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xvii
            Preface

         

         In Sylvia Plath’s journals and letters, the writer documents the creation, submission, acceptance and rejection of scores of prose works. While most of these pieces reside in archives now, only the most ardent of researchers have an understanding of how her efforts in this style fit into her entire body of work. The first edition of the prose collection Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams (1977) printed what was deemed at the time to be the best of Plath’s prose work in three genres: short fiction, ‘essays’ and journals. While it contained many previously printed works, it did not include everything Plath saw to print. Stories like ‘And Summer Will Not Come Again’, ‘Den of Lions’ and ‘The Perfect Setup’, which earned Plath a national audience, acclaim, prizes and money in her first years at Smith College, were left out. It excludes, as well, the last story Plath published in her lifetime, ‘The Perfect Place’ (titled ‘The Lucky Stone’ in typescript by Plath, and presented in Part I). Following the publication of Plath’s adult journals* and the two volumes of her letters,† in which she mentions many of the works in this volume, the need for a fuller edition of her prose has never been greater.

         Throughout her writing life, Plath endeavoured to be proficient and successful at authoring prose works. The earliest stories show an active imagination that reflects the reality of her environment in suburbs of the metropolitan region of Boston during the Second World War and just after. The characters she created and the situations she imagined have concerns with material wealth, poverty, depression, loneliness and magic, to name a few themes. As Plath honed her skill, the stories steadily grew longer and fuller. Through her study of periodicals such as Seventeen, Mademoiselle, the New Yorker and Ladies’ Home Journal, she gained an awareness of what her target magazines would print. As a student of Smith College, she succeeded in placing stories in Seventeen and Mademoiselle. Later when at Newnham College and as an adult, full-time writer, her works appeared in university publications such as xviiiGranta and Gemini and literary periodicals like the London Magazine and Sewanee Review. 

         Plath periodically attempted to shelve poetry in favour of prose. In January 1956, she wrote in a letter to her ex-boyfriend Gordon Lameyer, ‘Am much more desirous of writing prose, good short stories, now, than poetry, which isn’t wide enough for all the people and places I am beginning to have at my fingertips’ (Letters, Volume 1: 1088). The following summer, she was honest concerning the tug-of-war between writing prose versus poetry: ‘Prose is not so easy to come into maturity as the poetry which, by its smallness & my practise with form, can look complete. The main problem is breaking open rich, real subjects to myself & forgetting there is any audience …’ ( Journals: 293). A few months later, on 14 January 1958, the pendulum had swung back: ‘Poems are out: too depressing. If they’re bad, they’re bad. Prose is never quite hopeless’ (312).

         Following her Fulbright fellowship and a year of teaching at her alma mater, Plath left academia to try her hand as a full-time writer. In her year in Boston (1958–9), Plath completed several dozen poems and at least seven short stories, including a trilogy – ‘Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams’, ‘The Fifteen-Dollar Eagle’ and ‘The Daughters of Blossom Street’ – set in her birth city, as well as some works no longer extant or existing in fragments only.

         But Plath was never content with short fiction. Eager for writing projects and to have her work out for consideration, Plath consistently experimented with various forms of non-fiction: writing reports as a summer camper and covering events at her junior high school, through to relating the harrowing experience of living through the infamous Big Freeze of 1963 in the last weeks of her life. She found most success with writing about her travel and work experiences, primarily for the Christian Science Monitor, during her years of study at Smith and Newnham, and then later, in 1959.

         Among the many values of these writings is the way they relate to the lives Plath leads and which she records in her other works: her letters, her journals and even her poetry. She admitted as much to her mother in a letter, ‘When I say I must write, I don’t mean I must publish. There is a great difference. The important thing is the aesthetic form given to my chaotic experience’ (Letters, Volume 1: 1090). She mined her life and work, exchanging themes and images across all forms of her writing. The result is that the works in this volume exhibit a richness of intertextuality when read in concert with her autobiographical writing and poems. To borrow from poet and Plath scholar David Trinidad, reading Plath’s works together creates a ‘movie of her life’. She xixshows, ultimately, a determination to write in any genre, to never stop the act of writing, no matter what. This is Sylvia Plath’s achievement.

         
            *

         

         This edition of Sylvia Plath’s prose collects all the known works she published in her lifetime as well as unpublished pieces held in archives. It demonstrates Plath to be a prodigious writer in the genres of fiction and non-fiction; though it does not include school papers, her thesis ‘The Magic Mirror: A Study of the Double in Two of Dostoevsky’s Novels’ or The Bell Jar. Her short stories and two works for children in Part I comprise the largest section of the book. The non-fiction sections are sub-divided into the following categories: non-fiction (Part II), Smith College Press Board (Part III) and book reviews (Part IV). While there are a few exceptions, Plath’s non-fiction journalism in Part II primarily contains texts about her lived experiences: be it a school assembly, the joys and throes of babysitting, walking to Top Withens near Haworth in Yorkshire, or recalling the land and seascape of her childhood. The Smith College Press Board articles are separate from Plath’s other non-fiction writing because in style, content and purpose, they represent a distinctive unit from those works appearing, sometimes concurrently, in Part II. Plath worked for the Press Board in her second and third years as an undergraduate. The majority of the pieces – only two published pieces are attributed to her – were identified by reading Plath’s letters, calendars and notebooks and then searching microfilm for the Daily Hampshire Gazette, the Springfield Daily News and the Springfield Union. On occasion, two articles ran in two different newspapers and so there are some instances where both appear as the content varies, giving, potentially, a fuller flavour of Plath’s reporting. These pieces were possibly heavily revised by the newspaper editors for space considerations. The Smith College Archives holds some original typescripts with Plath credited as ‘Correspondent’. In these instances, the typescript is the source for the text and full bibliographic citations for the printed articles appear in the footnotes. Plath’s book reviews show her to be a close and careful reader. The flurry of reviews from 1961 to 1963 show Plath to be on the cusp of a new aspect of her career, particularly in the case of her BBC review, which aired on 10 January 1963.

         Two appendices follow the book reviews in Part IV. Appendix I prints fragments of works – some quite well known, others more obscure – that are incomplete portions of both finished and abandoned works and story ideas Plath jotted down. Appendix II is an introduction to ‘Marcia Ventura and the Ninth Kingdom’ – a revision of the story ‘Mary Ventura and the Ninth Kingdom’ – which Plath adapted in late 1954 and early 1955 when she was xxconsidering submitting the story to the Christopher Awards, an annual contest for creative works that ‘affirm the highest values of the human spirit’.

         Though there are some exceptions, the following are the general principles informing editorial decisions. If the work was published during Plath’s lifetime, then the publication copy is used, correcting obvious typographical errors. If a piece is in manuscript or typescript, then the copy deemed the most final is the copy text. For compositions printed after Plath’s death, I revert to the final typescript. I exercised some light editing of texts to modernise and to make consistent the spelling and forms of words. For example, ‘extra-curricular’ becomes ‘extracurricular’; ‘kleenex’ is ‘Kleenex’. Punctuation, spelling and forms of words vary depending on the location of writing. Works written in the USA appear with US style. Those written in England and Spain have UK formatting. The aim here is to showcase Plath’s transatlanticism.

         Text that falls within angle brackets are editorial interventions; square brackets indicate Plath’s own interjections. Words or phrases that Plath underlined in her diaries, journals and letters, as above and primarily in notes, appear in italics. However, misspellings, when they occur in quoted diaries and letters, have not been corrected, following standard practice in the unabridged editions of Plath’s writings.

         
             

         

         Peter K. Steinberg, 7 July 2023

         
            * The Journals of Sylvia Plath, 1950–1962, ed. Karen V. Kukil (London: Faber, 2000).

            † The Letters of Sylvia Plath, Volume 1: 1940–1956 and Volume 2: 1956–1963, ed. Peter K. Steinberg and Karen V. Kukil (London: Faber, 2017, 2018, rev. 2019).
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            Chronology

         

         
            
               

	1932
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	27 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sylvia Plath born in Boston, Massachusetts, to Otto Emil and Aurelia Schober Plath; the family lives at 24 Prince Street, Jamaica Plain, a neighbourhood in Boston.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1935
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	27 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Warren Joseph Plath born.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1936
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Plaths move to 92 Johnson Avenue in Winthrop, Massachusetts



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1938
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enters Annie F. Warren Grammar School, Winthrop. Hurricane, dubbed the ‘Long Island Express’, hits New England.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1940
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enters E. B. Newton School, Winthrop.



	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Otto Plath admitted to the New England Deaconess Hospital, Boston; his left, gangrenous leg amputated.



	5 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Otto Plath dies from an embolus in his lung.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1941
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	10 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Poem’ appears in the Boston Herald, her first publication.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1942
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Family moves to 26 Elmwood Road, Wellesley, Massachusetts. Enters the Marshall Perrin Grammar School.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1943/4
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Summers
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Camp Weetamoe in Center Ossipee, New Hampshire. Serves as reporter for campus newsletter. xxii




	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1944
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins writing in a journal.



	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enters Alice L. Phillips Junior High School, publishes journalism and creative writing in school paper, The Phillipian




	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1945/6
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Summers
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Camp Helen Storrow in Plymouth, Massachusetts.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1947/8
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Summers
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Vineyard Sailing Camp at Oak Bluffs, Martha’s Vineyard.



	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enters Gamaliel Bradford Senior High School, Wellesley. Actively publishes in school newspaper, The Bradford.




	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1948
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Publishes article on the atomic bomb.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1949
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Named co-editor of The Bradford




	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Unitarian conference at Star Island, New Hampshire.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1950
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Publishes co-written article ‘Youth’s Plea for World Peace’ in the Christian Science Monitor.



	May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Accepted into Class of 1954 at Smith College, Northampton, Massachusetts. Receives Olive Higgins Prouty scholarship.



	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Works at Lookout Farm with Warren Plath in Natick, Massachusetts.



