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  To Honor, who is her name



 


Julia [Prinsep Stephen]’s other sister, the melancholy Adeline Vaughan . . . died on April 14 [1881]; Julia’s third child by Leslie [Stephen] was conceived as soon as she came home, and named after her dead sister. But “as Julia did not like to use the name full of painful association” the name Virginia (after . . . her posh aunt . . . Lady Virginia Somers) was added, and the first name, shadowed by death and grieving, was never used.



 


—Hermione Lee, Virginia Woolf




 

Act I

NIGHT AND DAY

§

 

 


  Saturday, 13 June 1925



8:23 A.M.

SHE IS LYING full down in the bath, with the tepid water hooding her head and lapping just below the vaulted arches of her nostrils. Her breath, shallow and short, ripples the surface gently. She can hear her heart galloping distantly, as it so often does when she is ill, thrumming weakly but so quickly, a soft insistence sucking at the drums of her ears.

The swells of her breasts rise from the water, glistening and cool, the nipples pruned in the morning air. Her long, exhausted feet rise, too, at the far end of her, well out of the water, lean-boned and pale, marred with the angry knots and weals of tortured walks in ill-fitting shoes. They clutch the livid brass spout, flexing and squirming like newborns of an alien brood, quailing under the light.

She drifts in the shallow dream of herself, the lulling of the water, her breath, her heartbeat, audible and palpable at once, the other life inside her going on moment by moment, beat by beat, and all the vying thoughts going with it.

Always the thoughts.

Does the heartbeat have its own thoughts? she wonders. Or does it merely drive and amplify the dread that is coursing through her so wildly these mornings, urging the breath on with it, faster, shorter, sharper? Then, too, there are the headaches mounting all day, clenching her skull from the nape of the neck to the roots of the eyes like a caul of barbed iron. Yet—and here she halts her own description, for the panic must stop. It must. She will not let this happen again.

There is the stall of recognition. She knows this feeling, this progression of decline, she knows it very well, the consciousness curling under the despair, helpless as a page in the fire, succumbing to the grey, darkening possession. Slowly, slowly comes the blackness with its burning edge-glow eating inward to the center until all the parchment of her right mind is consumed and there is nothing but ash. Flaked and so fragile, it trembles there, fluttering on the balance of the unbearable heat, until at last it collapses and disappears with only the faintest of whists.

She knows what this is like. She watches it, she thinks it. She watches herself thinking it, and that is perhaps—she remembers this particularly—her only defense.

She bends her knees slightly and lets her feet sink back into the water. The toes are cold, the injuries ripe. They melt in the vague warmth and comfort of the bath. She lets herself feel this, every blister weeping, every scar moistening, and she sighs.

Now think, she urges herself. Think it away. I know you can. Concentrate. She furrows her brow and frowns, narrowing her huge, sunken eyes at the bounding rim of the porcelain tub, as if conjuring out of its whiteness the necessary will that is already so weak.

This, at least, she can control, if only she thinks of it well enough, attentively enough, if she makes herself tall and bending like the pair of priestly elms in the garden.

Yes, she thinks, the elms. In the garden.

Her mind begins to coast, moving in the picture, the mood of the morning, through the opened window and the unasserted light, out into the garden, over the moistening grass, the vaporous earth, and the insects hard at work, then up, as groundwater in root and trunk and branch and twig, all through the fretwork of elms. She thinks of them, swaying softly, outward to the smallest filigree of veins, the harmless air gossiping through their varied separations, making the tender leaves susurrate.

Now, she enjoins herself, as them. Think as them. She loosens her grip, rolls her scapulae down flatter against the belly of the tub, closes her bulbous eyes, breathes in once deeply, then sighs slowly, very slowly, eking out the breath. She begins to glide into the vision, just there, on the shushing in her flooded ears. She breathes again, and the exaggeration of the sound fills her, releases her.

My branches, she thinks. My branches are wide and firm, yet delicate, intricate, sensitive as flesh, clean and open to the air as two clear ramifying lungs. I am these trees, these elms—she loosens, breathes again, enfolding and dispersing the breath.

“Breathe.” She hears her sister Nessa’s tender voice intoning out of the past. “Breathe, Virginia, breathe.”

