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Dedication

FOR JANIS




First Stanza

The Name

Every poem is a moment. It makes no promises.

—BOSTON RHODES, “POLARIS”
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Estee, 2019

The safe holdings room at the St. Ambrose Auction House has no windows, two late-nineteenth-century oil paintings on the back wall, a small wooden table, and privacy, the most valuable item in the archive. As a master curator for the house, I introduce myself to Elton and Jay Jay, the Dyce brothers. Elton, wearing a gray street jacket, blue jeans, and a T-shirt that reads FREE BEER, IT’S WHAT’S FOR BREAKFAST, asks, “What’s a master curator?” Think of my role as not merely that of a broker, but as a kind of archaeologist, a purveyor of restoration, a butler to history, though my essential utility is that of a caretaker, performing one’s calling with decorum and formality.

“Pellegrino?”

Yes, the water’s free.

They accept.

“My specialty is rare books,” I say, and Jay Jay says he wants to know about the most impressive object the auction house has ever sold. St. Ambrose has moved paintings, atlases, and sculptures, all impressive, all special.

“What I mean is,” Jay Jay says, “what’s the most you’ve ever sold an item for?” I can tell that underneath his baggy pants, spotless white high-tops, and Bruins jersey, Jay Jay is toned, like a convicted felon is toned, like a bored junkyard flunky with a set of barbells is toned.

Several years ago, a Gutenberg Bible in my care sold for twenty-one million dollars. As I say this, the Dyce brothers share a kind of dazed, defenseless awe, and Jay Jay asks, who buys a Bible for twenty-one million dollars? As long as objects come up for auction, there will always be those willing to own them, no matter the cost. Collectors, investors, people for whom money is no object. Rather, it is the sellers who come from different places, different backgrounds, different means.

“So I’m thinking we came to the right woman, then,” Elton says. “I mean, if it’s good enough for Gutenberg.”

Elton Dyce used to own a bar on Dorchester Avenue. It went under after his divorce—his second, he says. Afterward, he joined up with his brother’s business, buying and flipping houses, many of them dilapidated and in disrepair. The ones in foreclosure are often abandoned, meaning Elton and Jay Jay are left razing rooms and hauling furniture to Dennison Consignment or selling sofas and dining room sets on eBay. The house on Napoleon Street, an old Victorian, was empty when they purchased it through a probate sale. The Dyce brothers take turns telling me about the sagging old Victorian with the peeling paint, the drooping wraparound covered porch, the dripping radiators, the cracked ceiling plaster. “Anyway, when we get around to inspecting the attic, I find this,” Elton says, nodding to Jay Jay.

Jay Jay reaches inside a duffel bag at his feet and lifts out a metal container. He places it on the table between all of us.

For a master curator, is there anything more perfect than coming face-to-face with a closed box? For instance, a seller once showed me a shoebox containing a first-edition copy of Victor Hugo’s Cromwell. Within a safety deposit box, I found a well-preserved Book of Hours bordered in illustrations of bright yellow lemons and caterpillars. In a cardboard storage box, I identified a copy of Julius Caesar dating back to the seventeenth century, its pages brown and chipped as though made out of thin sheets of clay. It has been this way from the beginning, when I first spied a dark case high up on a closet shelf in my home, reached my arms, stretched my fingers, brought it down to the floor, and opened it to find a black Corona typewriter—my mother’s—with its three rows of round keys, each one yellow, off-yellow, yellowish white with cracked coverings. The typewriter’s frame, the corner of the frame, specifically the left corner of the frame, was dented, mangled really.

What I’m saying is, objects, like boxes, carry multitudes. What I’m saying is, often when people bring their objects to a master curator for initial appraisal, I still experience a moment of anticipation, of pause, before engaging with it. It’s these revelatory intangibles that still keep me going. What I’m saying is, this is the case with Elton and Jay Jay and the object they’ve brought me today, a grayish-brown container with two flimsy handles on its sides. Keeping it shut is the job of a small, round lock. Fingerprints break its coating of dust. At this point, the box can hold anything. It just might hold everything.

The box looks as though one of the Dyce brothers has taken a flat-head screwdriver and pried apart the lock mechanism. “We’re hoping you can tell us what these are,” Elton says, raising the lid.