	August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Publishes short story ‘And Summer Will Not Come Again’ in Seventeen.



	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enters Smith College, resides at Haven House.



	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Prouty.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1951
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Story ‘Den of Lions’ wins Third Prize in Seventeen’s short-story contest.



	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins dating Richard Norton, a senior at Yale University. xxiii




	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Works as nanny in Swampscott, Massachusetts. Her friend Marcia Brown nannies nearby.



	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes articles for local newspapers as Press Board correspondent for Smith College.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1952
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Waitresses at the Belmont Hotel in West Harwich, Massachusetts. ‘Sunday at the Mintons’’ wins Mademoiselle short fiction contest. Later works as nanny in Chatham, Massachusetts.



	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to Lawrence House, a co-operative house, at Smith College.



	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Continues writing for Press Board. Norton treated for exposure to tuberculosis in the Adirondacks.



	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Story ‘Initiation’ wins Second Prize in Seventeen’s shortstory contest.



	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Breaks leg in skiing accident at Mount Pisgah, New York.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1953
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Dates Gordon Lameyer, a senior at Amherst College.



	April–May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
Harper’s accepts three poems; wins position as a Guest Editor for Mademoiselle in New York City.



	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lives at Barbizon Hotel in New York; works at Mademoiselle.



	July–August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Treated for insomnia and exhaustion; counselled by psychiatrist; given poorly administered outpatient electro-convulsive shock treatments.



	24 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attempts suicide by taking an overdose of sleeping pills.



	26 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Found in a basement crawl space in her house; admitted to Newton-Wellesley Hospital.



	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Transfers first to Massachusetts General Hospital, Boston, then to McLean Hospital, Belmont, Massachusetts. Begins treatment with Dr Ruth Beuscher.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1954
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Re-enters Smith College; repeats second semester of her junior year.



	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Richard Sassoon, a junior at Yale University. xxiv




	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Harvard Summer School and lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts.



	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Senior year at Smith College on full scholarship; writes thesis on Dostoevsky.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1955
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Accepted by Newnham College, University of Cambridge.



	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Competes in Glascock Poetry Contest, Mount Holyoke College, Hadley, Massachusetts.



	May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Wins Fulbright fellowship to University of Cambridge.



	6 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Graduates Smith College, summa cum laude.




	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sails on the Queen Elizabeth to UK.



	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins courses at Newnham College. Acts for Amateur Dramatics Club.



	Winter
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Travels to Paris and the south of France with Sassoon; visits Matisse Chapel.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1956
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	25 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends party at Falcon Yard, meets Edward ‘Ted’ James Hughes.



	March–April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Travels through France, Germany and Italy with Gordon Lameyer.



	Spring
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes for Varsity, the Cambridge student newspaper.



	16 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Marries Ted Hughes at St George the Martyr, Queen Square, London.



	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Honeymoons in Paris, France, and Alicante and Benidorm, Spain. Returns to the Hughes home, the Beacon, in Heptonstall, Yorkshire.



	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins second year at Newnham College.



	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to 55 Eltisley Avenue, Cambridge, UK.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1957
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	12 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Smith College offers Plath teaching position on English faculty.



	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes programme at Newnham, earning her second BA in English. Sails on Queen Elizabeth to New York.



	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Vacations in Eastham, Massachusetts.



	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to 337 Elm Street, Northampton, Massachusetts; begins teaching at Smith College. xxv




	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1958
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Leaves position at Smith College. Records poems for Woodberry Poetry Room, Harvard. Receives first New Yorker poetry acceptances for ‘Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor’ and ‘Nocturne’ (‘Hardcastle Crags’).



	9 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor’ appears in the New Yorker.




	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to 9 Willow Street, Beacon Hill, Boston, and works at Massachusetts General Hospital as a secretary for the Psychiatric Clinic in the Out-Patient department.



	10 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Resumes seeing Dr Beuscher, records details in her journals.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1959
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Records more poems for Woodberry Poetry Room. Attends Robert Lowell’s poetry course at Boston University, meets Anne Sexton.



	8 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits father’s grave in Winthrop.



	May–December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Regularly publishes prose and poetry in Christian Science Monitor.




	July–August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Travels across North America and Canada; becomes pregnant.



	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Spends two months at Yaddo, an artist’s colony located in Saratoga Springs, New York.



	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sails on the United States to UK.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1960
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Rents flat at 3 Chalcot Square, Primrose Hill, London.



	10 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Signs contract with Heinemann in London to publish her first collection of poetry, The Colossus and Other Poems.




	1 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Daughter, Frieda Rebecca Hughes, born.



	May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	First story appears in London Magazine.




	31 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
The Colossus published in Britain.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1961
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	Spring
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins writing The Bell Jar.




	June–July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Records poems for BBC series The Living Poet. Aurelia Plath visits England from mid-June to early August. Travels to France. xxvi




	August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Purchases Court Green in North Tawton, Devonshire.



	1 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to Court Green.



	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Signs contract with Heinemann for The Bell Jar. ‘The Perfect Place’ published in My Weekly.




	November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Wins Eugene F. Saxton Memorial Trust grant to write a novel. Begins to publish book reviews in New Statesman.




	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1962
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	17 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Son, Nicholas Farrar Hughes, born.



	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Irish poet Richard Murphy in Cleggan, Ireland.



	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes twenty-five poems; records poems for British Council/Woodberry Poetry Room. After months of marital trouble, Ted Hughes leaves family.



	November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Rents flat at 23 Fitzroy Road, London, formerly a residence of W. B. Yeats. Commissioned by BBC to write ‘Landscape of Childhood’.



	10 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves with Frieda and Nicholas into Fitzroy Road flat.



	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1963
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	London experiences its coldest winter of the century, dubbed the ‘Big Freeze of 1963’.



	10 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Reviews Donald Hall’s Contemporary American Poetry for BBC.



	14 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Heinemann publishes The Bell Jar under the pseudonym Victoria Lucas.



	11 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Protects children then dies by suicide.



	18 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Laid to rest in Heptonstall.






         

      

   


   
      
         
            PART I

            FICTION
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            1940–1

            Winter and Magic

            
               [image: ]

            

            Ms, c.1940–1,* New York Public Library

         

         The snow was sifting upon little towns. It was night on Christmas Eve. Everybody in the town was having a feast, all but one house in which the blinds were torn; there was no smoke coming out of the chimney. Inside there were four children and a poor mother, dividing a crust of bread, with a candle in the middle of the table.

         Next to the poor family in a great house, there was one child, a mother and father, and plenty of guests, and all the food you can imagine. The child was proud and vain, she had the richest of clothes. When they had finished the feast, the whole town went to sleep. Christmas morning as the poor family awoke they saw a loaf of bread on the table. When they got over their joy, they took a bite of the bread they found to their surprise and delight that another crust appeared in its place! So that way their cupboard was always full. As for the rich I do not know what became of them but I am sure they are very disagreeable to live with.

         
            * Signed at bottom: ‘By Sylvia Plath / 8 years old.’

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1942

            Trixie and the Balloon

            
               [image: ]

            

            Ts, 1942, New York Public Library

         

         Trixie was Warren’s little yellow teddy bear, and a very important member of his family.

         One night she thought she would take a walk as the spring air was very fragrant and cool. As she walked along a little path leading to the woodland she saw a glint of red among the trees.

         Walking over to investigate she saw a little basket with a red balloon at each handle tugging at a piece of vine that was holding it to the ground.

         Amazed at what she saw, she stood still and gazed at it. Then said to herself, “One of the fairy’s airships, I think I will take a ride.” Hopping in she untied the vine and off she went. 4

         The balloon was blown playfully around by a little breeze. All of a sudden she looked down. “My,” she gasped, “I’m falling, the air is slowly going out of my balloon and there is a big puddle underneath me. Is this the end, shall I drown?”

         As you know, teddy bears hate water and Trixie was among them. Although she did not know it she was right above Warren’s front yard. It had rained the night before so there was a puddle in his yard.

         Just then she sighted Puck, one of her best fairy friends, sailing around in a boat made from a bird’s nest.

         “Help, Puck,” she called. “Save me.”

         “Jump in my boat. I’ll save you,” he yelled back.

         Trixie jumped and landed safely, just in time for a minute later the airship sank beneath the surface to stay there for ever more.

         “O,” sighed Trixie cuddling up to Puck, “I am never going up in a balloon again.”

      

   


   
      
         
            1943

            Aunt Rennie and the Elves

            
               [image: ]

            

            Ts,* c.1943, Middlebury College

         

         Once there lived a poor little boy who had a cruel stepfather. They lived in a little hut on the edge of a deep dark and dense forest.

         One day the stepfather bade the boy goodbye and said: “You may play in the woods until I get back.” And then he walked toward the village to get some food.

         Unknown to the little boy, his stepfather thought he was a bother and really wanted to get rid of him.

         As far as the stepfather knew there was no path in the dark wood. The boy did as he was told not suspecting a thing.

         All of a sudden he realized he was lost, he stepped forward and hunted for a path or landmark, then he started to cry as he found it to no avail.

         A few hours later he chanced upon a beautiful path surrounded by flowers with a rippling brook running amongst them. Trying his luck he followed the lovely path. Soon he came upon a little house with a cheery light streaming out 5from one of the windows as it was near nightfall. He went up the steps and rapped on the door, it was opened by a tiny lady no more than a foot high. 

         She curtsied politely and said, “Welcome to Aunt Rennie’s house, the dwelling place of the elves!” The little boy was invited in and given goodies of all sorts including ice cream. While he was eating Aunt Rennie told him that she goes all over the world turning tears into happy smiles. Then she asked him if he would like to live with her. He replied that he would enjoy it very much, for he had forgotten about the cruel stepfather and was looking forward to a happy life with the elves.

         Meanwhile the stepfather had come home and had just gone into his house when a terrific gale came up and blew the house with the man in it far out of sight and no one has seen him since. While the little boy is leading a happy life with the elves.

