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Thisisabout my high school English teacher. | adored her. She once went out on alimb for me-- to
my eternd shame: she gave me afina grade that included a nonexistent term paper on Browning. | had
promised | would writeit and turnitin, but | delayed and dawdled and never did.

(So, my lyric love, hereit finaly is. With compound interest. Y ou are long dead, but deathless.)

This one led meinto research about Forence, the Renaissance, and ultimately to "The Tetrahedron.”

* * *

| had long ago redlized that Professor Mae Ledieidentified strongly with the Victorian poet Elizabeth
Barrett. Shelooked like Barrett and dressed like Barrett. Like Barrett's, her hair dangled in long ringlets
about apaebut lively face. Like the poet, she wore no make-up. She out-Barretted Barrett in one
respect: an adolescent matreated bout with polio confined her to awhee chair, which she maneuvered
with great skill and energy. Aswe know, the British poet had a spind problem and wasin bed alot, but
she was certainly ambulatory on her wedding day. Which brings me to the next smilarity: both women (in
their own way, and in their own time) loved Robert Browning.

And | loved Mae Ledie. How do | love thee? L et me count the ways! First as a beautiful woman.
Congder the stark black hair, artfully contrived into those curls. The flashing green eyes. The naturaly
red lips between the trand ucent cheeks. That body. | imagined marvel ous breasts, smooth, semi-firm,
capped by roseate buds. Then the erotic sweep of belly. Her hands were sonnets. And yet she was
virginal. | doubted that any male hand had ever been laid on her in lust. What awaste!

For years| had gone to deep thinking of her. She was older than I-- by six or seven years. It didn't
matter to me. Her erudition was formidable, but that didn't matter either. Recognized authority on minor
Victorian poets. She had written books. She lectured by video termind all over the world: Oxford, the
Sorbonne, Moscow U., and (would you believeit!) M.1.T.

She knew something about everything. The universal doctor. She could even hold her own when we
discussed my undergraduate specidty, which was quantum physics, and how certain theoretica
sub-particles could move forward and backward aong atime axis (the "Feynman minuet"). She
appreciated me. She encouraged me. Asmy senior year in college closed, she helped me get the
graduate scholarship.

Aye, there'sthe rub.

So herewe werein her little office in the Fine Arts Building, once again after dl these years, and |
knew exactly what she wasthinking.



The Browning paper.

| had relived that last conference five years ago a dozen times. She had been quite disturbed, and she
kept fiddling with the controls on her wheelchair. Y ou need an A inthis courseif you are going to get
that scholarship in quantum physics. Are you making any progress with your paper on Browning?"

How muchisany?"Some," | said. Where had the time gone? Timetimetime. | had six end-of-term
assgnments and projects. Too much time on the time project. And now Browning was|eft. An
Appreciation of Robert Browning. Term paper for Eng Lit 205. How could it have happened? | loved
thislovely stricken woman. | knew it hurt her to deny methat A and the scholarship. Well, it hurt metoo.
| was hurting al over. For me, for her, for my future.

"What are you doing this summer?' she had asked.

| had shrugged. "Nothing."

She brightened. "I'll giveyou an A. Now. Y ou'll get the scholarship. Finish the paper this summer. Let
me haveit by the end of August. Promise?'

"Of course!™ | had been surprised and grateful. | had stretched out my hand, as though to shake on the
dedl, and probably by smplereflex she had given me hers. But then | had taken that hand in both of
mine, and | had laid the fingers out flat, and | had kissed the palm, and given it back to her, and lft,
picking my way through the stacks of books and papers.

Five years ago.

The Browning paper.

| had tried. For the next two weeks of that summer | had kept the library terminals hot, collecting data,
getting microprintouts. | had even drafted a couple of preliminary pages. Who the hel wasthis guy
Robert Browning? The husband of Elizabeth Barrett: that was hisonly claimto fame. Infact, alot of the
computer entries called him Robert Barrett.