In my sweater pockets, my hands will always find a pair of cloth gloves. I pull them on before removing three college-ruled notebooks one at a time from the lockbox. Separating the notebooks, I lay them side by side on the table. The cover of the black notebook is torn and partially falling off its metal spiral. The blue cover of the second notebook is mostly intact. Written in black ink across the top of the third notebook’s green cover are the letters V and L.

Jay Jay says that in the house-flipping business, when it comes to seeking and locating hidden gems, he and his brother are like truffle pigs with their noses in the dirt. They know promise when they smell it. “They’re just journals. But . . . I don’t know—I mean, they look old, right?”

“Also, the way the box was wedged up there in the attic,” Elton adds, “it looked like someone put it way back there on purpose.”

“Like it was hidden,” Jay Jay says.

In my time as a master curator, I’ve learned the difference between recovered objects and discovered objects. One is lost. The other is buried, like a secret, like evidence. And yet all objects that transcend time endure a process of burial, a period of hidden preservation. That is, deceit is part of their makeup.

“Anyways,” Jay Jay says, “later, we were watching Antiques Roadshow, and Elton gets this idea that maybe the notebooks we found are worth something.”

Ah yes, the PBS challenge that has found me appraising more replicas, counterfeits, cheap re-creations, and tchotchkes mistaken for antiquity than I care to remember. Who doesn’t like a mystery, or to hang their aspirations on the what if? At sixty-five years old, I myself have never grown tired of the promise. I try to let these prospectors down easy. I’ll tell them I’m sorry, but these objects are not what they hoped they’d be. A master curator is part psychologist and part parent nursing a child’s bruised feelings. Every so often, however, an object appears—a statuette in a forgotten set of drawers, a piece of jewelry in the pocket of old clothing, a Fabergé crystal vase in the back of a cupboard. At this point, for all sellers the thrill of discovery narrows to a singular point: the question of value. They want to know how much their object is worth, how much their object will go for at auction, how much their object will change their lives. That proposition—the how much—is as integral a quality as an object’s rarity, age, and condition. The role of a master curator therefore is also part banker, part assessor, and part doctor delivering her prognosis.

I run two fingers across the V and the L drawn in heavy ink on the green cover. Making the shape of an okay sign, I take a corner and open the notebook. The pages are filled with handwriting, small, neat, vivid, and tender. The letters are a mix of block print and cursive. Each word is angled and rendered with consideration like fine stitching—

I reach the end of the first sentence and stop reading. I double back, and it is only after I’ve studied the opening again that I move on to the second line and the third. The pad of my finger traces them like routes along a map, the foreign becoming the oddly familiar.

Elton, catching the color I feel rising in my cheeks, says, “So? What is it?”

I turn and read through more pages. “Well,” I say eventually, clearing my throat, “it appears as though someone has deliberately transcribed The Bell Jar.”

Jay Jay’s expression is lodged somewhere between mild interest and dull curiosity. He scratches his belly under his jersey. “What the fuck’s a bell jar?”

I know The Bell Jar, as a work of classic fiction from the mid–twentieth century, does not exactly fall in line with the more archaic works of my own critical catalog, otherwise procured chronicling the inventory of the Académie des Beaux-Arts, the archives of the Spanish National Library, or even the St. Ambrose Auction House. Still, as a book, The Bell Jar is instantly recognizable to those well versed in works of American literature. It is safe to say that the Dyce brothers are not. They are no more readers than they are antique book collectors. “It’s a novel,” I say, “a pseudo-memoir really, written roughly fifty-five years ago,” and Jay Jay raises his hand, interrupts me, says why would a person transcribe a whole book? He says that it seems like a real waste of time, and Elton suggests it could be some kid’s school project. Either way, I can tell that the thought of the object being anything less than an authentic manuscript of historical, and therefore high-monetary, value is bringing Jay Jay down.

I lean over the table, returning to the open notebook. The text is full of scratched-out words, and variations of words, and words circled and underlined. To me, it reveals a kind of process.

In my mind, two gears click into place. Quickly, I flip back to the front cover. I touch my fingers again to the letters V and L. The oddly familiar becomes the irrefutable.

“Victoria Lucas,” I whisper to myself.

Elton turns the bill of his cap backward. “Victoria who?”

I raise my eyes from the notebook. “Victoria Lucas. It’s a pseudonym.”

Jay Jay looks bewildered, as though I am speaking in another language. “That means it’s a pen name,” Elton says flatly, and Jay Jay, wounded, says, “I get what a pseudonym is, dipshit. I’m asking, whose pseudonym is it?”