         
            * Offered for sale via Bloomsbury Auctions in 2008. Illustrated with two coloured cut-outs by Vernon Grant pasted on to the page. The larger image captioned: ‘“I go all over the world turning tears into happy smiles” … says Aunt Rennie.’ The slogan was copyrighted on 29 January 1943, for Junket Rennet Powder for rennet-custard desserts. Signed in pencil ‘By Sylvia’ at end.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1944

            The Bookland Carpet

            
               [image: ]

            

            Ms, c.2 December 1944,* Lilly Library

         

         It was Christmas Eve and Jimmy and Joyce, the Johnson twins, were so excited that they were sure they could not go to sleep.

         Outside their open window they heard a clear voice crying, “All aboard the Bookland Carpet.” The twins jumped out of bed, pulled on their bathrobes, and rushed to the window. Wonder of wonders! There floated a magic carpet; however, there was no one on it, not even the owner of the beautiful voice. Jimmy stepped on the carpet, dragging Joyce with him.

         Off they sailed, higher and higher, among the frosty stars. The twins did not feel cold as they looked down on the passing world. This was really seeing different lands and not just reading about them. Snow-covered villages and towns passed by, also lighted stores and houses. Church bells were ringing; carolers were heard faintly; all was peace. Although each foreign land celebrated Christmas differently, each had the same idea of peace and happiness. The twins grew sleepy as they sailed through the deep-blue night sky lit by millions of twinkling stars. Carols from all over the world drifted upward, 6blending in one great song, praising the Lord for His blessings. The stars and planets echoed in harmony, rejoicing, rejoicing. From afar angels caroled the same wonderful song, echoing o’er all the world. 

         
            * In her 1944 diary, SP mentions working on a ‘Christmas Booklet’ as an English class assignment in November and December. On 2 December 1944, SP wrote, ‘After lunch I finished writing up my Christmas story.’

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1946

            Spring Song

            
               [image: ]

            

            Written: c.28 March 1946*

Published: The Phillipian (April 1946): 13

         

         The sun hung low in the heavens; a rosy glow flooded the earth. A sweet breeze wafted through the tranquil shadows of the woods; the air was cool. The silence was broken only by the scream of a blue jay as it flashed through the brush. The trees were just putting forth their experimental pale green buds. Stalwart pines were reflected in a deep, dark pool. Thick moss carpeted the woodland floor. Everything seemed to be waiting … waiting. Lingering rays of sun reached pale fingers of light through the yet bare tree branches. Soon a blanket of gray twilight enveloped all. Then, through the night, came the shrill sweet piping of the peepers which heralded the spring.

         The world relaxed. The soft music of the songsters rose about the pit-pat, pit-pat of spring rain.

         
            * In her diary on 28 March 1946, SP wrote, ‘After school I sent a short description into The Phillippian.’ The Phillipian was the student newspaper of Alice L. Phillips Junior High School.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The Pond in Spring

            
               [image: ]

            

            Written: c.14 May 1946*

Published: The Phillipian (June 1946): 26

         

         The pond was smooth as glass, ruffled only by an occasional breeze whispering past or by the thin, curving trail of a waterbug, skimming over the surface. Deep shadows were dappled by flecks of sunlight. Upon the mud floor of the pond, long, jellylike strings of frog eggs lay among the pebbles. Close to them baby tadpoles could be seen, lying motionless, like tiny black commas.

         The trees sighed and the pond shivered as an evening breeze passed by in a wave of coolness.

         
            *In her diary on 14 May 1946, SP wrote, ‘Today nothing of terribly great moment happened except that [image: ] (I) came right home after school. I am writing down an entry I’m turning into The Phillippian titled: The Pond In Spring’.

         

      

   


   
      
         
7
            The Mummy’s Tomb

            
               [image: ]

            

            Ts,* 17–18 May 1946, Lilly Library

         

         I had come to the museum to do some research work on Egypt for my history notebook. I went through the large archway into the first of the five rooms that made up the Egyptian exhibit. The high-ceilinged walls were dank and cheerless. The restful gray light of a rainy day was all that illumined the room. Deep shadows lurked behind the cases and statues, and crouched in the corners. A musty odor pervaded the chill atmosphere which penetrated my very bones. I was alone in this memorial of ancient days.

         The only bright spots were some dull tapestries. In the cases was some tarnished jewelry of the Egyptian period. Against one wall were some huge stone edifices, carved with grotesque figures. I made some notations about the type of material at the time in the Egyptian era, and then went quickly on to the next room.

         It was entirely devoted to pottery. My eyes traveled over the accumulation of traditional work—the vases were mainly colored Indian-red, aqua, and black. The figures on them were painted in contrasting colors. They were familiar from my elementary school days—faces and legs side view, body and eyes front view.

         The third room contained only a boring variety of tools and implements that the Egyptians used. I listed some of these, and went on to the fourth room.

         In here was some imitation furniture. Only a few genuine pieces graced the walls.

         The fifth room, however, fascinated me. The walls were lined with old mummy cases, and a row of glassed-in showcases ran through the center of this 8mysterious place. I saved my enthusiasm for the mummies, and walked to the row of tables. My casual gaze was suddenly arrested by something shining among the pendants. It flashed through my thoughts that it was an eye. A human eye! I usually congratulate myself for the fact that I have a very calm, though inquisitive, nature, but at this moment I began to shake inwardly and outwardly. My clothes clung to me, damp with perspiration, while an icy cold shiver traveled slowly up my spine. As I was gathering up the tangled shreds of what I like to call my composure, I read the sign beneath the eye. It was only made of agate! However, under my frenzied gaze the eye was jellylike, and the pupil seemed to dilate as it stared at me. 

         I gladly left the case and hurried to look at the six mummy tombs. The first five were interesting—bits of the paint had chipped off, and this gave them a pleasant sense of antiquity. The flat, unsmiling faces drawn on the outside of the cases stared straight up in the air, as if they were trying to see beyond the heavy ceiling and get a glimpse of the sunny skies that they had not seen for so many years. At the sixth case I paused in amazement. From it there arose the strong smell of decaying flesh!

         “Distinctly,” I thought, “there can be no ancient mummy in here.”

         Suddenly a gruesome thought dawned—but it was too unfathomable, too horrible for the human mind to conceive. As I was thus occupied in thought, I heard a stealthy footstep behind me. I whirled about.

         In my imagination I saw all kinds of bloody specters. However, I was somewhat reassured by a harsh cackle of laughter coming from the wizened old man next to me as he saw my surprise. He then spoke:

         “I was watching you from behind that pillar over there; I saw you admiring the eyeball in the case. Looks real, doesn’t it?”

         Here the old man cackled again in his peculiar way, and drew me back to the case once more. I felt as though I was being propelled by some unseen, unheard of spell; the way it happens in dreams when you are being chased and cannot move a muscle. Powerless, I watched the white-haired man draw from his pocket a tiny magnifying glass and hold it over the eye. To my terror, the eye rolled about and looked pitifully at me as the man moved the glass around over the horrible organ. I tiptoed out after casting a furtive glance at the hunched figure, still happily engrossed in his queer game.

         All night long terrible thoughts haunted me. I could not sleep because frightful visions of liquid eyes and living mummies paraded before me. I tried to convince myself that the fact that the eye was real was only a figment of the old man’s imagination, but to no avail. 9

         When the first streaks of dawn showed on the horizon it was still raining. I awoke and dressed. I then began to reason with myself about the best course to follow. This was no time for foolhardy moves. At five-thirty in the afternoon the museum closed, I could not escape the Electric Eye. I then had a notion—if only it would work! By this time it was eight-thirty, I had breakfast with the landlady of the boardinghouse and then went to the First National around the corner and purchased a loaf of bread and a jar of peanut butter. When I got back to my room, I made four peanut butter sandwiches and wrapped them in waxed paper before putting them in a paper bag. I then provided myself with a slouch hat and an umbrella. At four o’clock I took my sandwiches and umbrella, pulled down the hat and pulled up my coat collar and took the 4:10 bus to the museum.

         Fifteen minutes later, as I walked up the marble steps, I saw that the museum was empty save for a few guards. No one was about as I passed through the Electric Eye. I then took my umbrella and passed it through the Electric Eye as if someone were making an exit. I lifted up the handy umbrella and walked down the long, unlighted corridors of the museum. No one could see me in the inky blackness, but (I gasped) I could see no one either. I had no flashlight! I had forgotten perhaps the most important thing. I then made my cautious way along the hall that led to the Egyptian room. I found a bench in one dark corner of the hallway. There I lay down, trembling with excitement. Hungrily I devoured my sandwiches and promptly went to sleep.

         I know not how long I tossed in troubled slumber or what woke me, but I sat upright and then was startled by a frail gleam of light cutting the black night like a knife. It was coming from the Egyptian room, from the direction of the mummy’s tomb! Again the sharp odor of decaying flesh reached my nostrils. I slipped unseen into the room. What I saw there left me standing motionless in horror. My body was numbed, and I could only watch helplessly the almost inconceivable actions being accomplished by an inhuman monster, devoid of sanity.

         The light of the burning candle on the tomb flickered as gusts of drafty wind swept by, causing fearful shadows to spring about on the wall. In the candlelight I could dimly see the wild features of the white-haired janitor of my previous acquaintance—yesterday. He was carrying a living body, swathed in white wrappings, open only at the eyes and nose. The figure uttered muffled groans and writhed about. The janitor then opened the fifth mummy case, next to the one from whence came the peculiar odor. To my horror I saw that the top half opened like the cover of a box and was inlaid with long sharp spikes—no doubt to torture the imprisoned victim! The janitor then laid the human thing into the case but did not close it. I crept closer, hugging the shadows on the wall. The 10janitor then took a sharp spoon and was leaning down to scoop out the eyes of the terrified victim, when he saw me step into the light. Recognition!!