"He wrote beautiful things, sgnificant things" Mae had inssted (arguing so futilely &t the cold bar of
history). "That's how they met, in thefirst place. She was dready a great poet, and she understood his
poetry: 'My Last Duchess.’ (‘She liked whateer she looked on, and her looks went everywhere.) ‘How
They Brought the Good News from Ghent to Aix." (‘I galloped, Dirck galloped, we galloped dl three.’)
'Home Thoughts from Abroad. (‘Oh to bein England, now that April'sthere.’) 'PippaPasses.’ (God'sin
his heaven-- All'sright with theworld.") And of course that remarkable little thing, The Pied Piper of
Hamdlin." All before he met Elizabeth Barrett.”

| looked it dl up. Robert declared hislove. At first Elizabeth rgjected him. My father will never
consent, she said. Besides, | am asemi-invalid. | would be aburden to you. Consent be damned!
declared Robert. Arise! Shedid. And so they were married, and moved to Italy, and she continued her
career with the greatest love poems of the nineteenth century: Sonnets from the Portuguese. And all the
other marvels. AuroralLeigh, A Musica Insrument, De Profundis, Bianca Among the Nightingales. But
Robert just faded away. He wrote and was ignored. She wrote and flourished.

At one of our early conferences Mae had posed an interesting speculation. "1f Robert had written one
redlly sgnificant long poem, it might have been enough to ignite well-deserved interest in hisearlier
works. He might have got an entry in Poets Dictionary, and perhaps ahaf column in the Encyclopedia of
English Poets. But no. 'The Pied Piper’ has survived, and that's all.”

So now it wasfiveyearslater, and | had brought Dr. Mae Ledie, pluswheelchair, in my van to my
laboratory. She hadn't wanted to leave her campus cubbyhole a first. Shewas still mad at me. She il
felt betrayed. Becauseto thisvery day | hadn't finished my Appreciation of Robert Browning. Asit
turned out, | had had to drop my Browning research in the middle of that first summer and get ajob, or
sarve. That fateful August had passed, and no paper. But | had got the A, and then the scholarship. We
hadn't spoken since, except for my call to her yesterday.

| got her out of the van and onto the sidewalk. She checked the controls on her wheelchair. "Lead on.
I'm right behind you."

And s0 on into the entrance way, past the offices ("Hold my calls.” "Y es, Mr. Roland"), and into the
back of themain building.

Shewasimpressed. "Isdl thisyour |ab?’



"Thisisit. We make things here, such as ectronic gadgetsfor NASA, and we have severd classfied
government research projects. All thisexists because you gave mean A in Eng Lit 205."

"Which you did not earn. Y ou till owe me a Robert Browning."

"I'm coming to that." We stood before alocked door, which | opened with asignal from a pen-light.
We stepped indgde. "The transmission room."

"What in the world?*

| could understand her wonder. It didn't look like much. Just abig room, nearly empty. It held a
couple of tables, acomputer console, and achair or two. A few books and some apparatus lay on one
of the tables, which also carried aswitch panel. Soft shadowless radiants provided anonymous
illumingtion.

| looked at my watch. | had it timed well. If it worked. And | knew it would. "Look at the table," | told
her. " A book will appear on the daisin the center.” Aswe watched, a paperback volume did in fact
materiaize on theraised area.

| heard her sharp intake of breath. "How did you do that?"

"It wasn't easy.” | walked over and picked the book up. "It's the undergraduate catalog.” | peeked into
the Eng Lit section. | hesitated very briefly asatruly astonishing entry struck my eye. Then | closed it up
quickly and handed it to her. "Careto check?' Sheflipped the pages at random, then looked up. "So
what'sthe point?"

"Just alittle preliminary test demongtration.” | picked up another volume from thetable. " Thisisthe
identical cataog. At three P.M., one hour from now, aswe leave, | shal put it here on the dais-- we call
it the Feynman plate-- and it will be sent into the past, which is of course here and now, at two P.M. It
materidizes- has materidized-- on thetable. In aword, it time-travels™

Shejust looked at me. | couldn't tell whether she believed me or not. She said noncommittally: "Go
on."

"The plate is capable of transmitting up to one kilo of matter, backward in time, up to two hundred
years, and to anywherein the world."

She had to think about that. She temporized. "I supposeit'ssilly of meto ask if this has something to
do with Robert Browning." It wasn't redly aquestion. It was dmost as though she was thinking out loud.

"We're going to send him something." | watched her face. She was not completely successful in
masking her thoughts, which said, you are crazy. She asked politely, as though we were assembling a
seminar agenda, " Just exactly what are you going to send him? The college cataog?!

"No." | took the catalog from her and handed her a second book. "This."