“Sylvia Plath’s,” I say.

The safe holdings room grows quiet around us. After a long moment, Jay Jay says, “Okay, I’ll bite. Who’s Sylvia Plath?”
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Boston Rhodes, 1958

My Dearest Professor Lowell,

I’ve moved in and out of the realm of confession so many times. Only now, at the end, have I found my strength. For your kindnesses, and because you were there and don’t yet realize what you saw, no one deserves the truth more. You see, I fear you’ve bought into a false history. I want to set you straight; I want to tell you my part.

You once said, we poets are detectives, that we are to call attention to the details ordinary people see every day and overlook, to carve out secrets as one uses a spoon to gut oysters. With this letter it’s my hope that I can set things right. I will point your eyes to the details you have overlooked.

There was intent. There was motive. There was a weapon.

The first time I met you, you were a mess of a man. Do you remember?

I tracked you to an address on Beacon Street, a brownstone across from a deli, an old synagogue, and Tang’s Tobacco where I used to fetch Crüwell-Tabak for my father. Up four flights of steps, I entered a crowded apartment full of ornate wood moldings, high white plaster ceilings, and Persian carpets. Candles stuck into green wax-crusted wine bottles cast a dismal light. Meticulous oil paintings, mostly of schooners, covered the walls. The Dansette record player maintained an unbroken stream of jazz as I staked out a corner of the living room and unbuttoned my winter jacket. That’s when I first spied you, leaning against the stone hearth. Your expression suggested you were either wearing the most uncomfortable shoes or managing a toothache. Your clothes, a ragged coat, woolen pants, a rumpled button-down shirt, and natty red scarf, intimated a man who was tormented by profound devils.

The first reader at that night’s gathering of the New England Poetry Club was a woman who approached the microphone at the top of the living room wearing a black Inverness cape. She was small and witchlike, but the most unusual thing about her had to be a beaver-hair tricorn hat upon her head. From a small book in a voice that was somehow both flat and feverish, she read a poem she called “The Paper Nautilus.” After her, a man with a thick dark beard and wire-framed glasses read a marvelous poem he called “Hearts Needle.” I watched, and I listened, and I pictured myself in front of a large group of people like this someday.

When it was time for the next poet to read, you made your way to the makeshift stage. You were met with a deluge of applause louder than anyone had received thus far. Regarding the audience with eyes both dazed and serious, your mouth cast a touch askew, you adjusted your glasses and fumbled through a handful of loose pages.

You’d scarcely uttered your first lines when a heckler barked, “Utter dreck!”

But you, the professional, the icon, the poet hero, paid the heckler no mind. You read on, even as the insults persisted.

“Horrid! Toothless!”

All that noise, I saw, was coming from a small white-haired man seated in a leather chair at the back of the room. He looked like a lion lounging lazily on his rocky throne. Sloping newspaper-colored brows sprang up in all directions. A skein of smoke negotiated its way up from the cigarette in his fingers as he groaned, sighed, and spewed his invective.

“Puerile raffle!”

The whole room sprang to your defense. The crowd shouted down the old man in a manner that subdued him for a period, but when no one else seemed to be paying him any mind, I watched him bring the tip of his cigarette to the corner of a sheaf he’d brought with him that night. I sat there frozen as his pages started to burn, and it took someone else shouting “Fire!” and panic and smoke filling the apartment before my limbs regained their power. With a kind of lackadaisical gleam, the old man let the burning paper drop to the surface of a side table, where it collected more pages for fuel and burst into an inferno.

The first reader, the woman in the tricorn hat, rushed over fanning at the fire to put it out. Instead, flames jumped from the side table to the cuff of the old man’s jacket, and he leapt to his feet as fire gobbled up his right arm.

When I was a girl, I witnessed my mother rush to the aid of my oldest sister, who was choking on a hunk of bread. Fortified with comparable speed, I now barreled through the gathering. Snatching a glass along the way, I doused the smoldering papers. They curled into slowly closing fists. Then I turned my efforts to the old man, and after I beat back the flames from his arm, he addressed me as though I was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

“I suppose,” he said breathlessly, “there’s some poetry to dying by the page.”

“Robert Frost’s a bastard!” said the guy mixing drinks at the bar in the den. The gathering of the New England Poetry Club was still clearing of smoke.