         “Ha!” he leered. “You got away yesterday, but you won’t now. I’ll muffle your screams of anguish and let you die from loss of blood and in terrible pain. You must meet the Egyptian gods. I will slowly cut out your eyes and harden them for the showcase display!”

         As he lurched forward I struck him with my umbrella, and he fell senseless to the floor with a hollow thud. Too many years in this silent horror chamber had weakened his heart and crazed his senses. I unbound the young girl, who had fainted from fright, and tied up the janitor with the liberal roll of gauze and tape. Then I traveled the now-familiar corridors to the office in the museum, where I called for the police to tell them that I had found the missing girl, whose picture had been published in all the papers, as well as the crazed kidnapper and would-be murderer. When I went back to the fateful room to soothe the reviving girl, the shriek of the police sirens already shattered the air.

         The next morning I awoke at the ringing of my telephone at about ten o’clock and answered it sleepily, for I was still lame and had a splitting headache. The caller was the chief of police, who said that the janitor had confessed to one murder and one attempted murder before dropping dead with another heart attack. The chief also told me that the girl’s father was going to give me a big reward. I smiled as I remembered her and told the chief to thank her father for me but to tell him to keep the intended reward. After I hung up, I jumped back into bed, falling asleep immediately into an untroubled slumber, free from dreams.

         
            * Though the typescript is dated 17 May 1946 by SP, her diary includes the following written on 18 May 1946: ‘After lunch we both wrote stories. I started a frightful murder-mystery (Morbid-Dribble is recalled to mind) titled “The Mummy’s Tomb”. After supper we put the children in bed and then went to Margot’s room and we finished our respective stories and caught up in our diaries.’ SP wrote on a similar theme to this story in a letter to Margot Loungway Drekmeier on 17 November 1945, published in The Letters of Sylvia Plath, Volume 1. A holograph copy of ‘The Mummy’s Tomb’ sold via Bonhams on 11 November 2015. Peter Harrington Rare Books in London offered the same copy for sale in March 2023.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            On the Penthouse Roof

            
               [image: ]

            

            Ms,* 18–19 May 1946, Sotheby’s

         

         According to Carol Stanley, Friday night was the most wonderful night she had ever experienced. She was a lovely girl, very popular—just the kind of person 11every other girl longs to be like. She was a wealthy heiress, and had important parents, both in the business and social world. Among her many artistic talents, she played the violin like a master. She would entertain her family for hours by playing original melodies. She would stand erect, her blonde hair framing her thoughtful face in an aurora of shimmering gold, and lift her mellow instrument. A hush would fall on the group as liquid notes would pour from under her flying fingers, as they plashed quickly over the strings. Sometimes the song would be gay and would fill the air with laughter and smiles. Other times the violin would draw out sad, mournful tones. Carol’s friends all admired this blue-eyed girl with her changing moods. All her luxuries did not spoil her, even at eighteen. Carol’s parents were looking for a suitable match for her. When she met the dashing, handsome and wealthy Lawrence Worthington, they were delighted. She met him at the nightclub dance on Friday evening. The sweet strains of the “Blue Danube” waltz floated through the air as Carol, in a froth of creamy satin and foamy lace which brought out the flush of the roses in her hair and the rosy blush on her cheeks, was cut in on by the dark-haired Lawrence. He claimed her for almost all of the dances after that, and while they were dancing to the “Missouri Waltz,” he led her out on the cool terrace. It was a pleasant change from the crowded dance floor. The trees shaded the dewy lawns and the silvery moonlight gleamed on the deep, dark waters of the pool. They sat down on a stone bench and told each other about their homes. Lawrence, it seemed, was left alone in America because his mother was a victim of cancer, and his father had taken her on a tour to Europe to cheer her last days. 

         The next week enveloped Carol in a whirlwind of plans. Her parents were overjoyed at the frequent dinner-engagements that Carol had with Lawrence. Two weeks later he invited her to come to his penthouse for the evening and dinner. Carol was ready in a cool blue dinner dress when Lawrence drove up in a sleek black sedan. They sped through the glare of street lights and signs, through the noise of honking car horns, until they reached the building over-looking the waterfront. The elevator sped up until it reached the next to the top floor. Carol alighted and climbed the last flight of stairs with Lawrence. She gasped in appreciation as they walked out in the open air. From way, way down below arose the muffled sound of traffic. She forgot all noise as she gazed on the modern white house, flanked on both sides with shrubs. Flame-red roses on a trellis permeated the air with a dewy fragrance. Lawrence gently drew Carol inside. They had a dinner served by the hotel below and then sat outside in the cool evening to talk. The night sky was a deep blue-black and was spangled with stars. Their reflections made wavering lines on the water, a few rods away. 12A cool breeze arose and gently whispered through Carol’s hair. She had only known Lawrence for over two weeks. He was nice. Yet there was something about him that made her feel uncomfortable. She frowned when he said, “I love you Carol.”

         “No,” she replied, “please don’t spoil this beautiful night.”

         Lawrence then went in the house. He soon reappeared with a small white box. Opening it, he clasped around Carol’s slender throat a gleaming necklace of pearls. Her hands reached up to take them off but he pleaded, “Keep them, if only in memory of me.”

         Carol hesitated. He was in earnest. She relented, unsmiling. Then she murmured that she must be going for it was almost eleven o’clock. Refusing his offers to drive her home she writhed out of his grasp and rushed down the long flight of steps into the night. She took a taxi home and realized too late that her gold bracelet set with diamonds had fallen off in her hurry to get away. She resolved to return for it the next evening when he would probably not be home.

         Following suit, she took the elevator up the fateful building once more the next evening. She could see no signs of life about the house. She looked all about outside but could find no trace of the bracelet. “Maybe Lawrence found it and brought it in the house,” she thought, as she tried the door, which opened; she did not think for a moment of how wrong it was. She stopped, involuntarily, as she saw a shaft of light streaming from a half-opened door and heard three voices rise in conflict. One voice she recognized with a start, it was that of Lawrence. The others rose, harsh and unfamiliar …

         “Forget her and make a getaway. The bracelet isn’t worth the pearls, but our lives are. We scram tonight.”

         “Yeah. But her father will probably hear about my disappearance and try to find me in hope that I’ll marry Carol and combine our fortunes. That’s all I wanted anyway, not her looks, but her money.”

         Carol had heard enough. So his “love” for her had just been a farce! She tiptoed out silently and went downstairs to a phone and called the police. She hurriedly tumbled out the incoherent story and rushed back to the house. If only she could stall them! She would pretend to be unsuspicious. She walked in and knocked on the door of the room, now closed. She heard a chair scrape on the floor and a muffled voice say, “Who could that be?” The door opened a crack and a strange, yet familiar bloodshot face peered out. It was decidedly not Lawrence’s. Carol forced a laugh as she said with attempted gaiety, “Is Lawrence home?” The man stifled some hot words and roughly shoved her past him. She pretended to be accustomed to seeing half-drunk men draining 13beer bottles. Lawrence was sitting at the table, quite sober. She rushed past the other two men and stammered, “Oh! Lawrence d-darling! I just remembered I left my little old bracelet here last night, so I just dropped by to take it home.”

         Lawrence seemed pleased, but the other man at the table said gruffly, “Aw, cut the mush before she gets wise.”

         Carol pretended not to notice. She was startled when the short man with the beady eyes who had opened the door said, “She’s probably already called the police.” Carol murmured something about, “What on earth for?” But Lawrence said, “He’s right. We can’t take any chances at this stage of the game. You’re coming with us.”

         Carol rushed to the door, but too late. The man put out his foot, and she tripped and fell. Carol struggled and cried out, but they gagged her with a handkerchief and bound her hands to her ankles behind her; this left her in an uncomfortable sitting position. The handkerchief was stuffed part way down her throat. Dryly she choked, and one man laughed harshly. Lawrence lifted Carol up and carried her down a flight of back steps that she had never noticed before. He took her in the front of the sedan with him and the two strange men got in back. Just as the car started off with a whir, the sirens of the police cars broke the night air. Lawrence muttered a curse under his breath, as he careened around corners, and increased his speed. Soon they reached a seemingly vacant boathouse. Lawrence drove in a gaping hole that served as a part-garage and turned off the ignition. Before Lawrence dragged her out, Carol cast a quick glance about her. One man had turned on a light which cast a bright glare over the shabby boards. The weather-beaten house was a silver-gray and the opaque windows regarded Carol with a vacant stare. Below the boards on one side was a steep drop. Carol saw that it was full of water which lapped hungrily against the edge of the boards. She saw that this water was a part of the ocean and a dark hollow showed the exit for the yacht. This she saw dimly outlined against the entrance. Her observances were rudely interrupted by Lawrence, who pulled her out of the sedan and tossed her into the yacht. Her head struck the seat, and she was stunned. A warm trickle of blood flowed from her temple. She was aware of the hum of the motor and of the presence of a pile of boxes beside her. One corner jabbed into her arm. She was somewhat revived by the salt night air, as the boat set a straight course, and headed for the open sea. The brine flicked Carol’s face in a fine spray as Lawrence deftly turned to avoid a reef, protruding jagged and forbidding above the waves. Carol caught her breath and listened. Yes! She heard the hum of a speedboat—the police—if only they had followed her! Lawrence evidently had the same idea. One man took the wheel as he came 14toward her. The noise of the speedboat was becoming louder. “Hurry! Hurry!” the motor seemed to say. Lawrence told her briefly that the load of the yacht must be lightened. She could not be found as his captive. To Carol his features were almost unrecognizable—distorted with passion; unrelenting. She knew she could expect no mercy from this fugitive of justice. To her horror he took a heavy rope from the bottom of the boat and bound her tightly to one of the boxes beside her. He then heaved her overboard. How hard the shock was as she struck the water. Icy fingers reached to drag her down, down into the icy depths. The box was dragging her down. The ropes were sawing at her skin. The water was pounding in her ears, pushing at all sides: she was drowning, drowning …

         She felt only vague sensations—she was spinning on a record, the momentum was going to throw her off. She must cling on—but she could not, it was flat surface—she was flying in space. Now she was running. Running away from a horrible monster, hidden by fog. But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t get anywhere! A humming was in her ears. It grew louder, louder, unbearably louder and then broke …

         “She’s coming out of it now.”