Sheput it in her 1ap and opened the tiff vellum-veneered cover. Her eyes widened. "Well now, what
have we here? Title page-- handwritten. And in Itaian! Concerning thetria of Count Guido Franceschini
and four confederates for murder, and their conviction and execution.” Very carefully she turned afew
more pages. "Now we get into printed Latin. Paper old, very old, edges crumbling. Depositions...
dated... good heavend!... 1698!" She peered up at me a moment, intrigued, puzzled, then continued
leafing through the book. "And finaly, more handwritten pages.” She closed the volume cautioudly.
"Bernard, what isit? What isthisal about?"

"That," | sad, "isthe keystonein our campaign to rehabilitate your friend Robert Browning. The
peopleredly lived. The godawful things reported there redly happened. May | tell you the story?!

"Please do."

"Well, there was this Guido Franceschini, abachelor, and a sort of second-class Itaian nobleman, and
he was broke, and looking for a bride with money. A middle-aged bourgeois couple by the name of
Camparini had ayoung and beautiful daughter, Pompilia, and the parents had a big block of treasury
bonds. The bond income wasto continuefor thelife of their children-- which meant during Pompiliaslife.
The Camparinis wanted the prestige of being in-lawsto nohbility. Besideswhich, Guido claimed to berich
in hisown right. And so the marriage was duly arranged and the income assigned over to Guido. Then
cametrouble. Mamaand Papa Camparini visited the newlyweds at the gloomy Franceschini castlein
Arezzo, near Rome, and there their eyes were opened. The Franceschiniswere at the bottom of thelist
of petty nobility; except for the bond income they were paupers, and they insulted the Camparinis at



every turn. Mamaand Papa returned to Rome, furious, and vowing vengeance. They filed asuit inthe
Roman court, asking that the bond income be revoked, on the ground that Pompiliawas not their
daughter. Actuadly, they had bought her as a newborn infant from awoman of the streets and passed her
off astheir own child to extend the period of bond income. And now it was Guido Franceschini'sturn to
be furious. He threatened to kill Pompilia. Terrified, she escaped from Arezzo with the help of apriet,
Giuseppi Caponsacchi. Guido rode off in pursuit, and overtook them a an inn. Adultery! he howled. A
big row. Policecaledin. A clerica court considered the case. Pompiliawas finally released to the
custody of her parents, in Rome. Caponsacchi was exiled to Civitafor three years. Count Guido was
told to go home. And so he did. But he couldn't leave it done. He gathered up four local cutthroats, rode
to Rome, burst in on the Camparinis-- father, mother, daughter-- and killed the three of them. Thefive
were caught, tried, and executed. Guido was beheaded, to give credit to his claim to nobility. The other
four were hanged. All asreported in thisold yellow book. Y ou note here the depositions of the
witnesses, the statement of the prosecutor, the pleas of defense counsdl, judgment of the court, Guido's
apped to the Pope, and the three-line affirmation of His Holiness."

"Impressive.” Shewas ill noncommitta.

"Therésjust onelittledifficulty.”

"Oh?'

"It'sdl forgery. Every page. Every word."

She opened the book at random and studied the pages again. Then she shook her head. "Forgery?
I've seen old documents before. It certainly looks genuine”

| smiled. It was good to hear her say that. " The paper was made last month from amix of rags, old
paper, fish nets, and flax, pulped by hand in mortar and pestle, tub-sized with dum, then hand-laid. An
old Itdian recipe. The type was very recently reconstructed from a Manutius font characterigtic of the
period. The Latin and Italian texts were prepared by scholars at Columbiaand Fordham. After binding in
vellum, the whole was aged by exposureto u.v. light and steam. The finished product was delivered to
me yesterday. Whereupon | promptly caled you."

"And you're gong to send it back in time to Robert Browning?'

"y es

"How can you be so sure helll get it? And what is he supposed to do with it?

"Theresalot more. Let me give you the whole picture.”

"I'd like that."

