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| dwell in Possibility. The pen scratched over the page, making graceful dlipses. She liked the look of the
black on white as much as the words themsdlves. The words sang in her head far sweeter than they sang
on the page. Once down, captured like abird in a cage, the tunes seemed pedestrian, mere common
rote. Still, it was as close as she would come to that Eternity, that Paradise that her mind and heart
promised. | dwell in Possibility.

She stood and stretched, then touched her temples where the poem still throbbed. She could fed it
sitting there, beating itswings againgt her head like that captive bird. Oh, to let the bird out to sing for a
moment in the room before she caged it again in the black bars of the page.

Smoothing down the skirt of her white dress, she sat at the writing table once more, took up the pen,
dippedit into theink jar, and added asecond line. A fairer House than . . . than what? Had she lost the
word between standing and sitting? Words were not birds after al, but dippery asfish.

Then, suddenly, shefdlt it beating in her head. Prose! A fairer House than Prose- She let the black
ink stretch across the page with the long dash that lent the last word that wonderful fall of tone. She
preferred punctuating with the dash to the hard point, as brutal asabullet. | dwell in Possibility.

She blotted the lines carefully before reading them aoud, her mouth forming each syllable perfectly

as she had been taught so many years before at Miss Lyon's Mount Holyoke Fe-mae Seminary.

Cocking her head to one side, she considered the lines. They will do, she thought, as much praise as
she ever dlowed her own work, though she was generous to others. Then, straightening the paper and

cleaning the nib of her pen, shetore up the false starts and deposited them in the basket.

She could, of course, write any time during the day if the lines cameto mind. There waslittle enough
that she had to do in the house. But she preferred night for her truest composition and perhaps that was
why shewas struggling so. Then those homey tasks will take me on, shetold hersdf: supervising the
gardening, baking Father's daily bread. Her poetry must never be put in the same category.

Standing, she smoothed down the white skirt again and tidied her hair--"like a chestnut bur,” shed
once written imprudently to afriend. It was ever so much more faded now.

But pushing that thought aside, Emily went quickly out of theroom asif leaving considerations of
vanity behind. Besides the hothouse flowers, besides the bread, there was a cake to be made for tea.
After Professor Seelye's lecture there would be guests and her tea cakes were expected.

The tea had been orderly, the cake a success, but Emily headed back upstairs soon after, for her
eyes-aways sendtiveto the light --had begun to tear up. She felt a sick headache sarting. Rather
than impose her aillments on her guests, she dipped away. They would understand.

Carlo padded up the stairs behind her, so quiet for such alarge dog. But how dow he had become
theselast months. Emily knew that Death would stop for him soon enough. Newfoundlands were not a
long-lived breed usudly, and he had been her own shaggy aly for the past fifteen years.

Slowing her pace, despite the stabbing behind her eyes, Emily let the old dog catch up. He shoved
his rough head under her hand and the touch salved them both.

He curled beside her bed and dept, as she did, in an afternoon made night and close by the
window blinds.

It was night in truth when Emily awoke, her head now wonderfully clear. Even the dreadful deetin her
eyeswas gone.
She rose and threw on adressing gown. She owed Loo a letter, and Samuel and Mary Bowles.



But still the night called to her. Others might hate the night, hate the cold of November, huddling
around their stovesin overheated houses. But November seemed to her the very Norway of the year.
Shethrew open firgt the curtains, then the blinds, dmost certain of asight of actud fjords. But
though the Gibrdtar lights made the village ook amost foreign, it was not--she decided--foreign
enough.
"That | had the strength for travel,” she said aloud. Carlo answered her with aquick drum roll of
tall.
Taking that asthe length of his sympathy, she nodded at him, lit the already ensconced candle, and
sat once again at the writing table. She read over the morning'slines:

/ dwell in Possibility -
Afairer Housethan Prose-

It no longer had the freshness she remembered, and she sighed.

At the sound, Carlo came over to her and laid hisrough head in her lap, asif trying to lend comfort.

"No comfort to be had, old man," she said to him. "I can no longer tdll if the trouble is my wretched
eyes, sometimes easy and sometimes sad. Or the dis-order of my mind. Or the dant of light on the page.
Or the words themselves. Or something el se dtogether. Oh, my dear dog ..." Sheleaned over and
buried her facein hisfur but did not weep for she despised private grief that could not beturned into a
poem. Still, the touch had a certain efficaciousness, and she stood and walked over to the window.

The Amherst night seemed to tremblein on itself. The street issued afaseinvitation, the maples
standing sentind between the house and the promise of road.