And she does, heaving her breasts high above the water line and down again; she watches their ringed shorelines advance and recede over the puckered skin. She listens to the breath slowing, deepening. She thinks as the elms, of being the elms, healing the air. She thinks of her sister’s hands on her chest those days so long ago in the sickroom, lightly resting, the fingers faintly exploring, as if reading the Braille of her brocaded dress. Distress. She raises her mouth above the water and says this aloud, quietly, “Distress. The dress.”

Then, as if startled by the sound of her own voice, she sits upright with a great sloshing urgency, her buttocks squealing on the porcelain, her knees bucking, legs tensing straight and splashing. She listens to the esses of the spoken words hiss as they race round the lavatory, and she says them again, louder.

“Distress. The dress.”

She cocks her head to one side, considers the sounds and meanings of words, the one creating the other, the sound of the thing being the thing, the original thing, blazing through the world in true spirit—dress, distress. The sound of it and the light of it as one. The wavelengths traveling in tandem.

And yet, she squints disapprovingly, the wretched intellect at work. Always the masculine mind interferes, sucking the magic out of sounds and shutting it into words. The very word for this, the academic word—onomatopoeia—sounds like what it is, a chained sprite falling down the stairs. She laughs at this, and the sound of her laugh pops around the lavatory.

She is breathing harder again, she notices. Too animated once more by the thoughts. Too many thoughts. Too fast. She tries to think again of the elms and calm herself. Calm, she tells herself. Calm. You cannot brook all of this at once. Again she thinks of Nessa’s hands on her and the voice guiding her. She folds her hands in her lap, in the pool of water there. She drops her shoulders, circles her neck.

She stops abruptly, midturn, and looks up.

 
“That’s it,” she says, too loudly now, the outburst crashing back and forth between the tiled walls like a dropped pot.

“Eureka in the bath, you infernal Greek! I have it.”

This she has absolutely shouted, and she regrets it at once. She puts her hand over her mouth like a child caught in a gaffe, for the noise will bring concerned footsteps and a careful knock on the door. But she will finish this quietly first. She puts a finger to her lips: “Shhhhh.”

She shoots her eyes to the unlocked door, listens for a moment, then, satisfied, resumes.

So, the image to start. The perception of the world as it is, the phantasm, the flare of the visionary idea is flattened to a page by the male intellect. Controlled, categorized, c-a-t-a-l-o-g-u-e-d. The ethereal is quashed. Address, that beautiful oration announcing itself, becomes a dress feebly worn, becomes a picture of a dress in a catalogue.

Yes. She will begin her story like this, with a catalogue, where James—who will stand in part for herself, in part for her younger brother Adrian—the visionary, the dreaming boy with scissors, is cutting out the deflated picture of a man-made thing. A machine, perhaps, is most pointed, she thinks, a refrigerator, a wheelbarrow, a lawnmower, because that is all he is allowed, all that his pedantic, gloating father—their father—will grant him. But all the while the boy’s mind, his hope, his lifeblood, is in the sea, just as hers was, and in the waves, the unreachable, the soothing finger of light, silvering each night across the bay.


  The stroke of the lighthouse laid its caress.


She does not say this last part aloud, but it hums in her repeatedly, and she feels its hypnotizing hush. Her breath begins to pace itself again, quelling the kindled thoughts.

 

  Caress. The stroke. The lighthouse laid its caress.


Her lips move over the music, making no sound, and a swell fills her chest, warming outward and through her, down her slackened arms and wrists and fingers to the very tips, which are touching now, five to five.

Gratified, she sighs.

Now there is the expected tap on the door, one soft knuckle, meek and respectful, but a touch alarmed in spite of itself. Leonard’s voice is kind but firm, treading the balance of care and control.

“Are you there?”

He says this with the accustomed lilt, and she grins accordingly. It is one of their jokes, a relic of his Cambridge days, something the ruggers were meant to have called to each other down the field through cupped hands before kickoff. Where he would have heard this or judged the truth of it is, for them, most of the joke, since at college he, the spindly, bookish Jew of newsprint caricature (another joke), had been an intellectual of the proudest and most rarefied sort, as were all his closest friends. The Apostles, they had called themselves, joining the select and secret group. They had not been grasshoppers hanging about the rugby pitch. They had spent their days arguing about Plato.

She is still smiling fondly at this as she rings the appropriate response to Leonard’s greeting, parting the syllables and rounding them with added plum to reassure him.

“Ra-ther,” she says.