         The glare was blinding, the sunlight was reflecting dazzling whiteness on the bed. Someone was bending over her. A salt tear fell on her face. Carol knew now. In his hurry Lawrence had crashed. The police had found her floating a week ago, almost dead. Somehow she was glad that she did not see Lawrence meet his defeat. She would never disgrace him further by revealing his secret of the smuggling gang. They were all done for. No one would know that it was Lawrence who had almost killed her. Carol knew that she, however, would never forget her terrible discovery on the penthouse roof.

         
            * Though the manuscript is dated 18 May 1946 by SP, she wrote in her diary on 19 May 1946: ‘This morning Margot and I did not go to church. We were alone in the house with Susan and Duncan. After completing our tasks we sat in the warm kitchen for a few hours composing our stories (new). Margot’s was titled “Feathers” and mine was “On the Penthouse Roof,” a smuggler’s story.’ Included as part of a lot in a Sotheby’s auction of an archive of SP’s papers on 2 December 2014 by Sotheby’s. The lot did not sell and later portions of the archive appeared in piecemeal fashion via Bonhams.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            A May Morning

            
               [image: ]

            

            Ts, 23 May 1946, Lilly Library

         

         Carol awoke when the first pale streaks of dawn were showing in the horizon. Outside the early spring morning was beckoning her. Unable to resist, she dressed quickly and silently tiptoed out of the house.

         The day was yet cool. Gentle breezes wafted through her hair and whispered in her ears. The gnarled branches of the apple tree lifted up their frail fingers, holding their bouquet of fragile pink and white blossoms high up to the azure sky. A few petals drifted down slowly like stray snowflakes. 15

         Walking leisurely across the lawn, Carol could smell the new-mown grass, still damp from last night’s rain. Crystal dewdrops were caught on every blade, and the long rays of morning sunlight made myriads of rainbows dance among them.

         As Carol wandered through the backyard and under the slender groups of graceful white birches, she saw that they were just getting their shiny new yellow-green leaves. The birch catkins hung down in straight lines like green rain.

         “How I love those trees,” Carol thought, “they seem to be almost human.”

         She looked proudly at her own woodland garden. The violets were deep purple, and hid shyly among their heart-shaped leaves. The pure lilies-of-the-valley were thriving in the shade of the stiff blue-green pines, that held their new sprouts aloft like tiny candles. The stately iris held erect their haughty heads among pointed leaves.

         From the tall, friendly maples lining the walk came the mingled morning songs of the birds as they twittered about in the protecting screen of leaves.

         Carol then stopped, entranced, for in one of the birch trees she saw the brilliant orange and black plumage of a Baltimore oriole. From its slender throat poured liquid tones. If only her mother could hear! She turned toward the house and saw the smiling face of her mother framed in the window. The oriole continued to warble as if to please them. The magic spell was broken when the beautiful bird flew off in a flash of color and a torrent of melody.

         Carol sniffed delightedly as the tantalizing smell of bacon and eggs reached her nostrils. Rushing into the kitchen, she gave her mother a loving hug; she cried happily.

         “Oh mums! Isn’t this a wonderful morning!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Victory

            
               [image: ]

            

            Written: 12 November 1946*

Published: The Phillipian (April 1947): 6

         

         An impenetrable blanket of heavy fog veiled the night and added to its forbidding atmosphere. The wind blew the rain in little gusts, while the dim gleam 16of the street light seemed to flicker as the trees bowed down under the fury of the storm. The air was chill; and a sharp, cold blast sent the shadows of the bare trees dancing grotesquely on the slippery pavement of the long, solitary country road. 

         “Only a short way to go now,” Judith sighed, as she bent her head against the onslaught of the wind and rain and pushed on into the storm. Ah! There was the faint light of the farmer’s cottage around the bend of the road. She strained her eyes to see farther into the black void ahead, but it was no use. The tap-tap of her shoes echoed in the lonely night as she hurried on to her destination.

         The telephone lines were down, and a great part of the farmlands was already submerged by the flood. The strong stone foundations of the dam that held the irrigation supply for the farms had, by some singular means, become undermined. Already the water was relentlessly seeping down into the valley. Being a telephone operator, Judith had been informed of the imminent danger of the flood and told to warn the few families in the outer districts to move to higher land with their livestock. She had mired her car about a mile back when she had driven over a road partially washed out by a rain-swollen river. This was the last house. She must reach it before it became too late!

         Along with the purposeful thought that urged her on, many questions flocked to her mind.

         “What will happen if I don’t make it? Will I be a failure forever? Who began all this strange business anyway?”

         Then Judith started with fear. Footsteps resounded in quick tempo behind her, while a deep voice shouted, “Hey, there! Stop!” Judith turned in her tracks and saw a dark figure looming up behind her. Someone evidently did not want her to reach the farmhouse. The girl stood paralyzed with fright as she heard the labored breathing of her pursuer. He loomed tall beside her. The next moment she felt his fingers close about her neck, choking the cry of terror that had risen to her throat.

         With a sigh of relief, Judith sank to the floor. As if by magic the rain stopped and lights flashed on. The director was approaching her with a happy smile, and her pursuer turned to her with a grin.

         A song rose in Judith’s heart. The hardest scene was over! Her first movie was going to be a success!

         
            * In her diary on 12 November 1946, SP wrote, ‘After school I finished writing my short story titled “Victory” before taking out the Boonisar baby for which I earned thirty (30) cents! I typed up my story.’ The Lilly Library holds a typescript, written for English 7 at Alice L. Phillips Junior High School, dated 15 November 1946, with her teacher’s comments.

         

      

   


   
      
         
17
            Mary Jane’s Passport
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            Ts,* 23 November 1946, Lilly Library

         

         “I don’t see what can be the matter with her,” said Mary Jane to her best friend, Cathy, as they walked home from school. “Imagine refusing to stop in the drugstore for a coke with the gang! I thought Judy seemed to be a nice girl. She could at least have been civil and given me a reason for not coming.”

         “Well,” replied Cathy slowly, “I don’t think I’d bother chasing after that new girl. She’s too snobbish, and she doesn’t come from the best part of town, either.”

         “I s’pose so,” sighed Mary Jane, as she said goodbye to Cathy and started down her own street.

         As she walked along, Mary Jane thought about Judy. Having done some private investigating on her own, she had found that Judy was living with Mrs. Rogers, that young widow who had three little children to support and all she could do to manage the sweetshop down in the market district. In fact, Mary Jane had caught a glimpse of Judy wheeling Mrs. Rogers’ youngest baby around a corner of the park only a few days ago.

         When Mary Jane opened the door of her home and walked into the hall, her mother called down from the top of the carpeted stairway, “Have you been out yet this afternoon, dear?”

         Mary Jane groaned inwardly as she tossed her books on the table and thought of all the time she had to spend outside each day. Didn’t the doctor know that the gang just never went on hikes or walks or anything like that? Why, they either went to the movies after school, or hung around the ice cream parlor, or held informal meetings at Cathy’s house or danced at Jack’s house, or—or did anything but take silly old walks. Why, they were too old to play outside. Yet the doctor had said in so many words that if she wanted to keep healthy and go to high school at all, she had to get plenty of fresh air.

         “I know that it must be boring for you to take walks all alone,” said Mary Jane’s mother, smiling as she came downstairs. “It’s too bad that Cathy won’t accompany you, but I have a plan. Why don’t you take Aunt Jo’s little girl, 18Susie, and wheel her around the park? That way you could earn a little extra money, and I know that Aunt Jo will be glad to have a few hours free every afternoon.” 

         Mary Jane hesitated with a frown; then her face brightened as she thought of a plan, and she said, “Yes, I believe I will take Susie out. I’ll begin wheeling her tomorrow.”

         The next afternoon Mary Jane was hopefully wheeling the cooing baby around the park. Perhaps, she thought, she might meet Judy wheeling Mrs. Rogers’ baby. And Judy might be more inclined to be friendly if she saw Mary Jane pushing a baby, too. The park was in the glorious stage of spring, and the breezes were soft and fragrant with the smell of growing things. The earth felt good beneath Mary Jane’s feet. There were purple crocuses and yellow daffodils blooming everywhere in the sunny meadows, and the trees were uncurling their pale green buds. Mary Jane looked about happily and wondered that the park could have changed so.

         Little children were playing gaily under the watchful eye of mothers or nurses, and a few grown-ups were strolling here and there. Everyone who passed Mary Jane nodded a friendly greeting or smiled at her. Perhaps it was little Susie, so contented in her carriage, or perhaps it was just the effect of the clear spring air that Mary Jane’s spirit seemed lighter.

         That afternoon Mary Jane did not see Judy, but when she took Susie out the next day, she saw a girl sitting on one of the benches. It was Judy, bent over something in her lap. It must be her day off, Mary Jane decided, as she wheeled Susie over and peered curiously over Judy’s shoulder.

         Judy was sketching the fountain under the willow tree and making the picture seem almost real as her pencil flew over the paper. Seeming to sense someone’s presence, Judy turned around, and seeing Mary Jane, she said quickly, “I think you’re downright mean to come and spy on me. Why don’t you stay with your own gang?”

         “B-but,” Mary Jane stammered, as she realized for the first time that even though Judy was a poor orphan, she had some pride, too. And then Judy saw Susie. Miraculously her face softened, and she leaned over the carriage and lovingly touched the baby’s soft curls as she said, “I didn’t know that you took care of a baby, too.”