"Keegping mein?' she asked the dog, "or othersout?’ It was only her wretched eyes that forced her
to stay at home so much and abed. Only her eyes, she was convinced. In fact she planned atrip into
town a noon next when the very day would be la-conic; if she could get some deep and if the
November light proved not too harsh.

She sat down again at the writing table and made a nest pile of the poems she was working on, then
St them aside. Instead shewould write aletter. To . . . to Elizabeth. "Dear Sster," shewould Sart as
aways, even though their relationship was of the heart, not the blood. "I will tell her about the November
light," shesaid to Carlo. "Though it ismuch the samein Springfied ashere, | trust shewill find my
observations entertaining.”

The pen scratched quickly across the page. So much quicker, shethought, thanwhen| amoomposnga
poem

She was degp into the fourth paragraph, dashing "November always seemed to me the Norway
..." when asharp knock on the wall shattered her peace, and astrange ins stent whine seemed tofill the

room.

Andthelight. Oh-thelight! Brighter even than day.

"Carlo!" she cdled the dog to her, and he came, crawling, trembling. So large adog and such a
larger fright. Shefell on him asadrowning person fals on alife preserver. Thelight made her eyes
weep pitchers. Her head began to ache. The house rocked.

And then-as quickly asit had come-it was gone: noise, light, dl, al gone.

Carlo shook her off as easily as bath water, and she collapsed to the floor, unableto rise.

Laviniafound her there on the floor in the morning, her dressing gown disordered and her hands over
her eyes.

"Emily, my dear, my dear .. ." Laviniacried, lifting her sister entirdly by hersalf back onto the bed. "Is
it theterror again?' 1t was much worse than the night terrors, those unrationd fears which had afflicted
her for years. But Emily had not the strength to contradict. Shelay on the bed hardly moving the en-tire
day while Mother bathed her face and hands with aromatic spirits and Vinnie read to her. But she
could not concentrate on what Vinnie read; neither the poetry of Mrs. Browning nor the prose of



George Eliot soothed her. She whimpered and trembled, recaling vividly the fierceness of that midnight
light. She feared shewas, a last, going mad.

"Do not leave, do not leave," she begged first Vinnie, then Mother, then Austin, who had been called
to the house in the early hours. Father alone had been |eft to his deep. But they did go, to whisper
together in the hall. She could not hear what they said but she could guessthat they were discussing
places to send her away. For arest. For acure. For-Ever-

She dept, waked, dept again. Once she asked for her writing tablet, but dl she managed to write on it
was the word light ten times in a column like some mad ledger. They took the tablet from her and
refused to giveit back.

The doctor came at nine, tal and saturnine, a new man from Northampton. Vinnie sad later he
looked more like an under-taker than a physician. He scolded Emily for risng & midnight and she was
too exhausted to tdl him that for her it was usud. Mother and Vinnie and Audtin did not tdl him for they
did not know. No one knew that midnight was her favorite time of the clock. Tha often she waked in
the garden a midnight and could digtinguish, just by the amell, which flowers bloomed and bloomed well.
Thet often she sat in the garden seat and gazed up a the great eight-sided cupola Father had built onto
the house. His one moment of monumenta playfulness. Or she sat a the solitary hour ingde the cupola
contemplating night through each of the windows in turn, gazing round at dl the world that was hers.

"Say in bed, Miss Dickinson," warned the doctor, his chapped hands ddicately in hers. "Till we
have you quite wel again. Finish the tonic | am leaving with your mother for you. And then you must
eschew the night and its vapors.”

Vinnieimitated him quite crudly after he left. "Oh, the vaypures, the vay-pures” she cried, hand to
her forehead. Unac-countably, Carlo howled dong with her recitation.

Mother was--as usud--slently shocked at Vinniés mim-icry but made no remonstrances.

"He looks--and sounds--quite medievd,” Ausin com-mented laconicaly.

At that Emily began to laugh, arobust hilarity that brought tears to her poor eyes. Audtin joined with
her, abig dirring hur-rah of alaugh.

"Oh, dear Emily," Vinnie cried. "Laugh on! It iswhat is best foryou”

Best for what? Emily asked hersdf, but did not dare say it doud. But she vowed she would never
let the doctor touch her again.

Having dept dl day meant that she was awake at midnight, gill she did not venture out of the bed. She
lay awake fearing to hear once more the horrid knock and fed the house shake and see the piercing
white light. A line of poetry ran through her mind: Me--come! My dazzed face. But her mind was so
befogged that she could not recdl if it were her own line or if she had read it somenhere

At the last nothing more happened and she mugt have fdlen back to deegp some time after two.
When she woke it was mid-morning and there was atray by her bed with tea and toast and some of her
own strawberry preserves.