There is a pause in which she can almost hear his relief, and then his encouragement attempting to displace it. This morning will go on as usual. Pat the head of your feral wife, she thinks, contain her and proceed, or so the regiments of doctors have always advised. He is only doing what they have told him to do, after all, or the few sensible things that he has managed to cull from their nonsense over the years.

Then, more gently than before, if this is possible, he says, “Have all the animals had breakfast?”

“Yeees,” she drawls, with only a trace of impatience. “Bath always follows breakfast.”

In truth, her breakfast tray lies mostly untouched beside the chair in her room, the bun pecked at as if by a marauding sparrow. The egg is still in its coddling cup, uncracked, the mug of milk has gone cold, its scorched meniscus wrinkled into a skin.

“Splendid,” he says, as if replacing a prop stethoscope around his neck. “And the music?” he adds jauntily.

Obediently, she places her fingers on her wrist, counts the beats, which are eager now, but not uproarious.

“Positively funereal,” she lies. “A veritable dirge.”

“Love?” He prods, knowing he must push her for the fair answer.

She sighs loudly, bustling into the words, so that he will not hear the irritation in her reply.

“Coming down from the climax, dear heart. Not to worry. We are not at full tilt.”

He places his right palm and his forehead very gently against the door.

“Promise?” he says.

“Promise,” she echoes wearily.

He rests there for a moment, rolling his brow against the grain of the wood, fighting the momentary impulse to kick open the door, rush in, hoist her from the water by her throbbing wrists, drag her dripping and kicking into her room and belt her into her armchair, beside which he knows the breakfast tray has long since been abandoned to the drying air, like the heap of last night’s supper.

But the fury passes as quickly as it came, and he feels his sudden burst of will dissolve into the helplessness of his regard for her. Let her be, it counsels for the thousandth time. Let her be. She is where she is, and where she is you cannot follow.

So it is. He knows this is true. He has always known it. He thinks of the way she is in the world, of how her mind separates her from it even as it aids a deeper communion, and this helps him to relax. Let go.

He thinks of how, when they are out walking together in town, people, women, children stare and titter, discomfited by her; something in her slightly shabby, raffish style of dress, perhaps, or her distracted air of always being not quite there, that marks her out as one of the touched, the unlike. Why this makes people laugh he has never quite understood. But there is more of awe than ridicule in it, and he knows that it is really just a shortfall in them, an inability to compass her strangeness. They, too, cannot follow.

Yet, he reminds himself, as he so often must at times like this, when she is on the precipice of breakdown, her strangeness is just that. Other, not wrong. Not mad, or not wholly mad. Verging on it, yes, but she is there, in a real place nonetheless, threading the shadow line of thought where light and darkness meet, a line that is no line to speak of, and has abysses either side.

Yes. He knows all of this. Yet he cannot back away from the door. His palm is still there flat against it, reaching for her. Will you be all right? it pleads. Will we?

Thinking this, he smiles at his own need, his own willing part in the conjugation. He worships her oddity even as he worries it, wringing it through his mind like beads through his fingers. At last, he pulls his head away from the door, straightens himself as if one of the servants has come into the hall, though no one has. It is only her discernment he fears, even through the thick oak planking between them.

Superstition gets the better of him, even as his hand drifts toward the knob, then retreats: She will know what I am thinking. She has that gift. She knows the ciphers of my brain, just as she knows the secret speech of rocks and trees and the language of the light on them. Silliness, he chides himself, to think this way, but there it is.

He remembers her teasing him early in their courtship and in that first teetering year of their marriage, when he did not yet know what she was capable of. Taking his habitually trembling hand in hers, and looking contemplatively into the middle distance, she had simply tossed the atrocious cliché at him, or so he’d thought, as if he wouldn’t know what it was.

“You are my rock,” she’d said solemnly.

And he, hurt, not getting it, had answered flatly, “Yes, of course, and rocks don’t speak or think or feel.”

She had started violently at this as soon as he’d said it, turning on him and taking his gaunt face in her cold, searching fingertips. “Oh, but they do,” she’d protested. “They do.”

Trust her, says the voice of his experience now, and obediently he steps back from the threshold.

Now one of the servants, Nelly, does come halfway into the hall, craning at him to ask what she can do, clear the breakfast tray, perhaps, or expedite an exit from the bath. He shakes his head, and reluctantly she disappears. He waits for the slow weight of her to unburden the stairs and recede.

Satisfied, he addresses himself once more to the door.