"To start, take note that my Barrett-Browning data bank includes everything known today about either
or both of the poets. I've pieced together comprehensive personaity profiles from old letters-- theirs and
others, thar literary output; reviews; biographica sketches of Elizabeth (Robert had none); maps of
places and citieswherethey lived or visited; her surviving medica files; histories of thetimes; and so on.
Where dataare missing, | have asked the computer to giveits best estimate. We can fairly predict what
each of them would do or say under certain given circumstances. In thisway, we can determine that on
the morning of June 15, 1860, a Friday, Robert will be out for awalk in downtown Florence, Italy. The
wesather is clear and hot. Heistiming his outing so asto be home and have alate lunch with Elizabeth.
She has not been feding well, and he wants to spend the afternoon with her. Hisreturn route lies through
the square of San Lorenzo. Therésacart in the middle of the square loaded helter-skelter with pots and
pans, old clothes, books, al kinds of junk. On this hot midday, thisold yellow book will land on top of
the heap. Browning will seeit and buy it. The computer now predicts his actions, right down to the trifling
sum, onelira, that he will offer for the book. (Heisaman of careful economies!) My forgery will
fascinate him. Hell read it as he walks home. Helll passthe Strozzi paace, crossthe Arno on the San
Trinitabridge; he waks down the ViaMaggio; and by the time he reaches home at Casa Guidi, hell have
finished it. In hishead is crystalizing the dramatic background for a magnificent work, the thing that will
eventudly transform the husband of Elizabeth Barrett to Robert Browning, mgor Victorian poet, and
rival of Tennyson, Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley..." | paused.

She gtill was not convinced. "If you can redly do thiskind of thing... send matter back through time,
why haven't you sent abomb back to Hitler's bedroom, say about 19357"



| shrugged. "I thought of that. But I'm afraid to change history so drastically. With no Hitler, would we
have the modern state of Israel? And suppose | dtered the past in such away that my parents never
met? No. Weve got to limit the transmission to non-historic matters.”

" Suppose Browning checks up on your aleged facts?'

"I'm sure he will. And helll find the story is completely true. My material isbased on datain avolumein
the Royal Casanatense Library in Rome, identified as Miscellaneous Ms. 2037, "Varii success curios e
degni di esser considerati.’ And there are unrel ated supporting reports, such as the baptismal records of
the child-wife Pompilia, of the hero priest Caponsacchi, of the villainous husband Franceschini, and so
on. | have photocopies. Do you want to see them?”

"Never mind." She kept looking a me, puzzled, thoughtful. "Assume it works. Assume Browning is
siimulated to write his magnum opus, his masterpiece, and it makes him famous. | keep coming back to
my basic question. Why are you doing this, Bernard?'

"l oweyou. With interest."

"Not thismuch.”

"Y es, thismuch. Thisis my term paper, an Appreciation of Robert Browning. | have thefacilities, the
money, the technology. | can doiit, findly. Permit meto pay my debt.”

Debt? Hal Therewas moreto it than that. | had a secondary object, like awhed within awhed, or,
as the computermen say, anested loop. And it wasthis: | wanted Robert Browning to compose some
linesfor methat would show my lovefor Mae Ledie. | would call on him to declare, in exquisite rhyme
or blank verse or whatever, fedings| did not know how to express. | would go to him asan illiterate
peasant in the streets of Calcutta or Quito or Morocco goesto acommercia |etter writer, to compose a
dulcet message to abeloved. | waslike the dull and inarticulate de Neuvillette, persuading Cyrano de
Bergerac to compose love |etters to Roxane. Robert, old friend, say thisto her, that sheislikeasong, a
lyric. Sheispart angel, part bird. And tell her, O age-lost ghost wrriter, that | have awild and wonderful
hunger for her.

Mae brokein on my reverie. "Well then, let's see where it stands. Browning buysthe book, readsit, is
impressed. He visualizes agreat poetic drama. What then? Does he start drafting right away?"

"I think not. It hasto Smmer abit. He hasto sort out the players, definetheir roles. He will be
Caponsacchi. Edward Barrett, Elizabeth's father, will be the tyrannical Guido Franceschini. The pure and
innocent Pompiliawill be Elizabeth. We bear in mind that Elizabeth has barely ayear to live. Shediesin
June, 1861. Browning will seethis much clearer following her death.”

Mae sat therein her chair, slent, probably inwardly grieving at my insanity.

"Therésatermina with a CRT just behind you," | said. "Before we sent the old yellow book down the
time tube, you might want to see what one of the standard references hasto say, as of thisday and this
hour, about friend Robert.”

"l know aready. Well, okay, for therecord..." She revolved toward the termina and tapped away at
the keyboard. "I'm accessing Encyclopedia of English Poets. Ah, here we are. It says 'Browning, Robert.
See Barrett, Elizabeth.' Satisfied? Or shdl | go for her?"