Beside me, your hand navigated the display of bottles on the counter, an exhibition of ales, whiskeys, rums, brandies, and an ewer of baijiu wrapped in rice paper and cinched with a satin ribbon. As you settled on Old Fitzgerald—the good stuff—you said, “Jealous fucking Jahweh!”

I was baffled. “The Robert Frost? But . . . why would he do that?”

“Light himself on fire?” You took an empty glass and poured yourself a drink. “Professional rivalry. It’s a pisser, slipping into irrelevancy. Do me a favor. Next time, don’t be so quick to put him out.”

I saw my opening and introduced myself to you. “Professor Lowell, Agatha White.” I then added, “Poet.” I’d recently come to understand that poetry was going to be essential to my life. The realization, I explained, was thrilling but also confusing. When I’d thought I was going to be a housewife or mother, I’d felt ambivalent and unsure. Eventually, I decided the only way forward for me was to pilot a scholarly path and set myself on this pursuit. “To put it plainly, I want to join your workshop. If I’m going to be the greatest poet in history, I’m going to need the greatest teacher. Anyway, the shrew at the registrar’s office told me the workshop’s reserved for advanced poets, which I take to mean published poets. But how am I supposed to get published if no one’s ever heard of me? You see my dilemma.”

“And you thought it was a good idea to ambush me at a public reading?”

“The first rule of sales, according to my father, is never go through an intermediary. Face-to-face, close the deal.”

I opened my pocketbook and passed you a typed page. The title, “Polaris,” was typed across the top. Inked in the margins, I’d notated handwritten sound patterns and rhyme schemes.

“I feel this offers a good deal of wonderful, if underdeveloped, creative potential.”

Drinking from your glass, you read from the page, and gave equal consideration to both.

“It’s good, isn’t it?”

After a moment, you said, “It moves with ease and is filled with experience, like good prose. You stick to truth and simple expression of difficult feelings. It’s the line of poetry I’m most interested in myself. It’s confessional and personal and poetic in its un-poetic-ness.”

I wanted to be in your workshop more than anything, I said. I’d bring my own chair. I’d sit in a corner. I needed an authentic critic with a sense for quality work; I needed you, Professor Lowell. If only you’d give me a chance, I’d show you that I was the least amateur writer in your whole miserable classroom.

I followed you to your car. Outside, we entered a form of silence only knowable to secluded corners of old towns on winter nights. The restaurants were dark. The streets were gloomy canals of cold cars and dirty snow heaps. You got into your Chrysler with its snow-dusted windshield, started the engine, and rolled down your window. “You’re green, but there’s at least two solid lines in each stanza.” You tried to hand my poem back to me. I refused to take it. You’d have had to drive over my foot to leave without giving me an answer. So you gave me an answer.

If your first lesson to me was on the dangers of professional rivalries, lesson two was this: I wasn’t a real poet. Not yet.

The classroom at the second floor of the college was just big enough for twelve students around the Formica table. You made me prove my worthiness to sit among the other eleven. With that used-up look of yours, you—sour, disinterested, at times mildly intrigued, though mostly contemptuous—read my pieces aloud. Here, I came to know just how poorly I wrote sonnets. In your voice, my words came off strained, each choice I’d made so obvious and purposeful it lost any organic urgency.

I struggled to understand what you meant when you spoke about the eternal rivalries, how there exists a tension between words and meaning, and how poetry is a competition between logic and sound, a war in which meaning and the dream state face off. For one to win, it must stuff out the other. “Poetry’s purpose is singular, to celebrate the troubled relation of the word to what it represents. It’s a rivalry between the two, and the poet unites them!”

One evening, just as the workshop ended, you and I shared a moment. Do you remember? You placed the copy of my old poem, “Polaris,” in front of me.

“What’s it mean?”

I’d written “Polaris” about my father and his three daughters who loved him so. We were his young women, cultured in social graces, mannered in deportment and etiquette, models of the best in society, money, and education. Whenever we saw our chance, we presented ourselves to him, this man of importance. We were in endless competition with one another over top marks, volunteer hours at the Mayweather Convalescence Home, the fairest complexion, the most precise punctuality. The object of the game was to capture the light in our father’s eyes. It was a bright but unreachable light. At stake was nothing less than his affection. He appreciated young women who knew a perfectly appointed table, who attended to their weekly hair wash and setting, who didn’t fidget. My marks were lacking. I didn’t volunteer anywhere unless my mother forced me to. The others had their fair skin, while I had my grandfather’s Eastern European complexion, which was darker and dappled with freckles. And yes, I was often late, and yes, I fidgeted, chewing on my nails and smacking my chewing gum. Not that I didn’t try to make my father proud. I just came up short.