She knew she was wel again when she redized Carlo was not in the room. He would never have left
her Sde otherwise.

Getting out of the bed was smple. Standing without sway-ing was not. But she gathered up her
dressing gown, made a swift toilette, then went downgtairs carrying the tray. Some ill-nesses she knew,
from her months with the eye doctors in Cambridgeport, are best treated like a bad boy a school.
Quickly beaten, quicker trained.

If the family was surprised to see her, they knew better than to show it.

"Shdl we have Susie and little Ned for tea?' she asked by way of greeting.

* * *



Sue came over promptly at four, as much to check up on Emily's progress asto have tea. Austin
must have ingsted. Heavily pregnant, she walked s owly while Ned, arambunctious four-year-old,
capered ahead.

"Dear critic,” Emily said, answering the door hersalf. She kissed Sue on both cheeks and led her
through into the hall. " And who is dower today, you with your roya front or me with my rambling mind.”

"Nonsense!" Sue said. "You areindulging yoursdlf in fan-cies. Neddie, stop jumping about. Y our
Aunt Emily isjust out of asickbed.”

The boy stopped for amoment and then flung himsdlf into Emily's skirts, crying, "Areyou hurt?
Where doesit hurt? Shdl | kissit?'

Emily bent down and said, ™Y our Uncle Emily shall kissyou ingteed, for | am not hurt a dl. We
boys never cry at hurts." She kissed the top of hisfair head, which sent him into paroxysms of laughter.

Sue made a tch sound with her tongue. "And once you said to methat if you saw abullet hit abird
and hetold you he wasn't shot, you might weep at his courtesy, but you would certainly doubt hisword."

"Unfair! Unfair to quote me back at me!" Emily said, taking Sue's hands. "Am | not this moment the
very pink of hedth?'

"That is not what Austin said, who saw you earlier today. And there is awhite spot between your
eyesasif you have lain with apinched expression dl night.”

"And dl morning, too. Comein here, Sue," Vinnie cdled from the sitting room. "And do not chastize
her any morethan | have aready. It does no good you know."

They drank their tea and ate the crumbles of the cake from the day before, though it mortified Emily
that they had to do so0. But she had had no time to prepare more for therr andl feast. Neddie had three
pieces anyway, two of his own and one Emily gave him from her own plate because suddenly the cake
was too swest, the light too bright, the talk too brittle, and Emily tired past bearing it dl.

Sherose abruptly. Smiling, she said, "'l am going back to bed.”

"We have overworn you," Sue said quickly.

"And | you," Emily answered.

"l amnot tired, Auntie,” Ned said.

"Younever ag" Vinniesaid fondly.

"I aminthe evening," Ned conceded. "And sometimesin.. . ."

But Emily heard no more. The dairs effectively muffled the rest of the conversation as she sought the

sanctuary of her room.
| dwell in Possibility -

She sat a the desk and read the wavering line again. But what possibilities did she, indeed, dwell in?
This house, thisroom, the garden, the lawn between her house and Augtin's stately "Evergreens.” They
were al the possibilities she had. Even the trips to Cambridgeport for eye treatments had held no great
promise. All her traveling--and what small journies they had proved--lay in the past. She was stuck, like
acork in an old bottle without promise of wine. Stuck herein the little town where she had been born.

She went over to the bed and flung hersalf down on her somach and wept quietly into the pillow until
the early November dark gathered around her.

It was an uncharacteristic and melodramatic scene, and when she sat up at last, her cheeks reddened
and quite swollen, sheforgave hersdlf only alittle.

"Possibly the doctor's tonic has a bite at the bottom," she whispered to Carlo, who looked up at her
with such along face that she had to laugh, her cheekstight with the sdlty tears. "Yes, you areright. |
have the vay-pures." She stood and, without lighting alamp, found the wash basin and bathed her face.

Shewas not hungry, ether for food or company, and so she sat in the gathering gloom thinking
about her life. Despite her outburst, she quite liked the tidiness of her cocoon. She doubted she had the



capacity for wings or the ability for flight.
When it wastotdly dark, she went back to her bed and lay down, not to deep but to wait till the
rest of the household dept.

The grandfather clock on the landing struck eeven. She waited an-other fifteen minutes before
rising. Grabbing awoolen shawl from the foot of the bed, she rose ghostlike and dipped from the room.

The house bresthed silent deep around her. Mother, Father, Vinnie, Cook had all gone down the
corridors of rest, leaving not a pebble behind for her to follow.

She climbed the stairs up to the cupola for she had not the will nor might to brave November's
garden. Still, she had to get away from the close surround of family and the cupolawas asfar asshe
could go.