“I’ll leave you to the slow movement, then, shall I?” he inquires with a solicitude he cannot conceal, and a small smile at the double entendre. She herself has compared the creative act to defecation. He hopes she will hear the levity in his words and his willingness to leave her to it, however it transpires.

But she does not reply, and so he waits a moment longer.

Immediately he hears her standing in the tub, the cataract coming down loudly around her. He hears the squeak of one foot pivoting as the other reaches for the floor, and then the soft whiplash of it, too, pulling out of the water. She will not use a bathmat, despite the servants’ frequent complaints, preferring instead to watch the runoff darken the slate beneath her, each stain unique as a cloud in which she can discern a recognizable shape.

He turns at last and begins his own slow descent of the stairs, reminding himself not to fret or feel dismissed by her silence: She is engaged elsewhere, he tells himself, not absent, not ignoring. Yet, in the craw of him, there is still the prick of a childish petulance that wants its way, attention paid.

The tyranny of illness, he thinks before he can stop himself. He takes it all. He props her up, he steps away, he ministers, he allows. He maneuvers, always within the confines of this hysteria.

He falters on the shame of the last word, stopping on the stairs and sitting on the warp of a worn step. Tracing the whorls of the wood with his fingertip remorsefully, he cannot believe that this, of all words, has come into his mind. He will not claim it as his own. It is too grotesque. These are the villains speaking in him, saying the worst conceivable thing.

It is their malevolent pull that he feels when he is sitting quietly in Fabian meetings or at some other solemn event. It is their call to mischief he hears goading him to shatter the decorum of his politic life. At such times, he sits, his weak hands wedged beneath his scrawny thighs, his caved torso rigid against the seizure that he fears will make him leap from his chair and begin shouting irrevocable curses that will banish him from the company of all right-thinking men and women.

Yes, women, he thinks. Right-thinking women.

Who, after all, is hysterical? It is your hands that are always shaking, he reminds himself bitterly, looking down at them as they lie on the step quivering.

He winces and turns on himself sardonically now, as if in the voice of some hectoring Greek chorus. Shake, you fool, and see to your wife, because she is your superior in every way, or have you forgotten? He feels the usual sting of this assessment, which is both his own and everyone else’s, though it is never said aloud. He will always grind himself on the wheel of her genius, grappling for purchase against it, and the inadequacy it feeds in him.

Those who can’t write, print—is that it?—says the same goading voice in him. He is digging into the step and pulling up a large sliver, which catches on the soft flesh beneath his fingernail and makes him pull back sharply. Was that the truer reason for acquiring the printing press? Not for her but for you? Bury your squelched attempts in a pile of worthier submissions, hers prime among them? But squelched by whom? Not by her, certainly, or not actively by her. By the image of her? Or the shadow it has cast over your—ah, there is that obstetrician’s word again—hysterical imagination?

Envy is an opportunist, he knows, and in moments like these, when he has been tossed to the point of senselessness for weeks on the welter of her moods, he is susceptible to petty resentments; the jargon of those Neanderthal practitioners he has consulted over the years.

He can see them now, the innumerable boors of the medical profession, hunkered behind their monstrous clawfooted mahogany desks. God, had he not heard enough of their smarmy club talk about “women’s troubles”? How little they understood and how pompously they pronounced, as if it was all simply a matter of bringing her to bear.

Yet clearly he is no better, carping their carps, and more shamefully still, doing so in the confines of his head where no one can hear or hold him to account.

He stands again and hops angrily down the remainder of the steps, punching at the sides of his thighs. Within three long, swift strides he is in his study, with its anodyne fug of pipe smoke, damp wool and old books. He breathes it, standing there, gazing fondly round the room, the few prized possessions of his life in letters, and his mind begins to clear.

He seats himself purposefully at his desk, and with his thumb begins to strum one of the many reams of manuscript that lie before him in stacks, neatly spaced like city blocks seen from above. The floorboards above him creak, and he casts his eyes up at the ceiling, following the swift, light progress of her footsteps and then the muffled yet firm closing of her door. He waits, but hears nothing more.

He will not see her till the afternoon, if then, when they will both abandon their labors for the outdoors, he in the garden, where the plum trees need pruning and the vegetable plots weeding, she on the downs, where she will stride out her demons and shout their execrations to the air. He shifts in his chair, pencil in hand, takes up the nearest pile and begins to read.