“So, the poem’s about you,” you said, “but I don’t see you anywhere in it.” Then you eviscerated the poem. The one or two lines you’d liked the night we met hardly stood up against the force of your gale. “Reading this poem, I don’t know how you feel or what you think. It’s safe.” You made the word “safe” sound like you’d swallowed a mouthful of horseshit.

I wasn’t sure what to say. I looked at my fingers. “It’s just a poem . . .”

“Every poem is a revolt. Anything less isn’t worth my time.”

I felt ashamed. I wasn’t going to bring a poem like this to workshop again. In fact, I wasn’t going to come back to the workshop at all.

You snapped up my hands. Yours were warm and firm.

“I also believe your instincts are better than any of the poets I’ve ever had in this room. Polaris. The North Star. It’s your destination, Agatha. A poetry revolution is coming. You’re a part of it,” you said. “In fact, I do believe you have it in you to lead the whole thing.”

I promised myself I’d never write another benign word, that I’d bare my soul in every line as though I were baring it only to you—you, who’d asked to see me and my ugly core. From then on, mastering the confession of poetry was my one longing. Accordingly, I became your star pupil.

And that’s how it might have stayed had The Name not arrived in your workshop one rainy Tuesday afternoon and ruined it all.

Of course, everybody in your workshop knew who Sylvia Plath was. The presence of the famed poet sent a charge through the room that inexorably changed the dynamic, tenor, and chemistry of the practicum.

By the way, Professor Lowell, do you know that your face is perpetually contemplative? It’s possibly the most symmetrical face I’ve ever known, not quite handsome but attractive in its serene confidence. Yet on the day Sylvia arrived here, I saw the architecture of your bones change shape. What were you thinking in these moments? I wonder. What intoxicating thought was potent enough to crack that stone façade, or for that matter, shatter the order and etiquette of the workshop you’d so ingrained into us? When you had us make space for Sylvia at the table, Maxine in our workshop was more than happy to get up and bring in a folding chair from another classroom. That’s right: while I’d fought hard these many months to earn a place among you all, the table just gave Sylvia a seat. And instead of launching into your lecture while perpetually pacing the room, as was your usual way, you addressed the workshop from the head of the table, directly beside our interloper.

Another thing you never let workshop participants do was read our own work aloud. You preferred to pick one of our poems and recite it, first to yourself, and then for our benefit in a low, sometimes frightening, rendition. It was the way we did things. You reserved your judgment and allowed the workshop to settle on its own before offering forth your critique. But on that day, you fingered the pages of Sylvia’s folio. You chose a poem from it, handed it to Sylvia, and in your soft, dangerous voice you said, “Please read this for us.”

Sylvia stood, the legs of her chair leaving the discolored rug and scraping against the hardwood floor. She was thirty years old if I had to guess, and outfitted stylishly in a red dress and red French shoes and red matte lips. She had Lauren Bacall’s aloof expression of cool observation, her face powdered to lighten the pigeon-feather gray under her eyes.

“‘Tale of a Tub,’” she said.

She lowered the page to her side and began to recite by memory verse after verse, her tone vital and vibrant, her gaze unblinking. By the fourth stanza, your workshop had inhaled like a big pink lung.

“‘. . . We take the plunge; under water our limbs

waver, faintly green, shuddering away

from the genuine color of skin; can our dreams

ever blur the intransigent lines which draw

the shape that shuts us in? . . .’”

It was an unusual poem about an equally unusual subject. A bathtub? Yet the workshop clung onto each syllable of Sylvia’s recitation.

“Succinct!” the workshop said.

“Perfect!” the workshop said.

“Clearly the work of a Major Voice,” you said, praising the poem from the start. And why not? She was so confident, so self-possessed, so self-assured, as though she were the only person in the room that afternoon.

Oh, but darling, I was there, too, was I not?

Sure, Sylvia Plath was well published, but she was no Adrienne Rich. She was certainly prettier than Adrienne Rich, though, that trodden handbag. Was the preferential treatment you offered Sylvia necessary? Did you want to fuck her? Were you fucking her? The swiftness with which Sylvia ingratiated herself, combined with your immediate admiration and appreciation of her work, indicated so. For a poem to earn your praise and achieve your designation of Major Voice required of its author months of psychic pummeling under your tutelage. To have Sylvia’s work appear before you, fully formed and praiseworthy, boggled the mind.