She knew which risers creaked aarmingly and, without thinking, avoided them. But behind her
Carlo trod on every one. The passage was not loud enough to waken the degperswho had heard it all
before without stirring, yet Emily still held her breeth till they reached the top unremarked.

Putting her hand on the dog's head for amoment, to steady them both, she climbed up into the dome
of the house. In the summer there was dways afly or two buzzing about the win-dows and she quite
liked them, her "speck pianos." But in No-vember the house was barren of flies. She would haveto
make d| the buzz hersdlf.

Sitting on the bench, she stared out of the windows at the glittering stars beyond the familiar ms.
How could she have abjured this peace for possibilities unknown?

"Oh, Carlo," she whispered to the dog, "we must be careful what we say. No bird resumesits egg.”

He grunted a response and settled down at her feet for the long watch.

"Likean old suitor," she said, looking down fondly at him. "We are, you know, too long engaged,
too short wed. Or some such.” She laughed. "1 think the prognosisis that my madnessis quite
advanced.”

When shelooked up again, there was aflash of light in the far-off sky, agtar falling to earth.

"Makeawish, Carlo," shesaid gally. "l know | shdl."

And then the top of the cupola burst open, agreat gush of sound enveloped them, and she was
pulled up into thelight.

Am | dead? shethought at first. Then, Am | rising to Heaven? Then, Shall | have to answer to
God? That would be the prime embarrassment, for she had always held out against the bland-ishments
of her redeemed family, saying that she was religious without that great Eclipse, God. She dwaystold
them that life wasitsalf mystery and consecration enough. Oh, do not let it be a jealous God, she
thought. | would have too much to explain away.

Peculiarly thislight did not hurt her eyes, which only served to convince her that she was, indeed,
dead. And then she wondered if there would be actual angelsaswell, further insult to her heresy.
Perhaps they will have butterfly wings, shethought. | would like that. Shewasamused, briefly, in
her dying by thesewild fancies.

And then she was no longer going upward, and there was once more a steady ground beneath her
feet where Carlo growled but did not otherwise move. Walls, smooth and anony-mous, curved away
from her likethewdls of acave. A hallway, shethought, but one without signature.

A figure cametoward her, but if that were an angd, dl of Amherst's Congregational Church would
come over faint! It wore no gown of alabaster satin, had no feathery wings. Rather it was along, deek,
gray man with enormous adamantine eyes and a bulbed head rather like aleek's.

Aleek--1 am surely mad! shethought. All poetry fled her mind

Carlo was now whining and trembling beyond measure. She bent to comfort him; that he should
share her madness was past understanding.



"Do not be afraid,” the gray man said. No--the bulbed thing--for she now saw it was not aman at
all, though like aman it had arms and legs and a head. But the limbs were too long, the body too thin,
the head too round, the eyestoo large. And though it wore no discernible clothing, it did not seem neked.

"Do not be afraid,” it repeated, its English curioudy ac-canted. It camedownrather heavily ontheword be
for noreesonthat Emily could tell. Such accentuation did not change the messsge

If not an angel, a demon--Buit this her unchurched mind creditedevenless

She mustered her strength; she could when courage was cdledfor."Who-or what—areyou?!

The bulb creature smiled. Thisdid not improveitslooks. "l am atraveler,” it said.

"And where do you travel ?' That she was frightened did not give her leaveto forget all manners.
And besides, curiosity had now sucossded fear.

"Fromafar . .." The cresture hesitated. Sheleaned into itsanswer. "From afar Sar.”

There was a sudden rip in the fabric of her world.

"Can you show me?"' It was not that she did not believe the stranger, but that she did. It wasthe
very possibility that she had, al unknowing, hoped for, wept for.
"Thedar."
"o
The rip was repaired with clumsy hands. She would aways see the darn.
"Itistoo far for sght.”
"But | can show you your own gtar.”
"And what do you want from me in exchange?' She knew enough of the world to know this.
For amoment the creature was silent. She feared she had embarrassed it. Or angered it. Then it
gave again the grimace that wasitssmile. "Tell mewhat it isyou do in this place.”
She knew thiswas not an idle question. She chose her an-swer with care. "'l tdll the truth,” she said.
"Butl tel it dant."
"Ah..." Therewasan odd light in the gray creature's eyes. "A pod.”

Shenodded. "'l have some small talent.”
"I, mysdf, make. . . poems. Y ou will not have heard of me, but my nameis..." And hereit spoke

aseriesof short, sharp syllablesthat to her ear weretotally unrepestable.