 

From its accustomed place in a wad on the floor, Virginia retrieves the threadbare floral print dress that she so often wears when she is working. Gathering it hastily between her thumbs and forefingers, she places it like a wreath around her neck and shoulders, pulls her arms roughly through the sleeves and lets it fall loosely over her narrow hips.

The fabric, seldom washed, is grubby with use, oiled and inked and sweated in, so that it is as flanneled and funked as a beloved toy bear. When they are at each other, Leonard complains about this garment, its shabbiness, its ubiquity, its smell. He has dubbed it the Lambeth laydeez ’ousecoat, but she thinks of it more as an artist’s smock, like the one Nessa sometimes wears.


  The dress. Distress. The lighthouse lays its caress.


Absently, drifting in the rhythm of the phrase, she scans the breakfast tray. Standing over it, she stiffens, eyeing the delinquent bun as if it were a calling card left by one of those unctuous second-tier society women whom she somehow both needs and loathes.

It must be dealt with. But how?

She stares at it for a moment longer, hating it irrationally, for itself and for all that it represents, the blameless bread placed before her each morning like a reproach. Doctor’s orders. The indignity of it, the intrusion. She feels her scalp prickle with indignation. Then, gripped by a sudden fury that some overseeing part of her knows is absurdly disproportionate, she seizes the bun and rips it to bits. Before she can stop herself and think—the lavatory would have been wise—she strides to the open window and hurls the pieces out.

She doesn’t bother to see where they have landed, but she will have to check when she goes out this afternoon. It is the kind of thing Leonard will notice and say nothing about, though he will no doubt scratch it into his diary as diligently as he records every other assertion of her ill health.

Ah, well, she allows mockingly, one must do what one feels. There are many reasons. Not just one, infallible, but varieties of sane response and a host of sensible premises behind them, whatever the logicians might say. But there is only one intimate to receive them, two if she counts Nessa, but lately she does not.

So, then, I count on misinterpretation instead. How, really, could it be otherwise? My food lies decimated in the azaleas, truly one-tenth dispensed, if that, and the remainder is for the birds. She smiles at the pun, hearing some fusty Victorian shrew exclaiming, “This breakfast is for the birds,” or one of the servants, clearing away yet another unkempt meal, declaring, “Good lord, ma’am, but you do eat like a bird.”

But then her mind snags more hurtfully on the birds, because it is in fact they who speak to her in the voices that no one else can hear. If only the bread would placate them, she yearns, or make their learned shrieking intelligible to someone, anyone, else. There is so much pain in this lack of understanding, so much terrified struggle in these fits that Leonard and the others see as mutinies. But it is concord she wants most, strives for so desperately in everything she writes. There must be a way, she urges herself each time, some way to inscribe the storm of her experience so that she will not have to be alone with it.

She thinks of John Clare’s plaintive lines, and feels their same regret:

 


  
    . . . Even those I loved the best
  




  
    Are strange—nay, they are stranger than the rest.
  



 

She falls with a hollow thump into the worn armchair, which enfolds her like a mouth, the molded cushions tonguing the length of her like an indulgent mother cow. She places the lap desk across her knees, slides the pen into the yellow calloused groove between the first and second fingers, first and second knuckles of her right hand, steadies the paper with her left hand and poises the nib.

She looks up at the facing wall where a lozenge of nacreous light displays the shadow of a breeze-blown branch trembling. She gazes at it for a long moment, entranced, then drops her eyes to where her knobbled fist has already begun to make its slow, mesmeric way across the page. She follows it lovingly, indulgently, tilting her head to the side like a small child drawing her first sun. The trick, the quickness, is in the fingers, hinging tirelessly above the stylus like some huge and bloodless insect spinning out worlds. She loses herself in the motion, the pleasant scratch and whisper of the act, and, relinquishing herself wholly now to the illusion, she disappears.


10:47 A.M.

THEY ARE LYING on the narrow bed side by side, woman and girl, facing each other like mirror images, each propping the side of her head with the heel of one hand against the temple. The supporting arms are bent at the elbows. The opposing arms are stretched the length of each body, the wrists languid on the curve of the hips, the fingers loosely spanning the upper thighs. They are looking intently into each other’s eyes, not besottedly, as lovers do, but studiously, as if examining rare stamps under a loupe.

You first, says Adeline, squirming to adjust her pose.