"No. Just print the entry. When wefinish, we can cal him up again and compare. Before and &fter, as
it were. | think we're about ready. Shdll | pull the switch?"

But shetemporized. | could sense agrowing unease, as though findly she was thinking, maybe he's
right... maybeit realy will work. But... but... "Bernard, have you ever donethis... transmitted matter...
before?'

"Y ou saw the college catalog, and there were several times before that.” (Paper clips, apencil, acoin,
traveling at farthest from one end of the table to the other, over atime span of afew hours))

"Soit's perfectly safe?!

"Wadll..." (Now it was my turn to hesitate. | knew atremendous surge of energy would be required to
send afull kilo back nearly two hundred years, and across nearly five thousand miles. | had never
transmitted on this scale before.) | said, " There may be certain holographic halucinations, but thereis
nothing physicdly harmful.” (I hope.)

She sighed. (Had she noted the edge of uncertainty in my assurance?) "Go ahead.” Sherolled away



from the console.

| laid the forgery on the Feynman plate. "Mag," | said, "nothing is going to happen to us, but just in
case... | want you to know that | love you.” | pulled the switch.

"Bernard!"

The room began to vibrate. She shrieked. There was atremendous crash and ablinding light. We
threw our arms up over our eyes. It wasn't supposed to do this. Had atime-tesseract collapsed
somewhere? My head was going around crazily. Mae... | had to reach Mae...

Things steadied. | stood up and |ooked about in the semi-dark.

Mae? No Mae. No tables. No computers... no lab...

| am standing on asort of terrace-ba cony. Somewhere, somewhen. | lean on therailing while | wait
for my head to stop spinning. A gibbous moon lights up an eerie scene outside. Acrossthe street, a
church dome. San Felice. | hear the muted chant of nuns drifting out of the square windows. People with
lanterns and torches moving in the street. A fiesta. | tug at my beard. Sometime ago, asawhim, when it
was black, | shaved it off. When it grew out again it was gray. "Distinguished!" Elizabeth said.

| lovethisview. Were fortunate to live here at Casa Guidi, the townhouse of faded Florentine nobility.
Thirteen years. Living, writing, loving. The reviewerswere ecstatic over AuroraLeigh. And sheshard a
work on "Bianca"

Night and people. Everything brings me back to the medicinal leaves of that strange yellow book. | see
the people so clearly. Pompiliafleeing for her life. | mark her route from Arezzo. Perugia... Camoscia...
Chius... Faligno... Castelnuovo... ah, now sheis exhausted, and Caponsacchi insststhey stop and rest.
A grave mistake. Only four hours from Rome. Couldn't they have madeit?1 think theinn till stands at
Castelnuovo, and there Guido overtakes them. And then one thing led to another... and findly to that final
frightful night. She had twenty-two stab wounds. Or wasit the father? Check that.

| walked dowly back into the bedroom. Mae lay on the divan, deeping quietly with the thin blue
coverlet rumpled around her legs. Dim-lit moonlight. No, not Mae. Elizabeth. Though the ringlets make
the facesamost identica. How had Hawthorne described her?'A pale small person, scarcely embodied
at dl... fin, rather than earthly... sweetly disposed towards the human race, though only remotely akin to
it." What an astonishing person you are, Elizabeth. My angel. My bird uncaged, snging your sweet lyrics.
My love.

| listened to the silences within the house. Son Pen, adeep in hislittle room. Wilson's night off. She's
out somewhere with her young man.

My head beginsto whirl again. | am moving forward in time. Months areflitting by like uncertain
moths. We are il in Casa Guidi, and it istill night, and the noises within the cavernous rooms are il
faint, adark gentle background to the tragedy unfolding in the bedroom.

| hear Mag's guttural whisper. "Robert..." | hurry back in. Last night she told Pen she felt better. Buit |
don't know. | sitin bed with her and she snuggles up across my chest. My hand rests over her heart. The
beet isfaint and irregular.

Is she conscious? Does she know where sheis? | say softly, "Do you know me?' "Oh, Robert, | love
you, | loveyou." Shekissesme. She says, "I must tell you something.” "Y es?' Shewhispers, "Our lives
areheld by God." She puts her arms around me happily. She says, "God blessyou.” It isincredible. |
say, "Areyou comfortable?’ "Beautiful "

She amiles. Her head fdlsforward. At first | think she may have fallen adeep. At worst, fainted.
Anything else, unacceptable. But | know. Sheisdeed. It isfour in the morning, June 29, 1861. Tears
define nothing. A timefor auguries and comets.

