed. All Vincent had was a way of tricking you into doing your chores and forcing you to go to bed. Neither of them had reached the age where chores of any kind, no matter what the enticement, held any reward.

Vincent stifled her tears. It had been a few years since Cora allowed her to cry just because someone had to make a living. She looked at her mother longingly. Why did she have to leave anyway? Her friends had mothers who stayed home and fathers who had jobs at sea or in the woolen mill. Some were even preachers or lawyers. It didn’t seem right but every time she looked in the faces of shop owners, she knew it was necessary to lie.

“Now obey your sister,” Cora said to the younger girls. “I’ll only be gone a few days.”


* * *


What Cora wouldn’t say was she planned to send Henry away next time he came into town. That winter had been hard. His promises had been harder. Though a sharp dresser, Henry couldn’t make a success in the haberdasher business. His gift of gab hadn’t panned out in the insurance industry. His talent for teaching was squandered by a bad reputation. His drinking made him unreliable in every way a wife needs her husband to be. She was taking this job because it would give her enough money to rent a waterlogged house a friend from church offered.

Like her mother before her, Cora was engaged in an affair. So far as she was concerned, the scandal of divorce was worth the company of the Reverend Tom Gales—if he would have her. Rumors flowed like a Sunday hymn: thin, reedy and overly long. The simple-minded parishioners of the
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