“Patience, little goat,” Virginia chides, leaning in to place her lips playfully against the tip of the adolescent’s nose. Adeline wriggles delightedly, then goes quite still again, softening her gaze so as not to blink.

“Now then, shall I begin?” says Virginia, bringing her own eyes very close to and even with Adeline’s so that she can see all the shapes and shades in the hazel pinwheels of her eyes.

Adeline nods once, gravely.

“Very well. There is the black dot in the bottom half of the iris, exactly in the center.”

My second pupil, Adeline says.

“Yes,” answers Virginia, “through which you see the first world.”

And what is the first world? Adeline asks, knowing the words that Virginia will say but needing to hear them again.

“The one that lies behind this one,” Virginia obliges, dreamily.

Adeline sighs at the confirmation, relieved. Yes.

These answers, said and heard many times before, are the game between them, the reestablishment of sameness.

Adeline prompts again: Is it very like?

“Not at all like,” Virginia says. “Quite different.” She pauses tenderly to stroke Adeline’s cheek. “But you must tell me. What do you see?”

Adeline drops her propping right arm and rests her head on the pillow, hugging it for comfort. She lets her eyes unfocus and glaze.

I see the man sitting at the end of Mother’s bed, she begins, very slowly and precisely. I see the darkened room, the heavy drapes, the bedclothes carefully arranged, the shape of Mother, laid out. I have never seen her lying down. Not ever before. But now she is perfectly still and straight. The composure of her face is . . . Adeline falters here. She darts her eyes away and back. Her face is like . . . She breaks off, unable to go on, and so the other dredges up the description.

“An ecstasy of absence,” Virginia says, smoothing the familiar phrase.

Adeline nods, and her cheek makes a soft breathy sound on the pillow. They lie there quietly for a moment, breathing. Virginia reaches over and brushes a loose strand of hair behind Adeline’s ear.

“And what do you feel?” she asks.

The answer comes quickly this time, sharply, with the usual stab of self-reproach: Nothing.

She waits again, still stroking Adeline’s hair, patiently, coaxingly, letting the somnolence of ritual take its effect. “What then?” she says at last.


  I stand beside the head of the bed, bend and kiss her cheek.


Another pause for the seeing of it, fractured in their minds’ eyes. Then Virginia asks,

“Which is like . . . ?”

Which is like cold iron, says Adeline, frowning. Like kissing cold iron. She closes her eyes wearily.

“Yes,” Virginia confirms. “Yes.”

The recitation is complete, the moment shrined. It casts its pale shadow on them like the watermark of an event too imprinted to erase.

This is where I remain, Adeline says, and where I come to you.

“Broken off,” the other continues absently to herself, as if this were all written down somewhere word for word. “The seed of me that was then, and grew no further.”

Adeline says nothing to this. She has no line. But after a long pause, she lifts her head, newly inspired, and asks brightly,


  Do you remember Mr. Wolstenholme? The mathematician who used to come and stay with us every summer at St. Ives?


Virginia thinks for a moment. The name, the image of the man are fixed in her memory, yet the man himself, if there was such a thing, is obscure. He is only as she remembers him, sketched and kept, the placeholder for an idea.

“Of course,” she says at last, fondly and only a little dishonestly. “The Woolly One. He sat in his chair and smoked and read and never spoke.”


  Yes.


Adeline lets herself down again on the pillow. Rolling on her back, she searches the canvas of the ceiling as if descrying there the image of what she is about to say.

But, she resumes, with the lurch of disclosure in her voice, he did speak once. She waits for the surprise of this to penetrate, then adds solemnly, I have never told you this before.

This falls between them awkwardly, but with the promise of something meaningfully withheld, the recovery of an event that Adeline has clipped out of time and stored in the hollows of her expurgated self.

She begins again dreamily, without prompting.


  It was one of those washed late afternoons of late summer when the blue of the sky is so pale it feels as if it is fading away, but the sun is still fierce and small, glaring from its corner.


This is like something she would have written for practice in her diary, though if she did, it is lost, and Virginia has never found it among her things.


  I was sitting on the lawn, squinting out at the waves in the bay, watching the whitish blue blossoms of foam spread and dissolve on the swells. I remember I was thinking that it was like watching lichens growing and dying on rocks, but in sped-up time.


“Good,” Virginia whispers. “That’s very good.” She waits for more, but Adeline is snagged on the memory. “Go on,” Virginia tells her soothingly. “You can.”