"Miss Emily Dickinson," shereplied, holding out her hand.
The bulb creature took her hand in its and she did not flinch though its hand was far cooler than she

expected. Not like something dead but rather like the back of a snake. There were but three long

fingerson the hand.
The creature dropped her hand and gave asmall bow, bend-ing at itswaist. "Tell me, MissEmily

Dickinson, one of your poems.”
She folded her hands together and thought for a minute of the dozens of poems shoved into the

drawer of her writing table, of the tensmore in her bureau drawer. Which one should she recite--for she

remembered them al? Which one would be ap-propriate payment for this gray starfarer?
And then she had it. Her voice--ever light--took on color as she said the poem:

Somethingstheat fly therebe--
Birds--Hours--the Bumbl ebee--
OfthesenoBlegy.

Somethingsthat Say therebe--
Grief-- Hills--Eternity --
Nor thisbehoovehme



Therearethat reting, rise
Canl eqoundthesdes?
How still the Riddle lies!

When she was done, she did not drop her head modestly as Miss Lyons had taught, but rather
gared straight into the sarfarer'sjeweled eyes.

It did not smile thistime and shewas glad of that. But it took forever to respond. Then &t last it
sghed. "I have no poem its equa. But Miss Emily Dickinson, | can expound the skies."

She did not know exactly what the creature meant.

"Give meyour hand again.”

And then she knew. "But | cannot leave my dog."

"l cannot vouchsafethe animal.”

She misunderstood. "I can. He will not harm you.”

"No. | mean more correctly, | do not know what such atrip will do to him."

"l cannot leave him behind.”

The gray creature nodded its bulb head, and she unhesitat-ingly put her hand in its, following down
the anonymous corri-dor and into an inner chamber that was something like a lsboratary.

"Sit here," the sarfarer said, and when she sat in the chair awebbing grew up out of thearmsand
bound her with filaments of surprising strength.

"Am | aprisoner?' Shewas not frightened, just curious.

"The lightship goes many miles quickly. Theweb isto keep yousde"

She thought how a horse starting too quickly to pull acar-riage often knocks its passenger back
againgt the seat, and un-derstood. "And my dog?'

"Ah-now you see the problem.”

"Can he gt herein the chair besde me?!

"Thechair isnot built for so much weight.”

"Then he may be badly hurt. I cannot go.”

The creature raised one of itslong fingers. "I will put your dog in my deeping chamber for aslong as
wetrave." It took Carlo by the collar and led the unprotesting dog off to aside wall, which opened with
the touch of abutton, letting down a short bed that was tidily made. "Here," the creature com-manded
the dog and surprisingly Carlo--who ordinarily obeyed no one but Emily--legped onto the bed. The
sarfarer pushed another button and the bed did back into the wall, imprisoning the now-howling
Caloingde.

"| gpologize for my shaggy dly," Emily sad.
"Thereisno need.” The gray creature bent over a pand of flashing lights, its Sx fingers flying between
them. When it had finished, it leaned back into its own chair and the webbing hdld it fast.

"Now | will show you what your own planet 1ooks like from the vantage of space. Do not be afraid,
Miss Emily Dickinson."

Shegmiled. "l am not afraid.”

"l did not think so," the darfarer said inits peculiar English.

And then, with a gresat sheking, the lightship rose above Amhers, above Massachuseits, above the
great masses of land and water and clouds and ar and into the stars.

Shelay on her bed remembering. Carlo, gill moaning, had not seemed to recover quickly from the trip.
But she had. All she could think about was the light, the dark, the stars. And the great green-blue
globe-like one of Ned's marbles-that was her home.

What could she tdl her family? That's she had flown high above them dl and seen how amdl they
were within the universe? They would say she had had a dream. If only | could have returned, like



Mother from her ramblings, a burdock on her shawl to show where she had been, she thought.

And then she laughed a hersdf. Her poems would be her burdocks, dinging stubbornly to the minds
of her readers. She sat up in the dark.

The light. The marble of earth. She would never be able to cap-ture it whole. Only in pieces. Bt it
was aways best to make a start of it. Begin, as Cook often said, as you mean to go on.

She lit a gmdl candle which was but a memento of that other light. And then she went over to the
writing table. Her mind was a jumble of words, images.

| do not nexd to trave further than acrassthisroomever again, e thought. Or further than the confines
of my house. She had dready dwelt in that greatest of possibilities for an hour in a ship made of light.
The universe was hers, no matter that she lived only in one tiny world. She would write letters to that
world in the form of her poems, even if the world did not fully understand or ever write back. Dipping the
pen into theink jar, she began thefird lines of alifetime of poems:

| lost aWorld-theather day.

Has Arybody found?

You'll know it by the Row of Sars
Arounditsforehead bound.
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