         “You see,” said Mary Jane hurriedly, “I want to be friends with you so much that I brought Susie out to the park, and I did hope to meet you with Mrs. Rogers’ baby. We can take walks and talk together and—and,” here Mary Jane stopped breathlessly. “Say,” she continued as she saw a warm smile light up 19Judy’s face, “the gang has been looking for someone like you to draw posters for the class elections. You could do them in your school art classes and on your days off, couldn’t you?”

         “Why, I’d love to,” Judy replied gratefully. “I thought that you were only teasing me the other day, and I guess I’ve been pretty unfriendly, too. I didn’t think you’d want a working girl like me for a friend.”

         The conversation was interrupted by a loud wail from Susie.

         “Why, what is the matter with her?” Mary Jane exclaimed worriedly. “She seemed all right a minute ago!”

         Judy laughed happily as she stood up, put the sketch pad into the carriage and said, “Susie just wants to be wheeled some more. Come on, let’s push together!”

         
            * Typed with holograph corrections in SP’s hand. Written for English 7 at Alice L. Phillips Junior High School. On 23 November 1946, SP wrote in her diary, ‘For the life of me I couldn’t get an inspiration. However, mother planted some ideas after long minutes of thought, and accordingly I began to write a story after mother went over to the Ortons. I produced a story twice as long as my other one, and mother titled it “Mary Jane’s Passport.” It is more or less a character story.’

         

      

   


   
      
         
            A Morning in the Agora
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            Written: 30 November 1946*

Published: The Phillipian (February 1947): 5

         

         Lavinia awoke just as the first rays of early-morning sun were streaming in through the open window of her room. She stretched luxuriously and was just about to turn over in her soft bed and go back to sleep when she remembered with a start that this was the day that she was going to the agora with her nurse, Chloe. In fact, at this very moment Chloe’s dusky, smiling face was peeping around the doorway. Seeing that her young Greek mistress was awake, Chloe walked into the room, her sandals slapping softly on the woven grass of the floor mats. The two exchanged a cheerful greeting, and the maid began to make Lavinia ready for the morning’s excursion. By the time Lavinia and Chloe were ready to begin the walk to the marketplace, the sun had risen in the heavens, and the day had grown much warmer.

         Lavinia walked along with a spring in her step, conversing gaily with Chloe, who was carrying two small jars filled with pure olive oil. These were to be sold at one of the little booths in the agora. Lavinia herself held the flower wreaths and the sweets that she would place at the foot of Athena’s shrine. The carts and wagons passing by came closer together now, and Lavinia knew that they must be at the outskirts of the agora.

         20Sure enough! There were the colonnaded porches surrounding the marketplace. The graceful white shafts gleamed in the sun and stood out against the fresh green leaves of the poplar and plane trees growing nearby. Chloe and Lavinia drew closer to the market square and rested for a short while in the cool shade of the trees and watched the colorful pageant going on around them.

         The merchants were seated in small booths crying their wares to the people milling about. They were selling brilliant silk robes, graceful pottery jars and vases, wines, gay jewelry, oils, sugar candies, and offerings that could be placed in the shrines of the many gods and goddesses. Some of the buyers were resplendent in purple, blue, and gold robes; others were more simply clad in white robes with crimson borders; and then there were the dark glistening skins of the African slaves, who wore only short tunics as they followed their masters.

         The grassy hills sloped away from this noisy scene of busy life, and the terrace walls were wide and strong. Around the marketplace were the important civic buildings—the library, the general’s residence, the basilica where the court sat, the treasury, and the council hall.

         Chloe put the two jars in the care of a friendly merchant who promised to sell them as soon as possible. She then took Lavinia on a tour of the agora, and the two spent hours admiring the various displays. They paid Athena tribute, and by the time they arrived back at the merchant’s stall, the jars had been sold, and the money was ready for them.

         Now the full heat of the noonday was upon them, and the sun beat down mercilessly on the dusty pavement. The two companions took refuge, as the others did, in the large colonnaded porches about the marketplace. Quenching their thirst by drinking a dipper of cold water from the pail of a passing vendor, Lavinia and Chloe waited until the coolness of the afternoon descended before making their way home after an enchanting morning in the agora.

         
            * The Lilly Library holds a typescript dated 30 November 1946; written for SP’s Ancient History course.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            From the Memoirs of a Babysitter
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            Ts,* 2 December 1946, Lilly Library

         

         In my opinion, little children are bothersome beings that have to be waited on hand and foot, who are generally around when not wanted, and who are, all in all, a nuisance. My ideas on this subject have become considerably hardened. It 21is all a result of my experiences as a “babysitter,” which have altered my ideas about angelic children noticeably. I will tell you how this all began. 

         It was my first experience of real babysitting! This time I didn’t have to push a gurgling little infant about in a baby carriage; instead, I was going to take care of two little boys from three to seven o’clock on Sunday afternoon while their mother and father were attending a tea. I walked over to Mrs. Snow’s home in an excited state of anticipation. Why, it would be simple to amuse those little fellows—all I needed to do was to turn on The Shadow on the radio, or something equally interesting, to hold the kiddies’ interest and sit down and read all the magazines that were in the house.

         With this cheerful thought in mind, I walked up the front steps of the house and bravely poked the doorbell. A pretty, smiling young woman greeted me and showed me into the living room, gave me a few hurried instructions, then dashed out the door and was gone! Where, oh where were the children? Then I heard a giggle, and two impish faces peered at me from behind the sofa. These rosy countenances were soon followed by the rest of the two sweetest little boys I had ever seen. The mother had said, “The five-year-old is Donnie, and the three-year-old we call ‘Cookie’.”

         “Well, boys,” I suggested brightly, “how would you like to listen to the radio?”

         “Read to us,” they chorused. “We don’t like the radio.”

         I had not reckoned on such a strong will from the younger generation, and, thinking it best to humor them, I read. I read until my throat ached; I read until I was on the point of collapse; I read everything from The Grasshopper Man to Betty Grable and Her Life History; and still they brought more and more books. Finally, when they wanted me to sing a songbook from beginning to end, I put my foot down.

         “Now we will have supper,” I remarked firmly. Donnie obligingly set six places at the table; and then he took Cookie by the hand, and together they stood gravely in the center of the kitchen watching my every move. I took out a saucepan in which to cook the soup.

         “No,” Donnie yelled in a horrified tone, “that’s what mamma cooks our cereal in!” Before I could stop him, he pulled the pile of pots and pans to the floor and triumphantly produced “the pot to cook soup in.”

         I struggled for a full fifteen minutes before I discovered how to make a stubborn can opener open cans. While the boys were peacefully slurping up the rather cold soup in the dining room, I undertook the task of popping the popcorn. I shuffled the popper back and forth over the stove for just ages, when I heard a loud crack and a fluffy white object appeared. The corn was popping! 22To me, the uninitiated, this seemed like the eighth wonder of the world. Anxious to have every last grain of corn popped, I kept shuffling the popper over the flame. Then, by some terrible trick of fate, or call it science, the popper of popcorn burst into flame. Billows of smoke filled the kitchen as I rushed to the sink with the popcorn burning up merrily before my eyes. At last the water extinguished the blaze, and I sadly gazed at the black ashes—all that remained of my lovely, fluffy popcorn. My one remaining sensation, however, was one of gratitude that those two little Sherlock Holmeses had remained completely oblivious of the near-catastrophe and were still stuffing themselves with bread and butter in the dining room.

         Later, when Cookie was trying helpfully to put away the unpopped corn, he took the package by the wrong end, and little grains of corn bounced all over the kitchen floor. While I was hurriedly sweeping these out the back door, Donnie announced that he wouldn’t finish his noodle soup and overturned the soup plate in the middle of the kitchen. Fate was still kind, however, for the mother of these two dear children did not arrive at this opportune moment. Oh, no! She waited until I was lying on the floor, red-faced and panting, with the two small boys climbing gaily over me, playing a game they called “Kill the Bear,” before she calmly walked in the front door.

         Do you—now tell me truly—do you blame me for having become somewhat of a cynic in regard to the loudly acclaimed, endearing charms of little children?

         
            * Written for English 7 at Alice L. Phillips Junior High School.
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            The Miraculous End of Miss Minton
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            Ms,* 10 February 1947, Lilly Library

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         Miss Minton walked with precise steps about her apartment living room, dusting each bit of antique furniture with meticulous care. It was spring! Against her will, Miss Minton had opened wide her front window to give her apartment its annual airing. She felt 23an odd softening in her heart, as ice must feel before a thaw. Rather uncomfortable, she thought. Suddenly Miss Minton felt a strange pang of loneliness. Odd that she, one who had always done her duty (no matter how hard), odd that she should feel lonely. 

         A soft breeze whispered through the open window and stirred the starched white curtains. It seemed to say something, Miss Minton thought guiltily, seemed to say that something was going to—to …

         The breeze grew a little stronger, and rustled the stiff coverings on Miss Minton’s treasured furniture. In fact the little breeze began to rush about in the once tidy room in a veritable gale. It knocked over pictures, lamps, vases, tables, and chairs. Miss Minton stood paralyzed with horror—unable to cry out. The very rug beneath her feet was being lifted from the varnished floor by the raging wind! Miss Minton felt one terrible moment of being swept into the air like a bubble and spinning about upside down, nothing solid beneath her feet. Before she could regain her balance, she felt herself being blown outside, lifted right out the open window—feather duster and all, into the warm spring air. She fell down, down, down—all topsy-turvy inside like you feel in dreams, only this wasn’t a dream—oh, no! Miss Minton flew so fast that no human eye could follow her; no human ear could hear her last breathless gasp of terror. There was one last moment of bright April sunshine and then total darkness. The earth had opened, and had closed over the head of the terrible Miss Minton forever! [image: ]

         Since this day the name of Miss Minton has never been heard again. But since we should never forget this awful lesson, this tale was sent to me by some unseen power to tell to you.

         
            * Story written out in full in SP’s diary. The text on 10 February 1947 preceding it reads:

            ‘Darn it! I had to miss school to day, and all because of a cemented head cold. I altered my first chapter of “Stardust” and began my third. By some trick of fate I wrote a few silly paragraphs about someone I thought of. The idea came whole out of thin air, so I just put it down on paper. I have decided to copy it down in here, and then destroy the original paper.

