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FOREWORD
by Yann Martel



At one point in this beautifully sad book, Elizabeth Smart says of herself, ‘I am more vulnerable than the princess for whom seven mattresses could not conceal the pea.’

The more appropriate fairy tale for the sake of
comparison would be Sleeping Beauty, because By
Grand Central Station I Sat Down and Wept is the
story of a woman who was asleep for a hundred
years until the kiss of a man (more precisely his
poetry) woke her up to life and to love.

Smart’s evocation of love is sweeping, aching,
exhilarating, rapturous, incantatory:

When the Ford rattles up to the door, five minutes
(five years) late, and he walks across the lawn under
the pepper-trees, I stand behind the gauze curtains,
unable to move to meet him, or to speak, as I turn
to liquid to invade his every orifice when he opens
the door. More single-purposed than the new bird,
all mouth with his one want, I close my eyes and
tremble, anticipating touch.


And again:

What is going to happen? Nothing. For everything
has happened. All time is now, and time
can do no better. Nothing can ever be more now
than now, and before this nothing was. There are
no minor facts in life, there is only the one tremendous
one.

I know, I know this is merely the introduction
and not the book itself, but one more:

But the surety of my love is not dismayed by
any eventuality which prudence or pity can
conjure up, and in the end all that we can do is
to sit at the table over which our hands cross,


listening to tunes from the wurlitzer, with love
huge and simple between us, and nothing more
to be said.


In this high-wire act of sustained emotional resonance,
the following might help anchor the reader in
the great wash of language: in August of 1937 in
London, Elizabeth Smart, from Ottawa, Canada, came
upon a book of poems in a bookshop on Charing
Cross Road, and, so the story goes, fell in love with
its author, George Barker. But simply loving his words
would not do; she wanted to love the man himself.
For that, she would need to meet him. Orchestrating
that encounter would take three years, requiring
various wiles (pretending to be a manuscripts collector)
and some cash (she was from a wealthy family that
more or less supported her). At last, in 1940, after
bringing him over all the way from Japan, where he
was unhappily teaching, they met in California, where
she was living in an artists’ colony in Big Sur. They
first set eyes on each other at a bus stop in Monterey
– that’s how the book starts – and they soon became
lovers. They would have four children.



Problems soon arose. They were arrested under
the Mann Act for travelling with an immoral
purpose when they tried to cross a state border.
Smart laments:

They are taking me away in a police car. The
policeman’s wife sits stiffly in the front seat. They
are prosecuting me for silence and for love.

She asks one of the police officers who arrests her:

What do you live for then?

I don’t go for that sort of thing, the officer
said, I’m a family man, I belong to the Rotary
Club.

In discussing that sort of thing, Smart makes a
number of Biblical references, most obviously with
the title, that marvellous amalgam of a New York
train station and the ache of Jewish exile, but her
more frequent allusions are pre-Christian. ‘Jupiter
has been with Leda, I thought, and now nothing
can avert the Trojan Wars,’ is one example. She also


refers to the Golden Fleece, to Helen of Troy, to
Diogenes, to Penelope, to Dido.

There is indeed something of an ancient Greek
sensibility to this book, in which the morality of behaviour
comes second to its emotional import. I feel,
therefore I am – and with a truth of being that no
moral code can affect. By Grand Central Station came
out in 1945, and we all know what happened between
1939 and 1945. Smart was not ignorant or unfeeling
– she makes heartfelt references to the victims of the
Holocaust, for example – but as she puts it:

Why should even ten centuries of the world’s
woe lessen the fact that I love? Cradle the seed,
cradle the seed, even in the volcano’s mouth. I am
the last pregnant woman in a desolated world.
The bed is cold and jealousy is cruel as the grave.

Was she self-centered, solipsistic, detached from
reality? Not at all. She demanded bliss, while accepting
that she might end up in hell. ‘The Thing is at hand.
There is nothing to do but crouch and receive God’s
wrath,’ she says. And wrath was to come, not only


from police authorities and other representatives of
the harsh world at large, but closer at hand, because
George Barker was married – he flew over from Japan
with his wife, Jessica, whom Smart also sets eyes on
for the first time in Monterey – and he would have
durable relations with more women than just his first
wife and Elizabeth Smart, and more children than
just the four he had with her (fifteen in all!).


Here’s the point in comparing Elizabeth Smart’s art
with her life, and the proof that this jewel of a book
is no mere idle romance: Elizabeth fell in love with
George, it took time, tricks and money to meet him,
they got into trouble with the law, they became social
outcasts, it was killing for her heart – and she had four
children with the man, children whom she raised all on
her own. This is a woman who took seriously not only
the premise of love, but its consequences. This is a
book about one creature’s obdurate desire to love and
be loved, no matter what. Smart was lucid, resilient,
hard-working, and responsible in her love-madness.