Adeline blinks rapidly and sighs. She brings her hand to her throat for comfort, resting it on the birdbeat of the pulse.

It was strange to think this, she resumes hesitantly. I remember being a bit startled by it, because I had never really had a thought like that before, and never one with such strange feelings attached to it. The world seemed to be speeding up and slowing down, going liquid and solid at the same time, and me with it.

Virginia considers this. Yes, she thinks, that’s right. That’s right. I remember it now.

“Yes,” she says aloud. “I remember.”

And Adeline continues more confidently, the words coming now without hesitation, the memory tumbling through.


  I felt as though I had stepped—like Alice—into another world, or a slice of one that was showing through a gap in this one. It was so odd and hypnotizing, and the longer I looked, the odder and more hypnotizing it became, until I began to worry that I might be having some sort of fit or break or collapse. I didn’t know what, and it frightened me.



  It frightened me only a little at first, but then the fear began to grow, getting larger with every breath, spreading like a cramp inside me and then breaking into a rush all through me. I could feel myself becoming physically weaker and weaker, less and less able to rouse myself or squirm or even go rigid against it. And then, finally, I lost the fight. I was paralyzed. I could not move.


Virginia lies back on the bed, seeming to stare into the same imaginary place and time that are locked in the girl’s memory.

I wanted to get up and go inside, she hears Adeline saying. Go anywhere to get away from this thing, whatever it was, and I tried several times, but I couldn’t. I could not even get my little finger or my lips to move so that I could make a sign or cry out for help to whoever might be near.


  I was helpless, cut off by this kind of horrid waking seizure. I was panicking and trapped, as if I was being held down by some huge invisible weight. I began to think that I must be dying, and that this must be what dying was like, the mind going wild, and the body a sack. The horror of it went on in my head for what seemed like a very long time, with all my worst, most frantic thoughts and feelings swirling and swarming inside this corpse that my body had become.


This is all very familiar now, Virginia thinks, her body beginning to display the agony that Adeline describes. She is stiffening on the bed, as if the event is passing through her. Adeline is going on quickly now, without pause.


  I could not put these opposites together. I did not want to. I fought with all the strength I had left, even though I knew it was diminishing all the time. Knowing this only made me fight harder with less, and with no relief.



  But then, after a terrible struggle that seemed to last forever, though I suppose it must have lasted only a few minutes or even seconds, this awful whirlwind inside me sucked up the last of my resistance, and I was suddenly . . .


She pauses to get this right.

. . . well, I suppose I was suddenly released. I gave up. I went slack under the fear. I stopped trying to push it away or avoid whatever it was bringing me to.

She stops again, not quite believing her own words, her eyes seeking out Virginia’s for the necessary contact, but Virginia is too deep now in her mind and in the past to act her part. Adeline must find her there, and by talking.

And so, suppressing the doubt, she goes on.

Then the whole nightmare . . . it somehow turned perfectly tame in an instant. I went numb all over and weightless and the terror became a kind of nothingness that drew me into it and calmed me. All the parts of myself that had fought loosened their hold on me. Questions, worries, beliefs, doubts—all my thoughts—fell away one by one until I was left there floating, limp and colorless and empty.

“But aware,” says Virginia, rushing in to finish the thought. “Absolutely aware. Without sense. Without thought. Without will. And happier—more at peace—than you had ever been.”

Adeline does not answer. She has broken off, breathlessly, her chest rising and falling, flustered under her hand, which has moved from her neck to her sternum and curled itself into a fist. She has only a little more to say, but it is the most important part. She does not want to leave it for Virginia.

I was in a trance like that, she says, the words coming quickly once more, drifting blissfully for I don’t know how long, when all at once in a kind of mindless but somehow knowing flash I understood.

She is speaking now in Virginia’s language, the adult mind changing with the child’s, but the words are still in her mouth, running out.

I knew what was happening. I was not having a fit or a breakdown. I was not even having a vision. I was the vision. I wasn’t watching the foam and the waves and the lichen and the rocks change places and repeat. I was not finding their pattern . . . Do you see? . . . I had been woven into it. There was no separation. No girl on the lawn and no sea out there, no world with people and things and spaces and thoughts between. There was just this boundless, flowing sameness beneath everything, and I was part of it.