Here she was, breezing into your workshop. No one questioned the merit of her bravado when, on her second day with us, she compared the poem of our own Sam Albert, which was more experimental than his usual fare, to Herbert—as though Sylvia were fluent in the works of the seventeenth-century poet! Unlike Sylvia, when I first started in the workshop, I knew my place. For the first time in my blusterous, magpie life I’d shut my mouth and listened as you lectured on the “don’ts” of writing poetry: Don’t do anything bizarre or distracting with composition. Don’t just throw in a bunch of historical references and confusing and contextualized voices in different registers or tongues. Don’t throw in metaphors before we even know what the poem is about. Then there were the “nots”: We’re not modernists! We’re not writing the Bible! We’re not preservers of a culture in decline! The “ares” followed: We are literalists! We are mirrors! We are conveyors of emotion! We are detectives! “Above all else,” you’d said, “we write poetry within an asylum from reason.”

I’d struggled to understand what you’d meant by this: How did one write within an asylum from reason? But now that Sylvia Plath was here and commanding the workshop’s attention, I knew I needed to figure this out quickly. Carving out time between keeping up with the home and putting my daughter down for naps, I set up a workstation on the dining room table with my typewriter, a row of sharpened pencils, and a rhyming dictionary. Here, I tried in earnest to write within an asylum from reason. Eventually, I figured out that you had meant write without constraints!

I left my feeble first attempt on my husband’s desk for Kildare to read, but my new poem just sat in his study, untouched. Disappointed but undeterred, I placed the poem on his pillow instead. When he came to bed that night, I pretended to be asleep until I could hold in my excitement no more.

“Well?” I pounced.

“Well . . .” said my husband, reading the poem.

“Who do you think will publish me first?”

Kildare looked a little shaken. “Agatha, you can’t publish this.”

“Of course I can.”

The poem was called “A Visit to Dr. No.” The piece delivered its speaker, a young woman, to a private clinic in a soap-colored row house. In the waiting room, the speaker’s hands were clammy. A sick anticipation had entrenched itself. She found distraction by picking through magazines in a basket. Gracing an ad were two women, one wearing a graduation cap and gown, the other extending her hands toward the sky, the sun flashing off of her diamond engagement ring. The speaker scoffed at the ad, which read: “What was a diploma compared to that precious sparkling ring?” A man, who appeared as a “ghost-white ship” retrieved the speaker, led her to a bedroom-turned-clinic, gloomy and wood-paneled. She undressed and climbed onto a metal table. Opening her legs for her, the man inserted a rubber tube, “red as a soda fountain straw,” and packed her insides with cotton balls. The poem ended with a promise of hemorrhaging and fever and freedom.

“It’s a poem about . . .”

“Abortion,” I said.

Kildare stammered. “It’s, it’s . . .”

“Too brilliant?”

“Too personal!” he gasped. “They’ll think it’s about you.”

Nobody was going to think it was about me, but Kildare said people would assume, which made me mad. Then he grew worried.

“Is it about you?”

I did not dignify that with an answer. While the content of such confessional poetry belongs to the confessor, the confessor shall never be a part of the poem. So said you, Professor Lowell. In workshop, you called this the Invisible Hand of the Poet. The poem speaks for itself!

“Professor Lowell says we must write poetry within an asylum from reason. Why not write about life’s most personal experiences?” Maybe Kildare would have preferred the mundane “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” or better yet, The Cat in the Hat!

Kildare switched off the lamp. After a while in the dark, he said, “Then again, what do I know about poetry?”

I huffed. “Exactly! What do you know?”

In the biggest test yet of my cocksure bearing, I submitted “A Visit to Dr. No” to you and the workshop. You propped a boot up on the windowsill and began to read my piece aloud. Your voice bellowed like a djembe drum, hard and swift and audacious.

You remember, don’t you? How the whole workshop sat in silence, stunned by how far I’d come. You called “A Visit to Dr. No” the work of a Major Voice. I’d finally written something worthy of the designation.

After workshop, Maxine said she absolutely loved the poem, that it was unlike anything she’d ever read before, so dark and raw and real.

Noting the name on the byline, she said, “Who’s Boston Rhodes?”