Themistsdowly cleared.

Mae was no longer in my arms. (Was she ever?) Shewasin her wheelchair, and we were back in my
lab, and staring at each other.

She spokefirgt. "l thought | was... you were..."

"lllusons,” | said. "l mentioned the possibility.”

"lllusions... God! At thelast, there, | thought | had died." Her voice faded away and she passed
trand ucent fingers over her brow. Her face was wet, and her long curls clung plastered to her cheeks. |



passed aroll of paper towelsto her, and she daubed at her face and hair. "Now what?' she asked.
"Besdes wrecking my hair-do and scaring me out of my wits, what have you accomplished? Everything
around here seemsthe same.”

First thingsfirgt. "How do you fed ?"

"All right. Just alittle shaky. | need to think."

| could appreciate that. So did I.

Her thinking was not hard to follow. | had had the same thoughts many times. Consider the various
possibilities. Firgt-- the project hadn't worked. Because if it had, Robert Browning would today be a
famous poet, and we would know it. But we don't know it, so heisn't, so it didn't work. Second-- but if
perchance somehow it had worked, there must now be two parale worlds, one with and one without
the grest forgery; oneworld in which Browning isagrest poet, and oneworld in which hesavirtua
nonentity, known only as Elizabeth's husband. Two such worldswould reconcile dl thefacts. (But if there
aretwo, may there not bethree... or four... or amillion? Where doesit stop?)

Too much of this could drive her crazy. And metoo. | had to break it up. | said, "Have you recovered
enough to work with thetermina again?'

Sheblinked. "Oh... theterminal. | think s0." She rubbed her fingers together, then rolled back to the
console. "For astrict comparison let's check the Encyclopedia of English Poets once more.”

"Good idea."

She tapped the keys. The CRT sprang to life. "Good God!" she muttered. "L ook at that!" The screen
filled up. Then line after line, it overflowed. Thiswent on for severa minutes. "All about Robert
Browning."

"Get aprint-out,” | said.

The laser printer began to him. | walked over to the collection basket and, as the sheetsfolded and
dropped, | dug under the pile for the very bottommost, the origind encyclopediaentry. Wasit till there?
Wasthere any placein thisnew parale world for areference identifying Robert as smply the husband of
Elizabeth Barrett? Ahal Thereit was! "Browning, Robert. See Barrett, Elizabeth.” | put it back out of
sght and faced her. "What did he cdll it?"

"Call what? Oh, the new magnum opus." Her eyes became suddenly dy. She was getting into the
spirit. "Not so fast. What did your computer predict hewould call it?'

"The Ring and the Book."

"Quite plausible. The ring would be from the inscription the Forentines made for Elizabeth on the wall
of CasaGuidi: '...she made of her verses agolden ring between Italy and England.’ The book would be
your famousforgery. And of course theinitids of the title would probably be R for Robert and B for
Browning. Well, let's check. What did hecdl it? And thereit is The Ring and the Book. Bullseye!
Twenty-one thousand lines. First published by Smith and Elder in four volumes, at monthly intervals,
garting 21 November 1868."

| said, "L ook for some contemporary reviews."

"Coming up.” (Shewaswith it now, abeliever. How could she ever had doubted?) "Fortnightly
Review, London Quarterly, Revue des Deux Mondes- dl ungtinting praise. Ah, listen to what the
Edinburgh Review says about Pompilia, Caponsacchi, and the Pope: 'In English literature the creative
faculty of the poet has not produced three characters more beautiful or better to contemplate than these
three." And the Athenaeum, the lordly arbiter of English criticism, says, ... The Ring and the Book is
beyond dl pardld the supremest poetical achievement of our time... it isthe most precious and profound
spiritual treasure that England has produced since the days of Shakespeare.™ Shelooked up at mein
wonder and silence. Findly, she turned back to the computer. " And now, how do we stand with
Elizabeth Barrett?

"Don't, Mae."

"I've got to know." She typed briefly at the keyboard. "Look at that. It says, see Elizabeth Barrett
Browning."

| didn't know what to say. Keeping quiet just now was one of the few smart things've donein my life.