“Yes,” Virginia answers dreamily. Her eyes, like Adeline’s, are no longer engaged. They are somewhere else, and she is smiling absently at what she has heard, entranced by the recovery, amazed and not amazed at all, but pleased to find this event perfectly preserved, shelved inside her, and retrieved intact.

They are the same now—almost—the woman and the girl, but Adeline is eager to remain apart, just that little bit separate, and poised to finish her side of the story.

Without my noticing it, she says, animated once more, Old Woolly had gotten up from his chair, come all the way across the lawn and sat down beside me. I knew he was there only when he put his hand on my arm, his whole heavy hand on my forearm, and then squeezed. I looked at him, still half through the dream, and I thought he must be a ghost. He appeared so suddenly, and he was so pale and startled-looking.

It was so unlike him, she says, touching Virginia’s shoulder, demonstrating what she wants to say. Well, you know he never got up from his chair except for meals or if the weather was turning, and he never put his hand on anyone’s arm, especially not like that, as if he didn’t know himself that he was doing it until he was pulling away.

Virginia nods her agreement and places her own hand on her shoulder, gently covering Adeline’s.

And he pulled away so suddenly, Adeline continues, encouraged by the touch. As if he had been given a shock. But he never took his eyes from my face.

She turns to look at Virginia full on, adding,


  He looked at me almost as you do, searching me, but he was also afraid, so afraid and completely without understanding. He looked for such a long time and in such a panic that I thought perhaps he had been paralyzed or struck just as I had been.


He looked . . . how can I explain this? She searches for the words, scowling down at herself as if the obstruction is in her bowels or some farther reach of the illusion. She lights up triumphantly when she finds them.


  He looked as if he was trying . . . with the whole . . . the whole force of his intellect to reconstruct something . . . like an event . . . an experience . . . no, no a revelation . . . yes, a revelation, like mine, that had been made to him whole, all at once, a moment before, but which had shattered against his categories and was now lying in pieces behind my eyes.


She is well satisfied with this description, and slows, warming to it now with the full power of her instinct.


  He didn’t speak for a long time, but finally, when he did speak, it was in a terrible hoarse whisper that was so dry and far away and scratched with pain that it didn’t sound like human speech. “Sadness,” he said. “So much sadness.” That was all. Just that. And then streams of tears burst from his eyes and fell into his woolly beard, and he began shuddering with these awful wrenching sobs.


Adeline’s voice dies away here, and the sight of her fades for a moment with it. Virginia, returning to her present self, alone in the sterile room, recites, very slowly,

 


  
    . . . the waves draw back, and fling . . .
  




  
    With tremulous cadence slow, and bring
  




  
    The eternal note of sadness in.
  



 

Yes, she remembers sweet Woolly now. His reading of her that day, his consumption of her, as if he had sucked the sadness through her like a liquid meal and been sickened by it. It was the sadness she herself had suckled from the world without diminishing it, had consumed and likewise been sickened by.

It had been there for a long time, this malaise, ebbing and flowing without warning or cause, or none that she had ever discerned. But she had not recognized it, not known that it could be conveyed, not until that day on the lawn with Woolly, when the transmission was unmistakable.

And the poem, too. Matthew Arnold’s mesmerizing poem. She had read it so many times as a child, and heard it, those three haunting lines in particular, their hard, insistent wistfulness, ringing in the crash and recession of the tide outside her window in St. Ives as she lay in the dark nursery for hours, listening. It was in the sea, the poet had said, in the waves, the ceaseless, torpid repetition of the waves, which themselves were so much more than waters. It was there beneath and constituting everything, as she now, and she then—as Adeline—had understood.

And so it would be in




 


  


 





























































OPS/toc.xhtml
Contents

		Title Page


		Contents


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		NIGHT AND DAY

		8:23 A.M.


		10:47 A.M.


		9:54 A.M.


		4:16 P.M.








		THE WAVES

		April 1929


		June 1929


		November 1930








		BETWEEN THE ACTS

		Early March 1932


		Early September 1932








		THE YEARS

		October 1934


		November 1936


		July 1938








		THE VOYAGE OUT

		Saturday


		Thursday


		Friday








		Author’s Note


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author





OPS/images/cover.jpg
Lt N L

“Daring . . . Vincent’s psychological

>

approach is intriguing’
— USA TODAY






OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
ADELINE
3

A Novel of
Virginia Woolf

Norah Vincent

%

MARINER BOOKS
HOUGHTON MIFFLIN HARCOURT
BOSTON + NEW YORK