“That’s what I’m calling myself.”

“What happened to Agatha?”

Kildare had said using a pen name was the only way he’d permit me to publish. These confessions seemed important to me at the moment, but someday I might not want my daughter reading about my journeys into masturbation, abortion, and lust.

My grandfather’s name was Mason Rhodes, but because of his money and his influence, most people had known him as Emperor Boston, the king of a city on the river between three blue mountain peaks. These days, most people just remembered him for Emperor Fine Fabrics, but at one time the Rhodes family owned the wealthiest international ports along the Boston Bay. We’d seen the fog roll into the glassy, dark sea for generations, so I guess Emperor Boston was entitled to his clout.

“Professor Lowell says confessional poetry can’t be true unless it’s all true,” Maxine said.

But protecting people from the truth was the only way Kildare was going to allow me to keep writing, producing, and attempting to publish. I was going to make a name for myself, even if it was the name Boston Rhodes—she who utilizes her Major Voice, her true voice, her venom voice, which cuts to the marrow of the truth.

Several weeks later, I learned that Ladies’ Home Journal chose “A Visit to Dr. No” for publication. George Starbuck said, “Guess this means you’ll be joining the Ring.”

I didn’t think George, with his narrow shoulders and thinning brown hair, liked me. In the workshop, he seemed to garner a bit too much satisfaction poking holes in my work. At the same time, I’d also noticed a sympathetic tone to his critiques that fully expressed itself in the subtle gestures of his not-insignificant brows.

“The Ring?”

“It’s just a friendly little competition among some of the members in the workshop.”

The rules of the Ring were straightforward. At any given time, the Ring crowned the student who landed the most publications of his or her work. Content mattered, but so did the caliber of the magazine.

The Ring, I learned, gathered after the workshop at the Ritz-Carlton bar. Why here and not some cheaper bar stool? Because each of us was nothing if not aspirational. Because the Ritz-Carlton made us feel like royalty. Because at the Ritz-Carlton, we celebrated our ascension into the jurisdiction of the literary by surrounding ourselves with opulence. Because at the Ritz-Carlton, we were celebrating one another, and our poetry, in a manner we were sure the rest of the world eventually would as well.

Another thing that you were always going on about, Professor, was the belief that we were going to birth a revolution and usher into the twentieth century a great poetry movement comparable to that of Chaucer’s or Shakespeare’s. How many times did you tell us poetry was dying on the vine by failing to connect with people? (“We are literalists! We are mirrors! We are conveyors of emotion! We are detectives!”) At the Ritz-Carlton, Maxine, Sam, George, and I believed we each had an obligation to reestablish a connection through raw and dangerous poetry. If there was going to be a poetry revolution, it was going to start in this low-lit and lavish den with the four of us at the helm.

Here is the scene: The Ritz-Carlton, in every season, was a slow-burn autumn evening. We entered the lobby, a toe’s dip into a realm of a thousand champagne-colored lights and bouquets of craning tulips by the truckload. Our table was in a secluded part of the club, away from the horseshoe bar with its spear of crystal shards dangling from the ceiling. We ordered from waiters in uniforms buttoned up to their Adam’s apples, and who donned small hats and satin gloves. I usually sat between Maxine and George, the three of us pressed into a plush red-leather booth. Sam often complained that he never finished his first drink before George was selling him on his second.

I’d quickly come to understand my ranking among the Ring. Maxine told me the New Yorker had already published her, twice if you counted a criticism she’d written. George had half a dozen publications. Sam had five published poems, but they’d gone to Harper’s and the Saturday Review of Literature, which carried real weight. Since joining the Ring, I’d only gotten three poems in print, but they were strong publications that, according to our subjective scale, put me on solid footing with George and Sam. Maxine was publishing the most frequently, and I wondered how I was ever going to surpass her. Rumor was, Maxine had been a runner-up for the esteemed Radcliffe prize, which would have been tops. I’d given considerable thought to applying for the Radcliffe prize myself. Winning that would most certainly put me in the lead.

Here I was, with Maxine holding my hand on the mirror-top table, and George on my other side, his arm around my waist and holding me close to him, and Sam sipping his drink across from me. This was quite possibly the most content scene of my entire life, infused with the promise of a future full of possibility.