            ‘Listen now to the story of …’

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The Thrilling Journeys of a Penny
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            Ms,* c.26 February 1947, Smith College

         

         My first glimpse of this world was in the dark, black recesses of a huge metal box. I was surrounded by my comrades who were talking in thin, shrill voices 24among themselves. One accosted me in a seemingly friendly manner. “Say,” he squeaked, “you’re new here, ain’t you?” 

         “I guess so,” I replied in a quavering voice. “I don’t remember being anywhere before this.”

         “Aw,” he replied, “you’re probably the last of the second batch they sent into the furnace.”

         “Furnace!” I gasped.

         “Yeah,” drawled my comrade, “we’re just those that have cooled off, and we’ve been waiting to be sent out.”

         “My gracious! How do you know so much?” I questioned.

         “Wal, I just picked up a few words here-n-there from those things they call people outside. They dropped me by accident and I had time to hear a lot before they found me and put me in this box,” my friend remarked rather smugly.

         Before I had a chance to ask more, I felt a terrible jolt, and I was tumbling around the box in confusion among all of my trembling comrades.

         “Here we go,” shrieked one high voice.

         My companion was parted from me in the noise and motion of the rest, but I got along pretty well by myself. The jogging motion in that awful box continued for seeming ages. Suddenly it stopped with a jerk and a click. The box lid flew open and I was blinded by a sharp, bright light. Gradually I grew accustomed to the glare and looked about me. I was still in the open box. I could see my companions gleaming reddishly beside me. I then heard a murmur of human voices, and a gigantic hand came down and picked up about twenty-five of my frightened comrades. Soon I was singled out by this same hand and I was lifted high into the air and put down on a marble counter. While another hand picked me up, I heard the voices more clearly.

         “Here’s your change, Mr. Moneybag! Happy New Year to you!”

         “Goodbye, sir,” answered my new owner, as he dropped me deep into his back pocket. I fell with a clink among many other coins much grander than I. They immediately started to squawk.

         “Some new urchin,” remarked a shiny quarter staring at me loftily.

         “Well, I should say! Do not even bother to talk to those common pennies. That’s my advice,” snapped a saucy dime. “I’m worth ten of them any day.”

         I was rudely elbowed aside, feeling mighty lonely, mind you. Some of my beautiful shine had been chipped off by those—those—

         “Don’t mind them, young feller,” whispered an old nickel to me, “you’ll get used to their high-and-mighty ways.” 25

         I was glad to have found a new friend that condescended to speak with me, and we chatted for some time. I learned a lot from this old nickel, indeed. We were both the property of a wealthy old bachelor, and probably would not have to part for a long time. Sooner than we expected, however, we were both taken up by Mr. Moneybag and exchanged, along with a few other coins, for a can of tobacco. The young cashier opened a box where the drawers shot out and separated us into our respective compartments. I went into a drawer full of pennies. Here, at least, I hoped to find a favorable reception, but—

         “Will ya look at de swell,” shrieked a ragged neighbor of mine as he gave me an experimental kick in the shins.

         “We’ll fix him up fine!” cried a whole bunch of rude pennies falling upon me. I stood their anger and jealousy for a while, but was relieved when I was handed to a young woman as change. I slipped blissfully between the folds of an over-perfumed handkerchief in her pocketbook and fell into a deep sleep. The next thing I knew, I was flying through the air. I hit the sidewalk of a busy street with a painful jar to my ribs. The woman had hurriedly removed her handkerchief, and I fell to the ground unnoticed. It was a dark, wet day, and soon it began to rain. The sand on the sidewalk gritted into my back, and each time a raindrop hit me I gasped for breath, hoping I wouldn’t drown. However, pennies are made for a hard life, and many hurrying feet passed carelessly over me before I was finally picked up by a tattered little newsboy, who had seen me shining in a puddle, and stopped long enough in the rain to pick me up. We two soon became great friends, and Tim, for that was the newsboy’s name, vowed solemnly to keep me forever-n-ever as a good luck penny. Just so he wouldn’t lose me, he hammered a fine hole in my stomach with a hot nail, and strung me about his neck. By this time I was used to rough handling, and, well, I’d do anything for a friend, so I submitted to the ordeal willingly. But the promise of saving, and having money in the future, does not shine so brightly in young minds as the promise of spending and having candy now, so, on one sad day I was removed from the string and held for a moment in Tim’s grubby hand before being spent for a gaily striped red-and-white peppermint stick.

         Now, as I look back on my rather hard life, I am glad that I had a chance to be out in the world. My gay experiences were over all too soon. My goals have been high. Well do I recall the day when I first fell in love. It was with a young lady nickel from the South. She had many beaus around her all the time, and she never cast so much as a look at me. I was then an overconfident young chap, and quite conceited, I must admit. I had acquired a new shine from a little girl who begged her parents to polish me, and I did not bother to think 26that Rosie, the secret name I gave to my lovely sweetheart, that Rosie was far above me. Rosie’s rather jealous girlfriends were crowded in the background of the box that we all occupied. We had been donated to a church mission drive, and the nickels and pennies were put together. Rosie’s popularity was due mostly to the fact that she was regarded as a movie star. She had once been dropped on the floor of a theater and had sat there through a double feature before being picked up. This set her somewhat above most of the common coins who had never seen anything vaguely resembling a movie. I remember with some embarrassment how I first acquired sweet Rosie’s attention. I started to sing “That’s What I Like About the South” in my special tenor voice that I had picked up while going around in the hat of an organ grinder’s monkey. Lo and behold! Illustrious Rosie turned her blue-eyed gaze on me and flashed me a southern smile to the chagrin of the young nickels flocking around her.

         “Why, ef’n it ain’t mah favorite song from the sout! Quiet yo’all!” she drawled in her thick accent and waved her lilywhite hands for silence. When I had finished singing I waited hopefully. But— “Thank yo’ kindly, little man,” was all she said as she turned and began to talk once more with her bright, silvery friends.

         That was the last I saw of Rosie for some time. I was not a little hurt that she thought I was so young, for I had seen by her date that she was born at the same time I was. That very day we were collected and spent in a grocery store for food for the poor. This time I had no trouble in my compartment in the cashier register.

         I was born just before New Year’s and this was around the Christmas approaching my third year, so I was regarded with respect for the most part. I exchanged hands too many times to keep track of during the Christmas rush, and I ended up by being cleaned until I shone by some poor people and then stuck in a kid’s stocking. That was one of my happiest experiences. The little girl who found me played happily with me by the hour. She took me out to play on the sidewalk. Suddenly she dropped me down a chink in the pavement by the curbstone. You should have heard the poor little dear cry! It would have broken your heart. She tried to get me up with a stick, but I was gone down too far. She only succeeded in knocking dirt and snow on top of me. I would never be found again, I thought sadly; no eyes would spot me stuck in such a deep, narrow crack. It was true. The February thaws seeped down and I began to rust or disintegrate, or something equally sad. The summer suns beat down and cracked the pavement with their heat. Fall winds blew dry leaves lightly <damaged> my head. A painful <damaged> led by. On one <damaged> ay I 27sniffed the <damaged> air. If only I could <damaged> out of my miserable little hole! I was much weaker and thinner—if this kept on—

         My thoughts were interrupted by a clinking noise. A battered coin fell to my side. I would not wish my fate of slow-wasting away on my worst enemy, but here was company for the long trial ahead. We sat side by side talking softly to each other. Our cares were forgotten in the joy of friendship forever. The coin was Rosie!

         ❤

         
            * SP wrote in her diary on 26 February 1947: ‘Finished my story about the penny and continued chap. III of “Stardust”.’ Some of the paper on which the story is written is torn away and is identified by <damaged> in the text. Composed in a small memorandum notepad with ‘O. E. Plath’ embossed on front cover. Includes a holograph draft of Chapter I of ‘Stardust’, as well as poems and phrases.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1948

            The Attic View
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            Ts, 21 February 1948, Lilly Library

         

         The rusty iron bedstead had been pushed next to the dingy attic window so that she could look down at the passing crowds. She would sit up and lean against the flat, lumpy pillow until she became too weak to hold herself erect any longer. Then she would slip down under the ragged blanket, shiver a bit as she clutched its grimy folds about her shoulders with cold, thin fingers, and gaze at the square of pale sky that stretched above the rooftops.

         She had no visitors. No relatives came to sympathize with her. No friends came to chat about unimportant daily trifles. She sat alone by the window, watching the changing scene below her, preoccupied with her own thoughts. The attic room overlooked a bustling backstreet in the shabby section of town. Small stores and insignificant shops crowded close to the gutter in a jumbled confusion of sordid brick walls, smoke-stained glass, and yellowed signs. A warehouse spread its awkward bulk over part of the block and was separated from the shopping district by a short alleyway. She liked to look down this cobblestoned by-street to the harbor beyond, and never tired of seeing the ocean waves foam about the remains of an old pier standing close to the shore.

         She had never had much time for reflection before, but now there was such a considerable amount of this commodity that she was quite overwhelmed. When she had rented her room a few months ago she had been down on her luck. Breathing heavily from exertion, the proprietress of the boardinghouse had led the girl up the three steep flights of warped wooden steps to the garret. The sharply sloping roof left space for but a small room under the eaves. The dusky chamber was lighted by one window, and the relentless chill of winter penetrated its thin walls. 28

         “You’re just lucky to get any room at all,” the landlady had observed complacently. “All the apartments in town are filled up to the brim. ’Course there isn’t any electricity or much heat, but—ah—there’s a lot of light coming from the window and you can see almost across the bay in clear weather.”

         The girl had begun her routine existence once more, and the days dragged into weeks—the weeks into tedious months. She would leave for work after the early boardinghouse breakfast of watery coffee, dry toast, and pallid oatmeal, buy her lunch at a cheap, out-of-the-way restaurant, and arrive “home” barely in time for supper.