The photo at the back of the edition I have,
published during the author’s lifetime, shows a
woman aged beyond her sixty-seven years, her hair

unstyled, bags under her eyes, a cigarette at her
mouth. It is a provocatively honest photo of a woman
worn down by love and life, but on the internet,
where time is so easily erased, there is a photo of
the young Elizabeth – and she is indeed the ‘goodlooking
blonde’ that others in the book call her. I
don’t imagine George quite knew what he was
getting, that here was a not only physical beauty but
a verbal beauty. Their relationship was a difficult one,
and it can’t have been easy raising four illegitimate
children. But still, that question that glows without
fading: What do you live for then?

When I first read this book some years ago it left
me dumbfounded. What powerful stuff, what a
thing to experience, what a life to live. I felt
unfeeling, unknowing, unlived by comparison. On
what surface do I skate? Why can’t I plunge to the
depths? Then I looked around and I determined,
by a simple act of emotional observation, that I too
love my George Barker stand-in and that I too love
my children, and this, with a love as dogged and
deep, as visceral and guiding, as Elizabeth Smart’s.
Only mine is mostly unexpressed and undwelled

upon, jostled aside by the intruding world and the
endless errands of daily life – because I too have
four children. A love that is lived has its prosaic
aspects. Sure, there’s love to be made, but there are
also bills to be paid and groceries to be bought.

And therein lies the greatness of Elizabeth Smart.
She takes what is yours and mine, what is everyday
and everywhere, what exists in every suburb and in
every flat, and makes it mythical. You’re not just Doris
and Dave who live in Essex. You’re also Tristan and
Isolde, Romeo and Juliet, Dante and Beatrice, Elizabeth
and George – only you don’t know it, or you’ve
forgotten it momentarily, or you just missed the boat
(but perhaps it’s not too late to catch the next one).

Read this book aloud, because while love is the
theme, language is the plot, the character and the
setting. It’s a perfect book to be shared, to be read
aloud to someone. And hopefully, as you are doing so,
you will find yourself waking from a hundred-year
slumber.




Yann Martel



PART ONE



 

I am standing on a corner in Monterey, waiting for the bus to come in, and all the muscles of my will are holding my terror to face the moment I most desire. Apprehension and the summer afternoon keep drying my lips, prepared at ten-minute intervals all through the five-hour wait.

But then it is her eyes that come forward out of the vulgar disembarkers to reassure me that the bus has not disgorged disaster: her madonna eyes, soft as the newly-born, trusting as the untempted. And, for a moment, at that gaze, I am happy to forego my future, and postpone indefinitely the miracle hanging fire. Her eyes shower me with their innocence and surprise.

Was it for her, after all, for her whom I had never expected nor imagined, that there had been compounded such ruses of coincidence? Behind her he for whom I have waited so long, who has stalked so unbearably through my nightly dreams, fumbles with the tickets and the bags, and shuffles up to the event which too much anticipation has fingered to shreds.

For after all, it is all her. We sit in a café drinking coffee. He recounts their adventures and says, ‘It was like this, wasn’t it, darling?’, ‘I did well then, didn’t I, dear heart?’, and she smiles happily across the room with a confidence that appals.

How can she walk through the streets, so vulnerable, so unknowing, and not have people and dogs and perpetual calamity following her? But overhung with her vines of faith, she is protected from their gaze like the pools in Epping Forest. I see she can walk across the leering world and suffer injury only from the ones she loves. But I love her and her silence is propaganda for sainthood.

So we drive along the Californian coast singing together, and I entirely renounce him for only her peace of mind. The wild road winds round ledges manufactured from the mountains and cliffs. The Pacific in blue spasms reaches all its superlatives.

Why do I not jump off this cliff where I lie sickened by the moon? I know these days are offering me only murder for my future. It is not just the creeping fingers of the cold that dissuade me from action, and allow me to accept the hypocritical hope that there may be some solution. Like Macbeth, I keep remembering that I am their host. So it is tomorrow’s breakfast rather than the future’s blood that dictates fatal forbearance. Nature, perpetual whore, distracts with the immediate. Shifty-eyed with this fallacy, I plough back to my bed, up through the tickling grass.

So, through the summer days, we sit on the Californian coast, drinking coffee on the wooden steps of our cottages.

Up the canyon the redwoods and the thick leaf-hands of the castor-tree forbode disaster by their beauty, built on too grand a scale. The creek gushes over green boulders into pools no human ever uses, down
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