But then Maxine learned who Sylvia’s husband was, and suddenly she wanted to invite Sylvia into the Ring, too. “She’s married to Ted Hughes!” Maxine’s wide gesture sent martini spilling down her wrist and under her sleeve. As much as we knew about Sylvia Plath prior to her rude arrival, the name Ted Hughes carried far more weight. Cavorting with Sylvia brought us close to the poet behind the famed collection The Hawk in the Rain.

“Can you believe it? In our workshop!”

I didn’t see what the fuss was all about. It wasn’t as though Ted Hughes had enrolled in your workshop, just his wife, the poor thing. To me, there was nothing sadder than the spouse of a world-renowned poet. Watching your husband become a critical darling was bound to be hard for anyone who fashioned herself even a halfway decent artist.

“Just imagine being a fly on the wall in his life!”

Yes, a fly. A tiny, pesky, buzzy little insect.

Maxine blathered on: “I bet Sylvia could use some friends of her own. It can’t be easy living under someone else’s shadow all the time.”

Hoping to put a swift end to the conversation, I removed myself from it and went to the bar. In the time that it took me to order another drink in an opalescent glass and return to our table, Maxine had roped George and Sam into her campaign.

“That’s a fine idea!” George was saying. “I quite enjoyed her ‘Tale of a Tub.’”

Maxine said, “Oh, it’s just a terrific little poem, isn’t it?”

“She can’t just join the competition in the middle of it,” I said.

George frowned. “Why on earth not?”

Clearly things were getting tense, so I softened my tone and produced a conciliatory smile. I touched George’s wrist and pouted at Sam.

“I’m only saying, the wife of Ted Hughes doesn’t have to knock very hard to get any magazine to open its doors for her. I don’t think it’s fair to any of us, really.”

“You’re just worried about losing your lead,” Sam said, looking at me with a rather sad expression.

“I don’t have a lead,” I reminded him.

“Oh, that’s right,” Sam said.

“Well,” George said, looking at me, “we’ll just have to beat Sylvia Plath the old-fashioned way, won’t we? When I look at Boston Rhodes here, I see someone who’s up for the challenge.”

George had no idea.
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OCTOBER 1—

Freud once said that analysis is a cure through love, yet when it comes to the patient known colloquially as the Mad Poet, affection is hard to come by. Hence, treatment remains an unsolvable puzzle.

He has been a patient at McLean three times in as many years. An educated man, some sort of poet savant, and very much a lunatic, he resides in the ward of Men’s Belknap. Dr. Beuscher has passed the patient off to me, as though to say, I’ve had my fill; let’s see what you can do.

A volatile introduction to the Mad Poet today as I came into the common room. The patient was a hulking man working up a frightening head of steam. He gripped his pants and tore them down, and next, off came his shirt. The orderlies proceeded to give chase, with the patient yelping and shrieking and finally tiring between the parlor and the entrance hall, where I put a robe around him and walked him back to his room.

“My name is Dr. Barnhouse. I’m to be your doctor.”

“I’ve never met a doctor I’d like to fuck.” He made a face. “Come to think of it, I’ve never met a lady psychiatrist before, either.”

“That’s because there aren’t any. Not in Massachusetts; not in all of New England as far as I know.” That I am the only one in this hospital makes me a bit of a lone wolf. After two months among them, the male doctors still do not understand quite how to address me. The nurses continue to distrust me, too. They hush when I enter rooms. Their cigarettes hit the ashtrays. Early on, Nurse Edme told me it was going to take some time, as the nurses aren’t used to having a mother hen around.

Regrettably, the patient’s episodes of lucidity remain brief. He rambles without fences in curling soliloquies of tangential and enlightened word storms. Traditional analysis and electroshock therapy under the care of Dr. Beuscher thus far have worked little. These cumulative treatment failures have produced in me a desire to attempt alternative techniques outside of traditional psychoanalytic theory.

As of this writing, I have begun interspersing tinctures of Benzedrine and opium, depending on the cycle of the patient’s moods, which I administer using a calibrated glass dropper to his tongue. Nurse Edme has taken exception to the experimental treatment. At times, however, the road map to healing must take us through unconventional territory.

Her true concern, I believe, is Superintendent Frisch. The man has never supported my appointment to the hospital. He would most certainly not approve of my philosophy. At my interview before a panel of administrators and doctors all gathered within the Proctor House last summer, I stated for the record that, were the hospital to hire me, I was not going to be changing bedpans or bedsheets, nor was I to tolerate a questioning of
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