"It wasarisk weran," she said thoughtfully. "They were one entity, redly. The more of her, the less of



him. And vice versa. Each wanted the other to be appreciated and understood and famous. Thiswas her
wish for him, and hisfor her. She would have wanted it thisway. Hmm. The Ring and the Book. | want
to read this greet thing."

| said, "The computer predicted he would dedicate it to her. For now, why don't we just look for the
dedication? Plug in the poem. The dedication ought to be somewhere near the beginning.”

"All right. Herewe go."

* * *
PART 1
* * *

Do you seethisring?
["I'm skimming,” said Mae]

Do you seethis square old yellow book?

[And on, and on. Robert takes histime. Makesit al clear. Ah, here we are, these lines to Elizabeth,
closng Part 1:]

Olyriclove, hdf angd and haf bird,

And al awonder and awild desire--

* * *

Her voice broke. "I can't. It'stoo persond. She had been dead severd years when he wrote that. All
for her. Heremembered... everything. He opened his heart. Oh, Bernard, what have we done?’

Well, Robert, | thought, you got my message, loud and clear. And you magicaly transformed it. But it
was my message, to Mae, and now was thetimeto tell her. | wanted to say, Mae darling, that dedication
was my declaration to you. But | couldn't speak. Mae saw it asalove letter to Elizabeth. And of course
the lineswere no longer just for Elizabeth: they had now entered the public domain and were the sacred
property of every woman who was ever loved, or ever would be. So beit.

| tried to reassure her. "We did exactly what they both wanted. And the world is better for it."

"Do you think so? Wdll..." She shrugged. (Was she il bothered about Elizabeth, fading into the
background?) She studied the CRT. "He didn't stop with the Ring. A lot of later things. Everything works
now, everything sells. Browning clubs at Oxford and Cambridge. They explain Sordello to the mydtified.
Swinburneis dated with 'Fifine at the Fair": ...far better then anything Browning has yet written.' The
Browning Society of London is chartered in 1881. Oxford and Cambridge give him honorary degrees.”

| brokein. "Anything about what finaly happened to the old yellow book?!

"Hold on. Here we are. After his death his son donated it to the library of Balliol College, at Oxford."

"What do you have on his desth?"

"He died while vigiting Venice, 12 December 1889. He had wanted to be buried next to Elizabeth, in
the Protestant Cemetery at Florence, but because of Italian regulations and red tape, thiswas not
possible. So he was buried in the Poets Corner in Westminster Abbey, next to Tennyson, and facing
Chaucer." She paused. There was not much moreto say. "'l guessthat'sthe end of it. Somehow, I'll have
to catch up with Robert. Read the Ring, of course, and all hislater poems. Study hisbio. And the critics,
contemporary and modern. He seemsto have aged well.”

"I know agood gtart,” | said. "It'sright herein the catalog."

"Redly?'

The game was not over. An hour ago | had noted afascinating entry in the time-traveled college
catalog. Eros had one more shaft in hisquiver. | said, "Remember, in our new pardld world, our little
catalog reflects dl changes resulting from Robert's rehabilitation. Ah, here. Eng 301, Travel Seminar,



Summer Session. An gppreciation of Elizabeth Browning, minor Victorian poetess, wife of Robert
Browning. Vist scenes of her childhood, youth, and marriage: Hope End, Wimpole Street. The marriage
flight. Then that week in Paris. Next, Pisa, and finally Casa Guidi in Florence.”

"Curious. Who's the tour ingtructor?"

"Youare."

"No!" She grabbed the catdlog, read dowly aoud, while she turned white. "I can't. I'm asemi-invdid.”

"So was Elizabeth. I'll go with you. I'll help you up and down al those gtairs. I'll take the questions
about Robert. Where did they stay in Paris? The HGtel de Ville, in the Rue d'Evéque, both now long
gone." | may have regarded her with alook more leer than lyric (this being the nature of aman of
purpose). "Do you know what they did on their last night there?"

She studied me with an innocence suggestive of Pompilia Franceschini, but with just atouch of Mata
Hari and Lucrezia Borgia (such being the nature of awoman of purpose). "I know that it's exactly one
minute before three o'clock, and that if you don't put that catalog on your funny time-plate, we may both
wind up in aworld where none of this ever happened.”