         Then, unexpectedly, one of the girls at the office had told her about a free secretarial night course for working girls. This sudden possibility of a future—of advancement—was like a glittering rainbow in her dismal world. A hasty supper—sometimes none at all—and she would attend night classes, desperately eager to learn.

         Then there had been that heavy blizzard a few days ago. She had come out of school into the cool white hush of falling snow and gotten chilled and damp while hurrying back to her room. The next morning, try as she might, she could not get up. Her bones ached, she had a racking cough, and tears of pain sprang to her eyes when she tried to swallow.

         No one noticed her absence at the breakfast table save a shy young artist. When he asked the landlady, somewhat bashfully to be sure, if the girl in the attic room had left, she cut short his question and remarked tartly that if the girl were too lazy to come down for breakfast she, for one, wouldn’t bother about her, and she advised him not to either.

         “’Tis none of my affair when my boarders come and go,” said she by way of concluding the matter.

         They say that the winter was cold that year—so cold that the lake in the city park froze solid and didn’t melt till spring. They say the snow fell deep that year, and men groaned laughingly as they told their friends how many times they had had to shovel out their driveways.

         The world continued to pass by beneath her window, and she viewed it from the solitude of the bleak attic room. She was an outsider watching a cross-section of humanity limited by the confining boundary of her window frame. None of the passersby noticed the pale, wan face of the girl looking down.

         How could the world go on without her, she wondered. It would be strangely impersonal, as it was now, below, for if she were gone there would be no center of interest for life to revolve about. She experienced a curious longing to fling open the casement and cry out, “Here I am! Look, up here!” to 29the ever-changing crowds below. She could visualize the white blur of startled faces, upturned for but a brief moment before passing out of the range of her view. They would all carry a sharp mental impression of her presence with them. In this way, at least, she would live a little beyond her life. How much better that would be than dying totally unremembered!

         In a sudden fever of excitement she leapt out of bed and gave a tremendous push to the window. It didn’t budge! It was swollen shut by ice and snow. Coughing fiercely, she fell back on the pillow, gripping the coverings closer about her with trembling fingers. That night her room was colder than ever before, or so it seemed. Lingering between ghastly dreams and total oblivion, she drifted into a fevered sleep.

         The next morning she felt tired and listless, but the fever had left her, and it was good to lie in the silence of her secluded room with no one to disturb her. The cold atmosphere did not bother her any longer, and the view from her bed was so lovely.

         The window glass was etched with frost around the edges, and the calm, early sunrise over the harbor was framed with a lacy white tapestry of spangled flowers and graceful crystal trees. The ocean shimmered dusty apple-green in the daylight, and occasionally one could see the chalky whiteness of ice cakes bobbing past. The ancient warehouse across the street had always blotted out part of the harbor scene, but today, in the chill of morning, she could clearly see the waves sloshing against the tarry black piles of the lonely wharf. For a brief, breathless moment the sun tinged the shingled rooftops of the city with a ruddy flush of color, and the rays shone through her frosty windowpane, making rosy sparks on the icy glass.

         Closing her eyes with a sigh of contentment, she slipped into a tranquil slumber. It was late afternoon when she woke. The sun had disappeared behind a bank of heavy storm clouds, and it was difficult to see beyond the steamy wetness of the rain-spattered window. The colors of the neon store signs ran together in the rivulets of water tumbling down the pane and made a blurred jumble of shifting crimsons, emerald greens, and lemon yellows. Beyond the warehouse, the sea was a disturbed mass of darkness, and the dullness of the melting snow showed a bleached white against the wet, sooty, twilit streets. She stared at the window unseeingly, thinking about nothing in particular, and filled with a sudden peace and serenity. She was completely detached from the world—nothing in it affected her any longer. She was so sleepy. As her eyelids closed slowly once more, her mind was filled with one burning question. She fumbled mentally for the answer. She knew, but she could not remember. 30

         What was it like in the hereafter? What was it like—what was—what was—? Her thoughts trailed down into darkness. She was sliding uncertainly into flowing black space when there was a sudden blinding flash. Warm light enveloped her and shot glinting golden arrows about her. Beyond the radiant blaze she saw a vision of silvered palm trees swaying in a perfumed breeze. Then all dissolved into blank nothingness.

         
            The landlady trudged up the creaking attic steps, the flickering light of the candle in her hand making grotesque shadows leap upon the walls. The elderly woman walked toward the girl’s bed and spoke, “I’ve come to collect the rent.”

            Receiving no answer, she leaned over and shook the motionless form. Then she uttered a startled exclamation, lingered a moment, turned, and descended the stairs once more.

            The sound of her footsteps echoed hollowly in the passageway, and the room was left in shadowed silence. Darkness filled the garret, and rain rattled on the slanting roof. The streetlight cast its beams on the drenched window, making sad little stars twinkle in the limpid drops sliding down the pane.

         

         Early the next morning, a slim, ebony-colored box was carried out of the boardinghouse and off into the rainy gray dawn. A sign advertising “Room for Rent” appeared in a first-floor window.

         Two of the landlady’s closest friends sat in the stiff formality of the front parlor, sipping tea from cracked china cups and clucking their tongues sympathetically as she explained, in detail, just how she had been done out of a month’s rent.

         
            *

         

         The attic room was left in tranquil loneliness for a long while. Dust motes hung motionless in the rays of light slanting through the window, and time was at a standstill. Winter softened almost imperceptibly into spring, and on one sunny day, when the trees were putting forth their first fragile tapestry of green against the sky, and the caressing zephyrs were wafting damp, delicious earthy smells into the air, the musty hush of the garret was disturbed by footsteps ascending the stairs. Light footsteps tapped nearer and nearer, followed by the heavy, halting tread of the proprietress. The attic door creaked open on rusty hinges to admit the elderly woman and a young girl. The latter stood silent in the center of the room, her gaze swiftly encompassing all the surroundings, resting with disappointment on the sagging bed, the dingy wash-stand, the cobwebbed rafters, and the muddy-colored dresser. 31

         The landlady, noticing the girl’s crestfallen glance, hastened to say almost apologetically, “It is a little small, but a bit o’ scrubbin’ an’ polishin’ can make a world o’ difference, I allus say.”

         “Of course,” the girl replied quickly, as she walked over to the bedstead and leaned to look out of the window. Her face flushed with pleasure as she exclaimed, “My! What a perfectly lovely view. I had no idea that you could see the ocean from here!”

         “Yes,” replied the older woman with no little pride, “the room does overlook the harbor, more or less. Well. I guess I’ll leave you to get settled.” Her voice floated back as she lumbered down the stairs.

         With much tugging and coaxing, the girl opened the window and sat on the bed in the sunshine, sniffing the salty breeze delightedly. The beams cast a coppery gleam on her hair as she daydreamed in the refulgence of the spring afternoon and discovered that she could see romantic vistas of ocean, land, and sky from her attic window.
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            Ts,* 7 March 1948, Lilly Library

         

         The rhythmic thud of shelled peas falling into the copper saucepan filled the sunny kitchen with a pleasant, almost musical, sound. Through the half-open kitchen door the drowsy summer landscape showed broad fields and green patches of woodland hemstitched together by a thin line of dusty white road that wound down through the valley and then lost itself in the dim blue haze of far-off hills.

         The woman rocking back and forth in the sturdy wicker chair was a product of a harsh, barren winter countryside, and her stiff, reserved posture seemed out of place in the midst of the mellow summer afternoon. The rigid angle of her back did not conform to the comfortable curves of the cushioned rocker. As she moved to and fro, her gnarled, gaunt hands traveled from the pile of pods on the table beside her to the pan in her lap with perfect economy of motion. Straight wisps of steel-gray hair were drawn back relentlessly from her face to a tight, gray bun at the nape of her lean, wrinkled neck; and Age, with its unflinching crayon, had penciled deep wrinkles that spread in a network from her keen blue eyes to her thin, taut mouth.

         32A noisy little clock on the shelf above the stove proclaimed the passage of minutes with loud, self-important ticks.

         “Sary, Sary!” The plaintive voice rose and trembled querulously in the warm summer air. With a serene, unruffled countenance, Sarah rose, deposited her unfinished task on the checkered cloth of the kitchen table, and proceeded with firm steps to the inner recesses of the house from whence issued the complaining cry. The rocking chair, left empty, gradually slowed its tempo and came to a standstill.

         Sarah returned after a while, bearing a tray of dirty dishes. She placed them in the sink, ran water into the tub, and began to wash them. The chore was so simple and familiar that it required no concentration on her part, and while she went through the motions automatically, bits of scenes and scattered thoughts flashed unbidden to her mind. As she gazed out of the window before her, her musings were accompanied by the companionable clatter of sudsy chinaware and occasional tinkling crescendos of sound as glasses and silver collided blindly in the depths of the dishpan.

         “Aunt Jane always takes a nap after lunch … Poor thing. Must be tiresome to be caged up in the same room week and week, month after month … Never would let us get her a wheel chair … Mother can’t help around the house like she used to before Dad died … two winters ago … It seems longer’n that, somehow … She got a lot of her strength from Dad, I guess. Her resolve sort of fell away when he was gone … She’s no better than a child without him … Must get Mandy to go down the pasture to get some berries … Preserves are almost gone, and Jane does like them so. Mandy … that girl! Always off somewhere when I want her … Couldn’t manage without her runnin’ errands and cookin’ meals when I go callin’ … Gracious, but it’s hot today … Don’t the garden smell nice, though! … How long have I kept it up now?”

         She fumbled mentally into the past.

         
            *

         

         A young girl about ten years old came running up the road to the freshly painted farmhouse that blinked complacently in the morning sunshine. Banging the screen door heedlessly behind her, she danced inside.

         “Mother! Mother!” she shouted jubilantly as she raced from room to room, searching. The figure of a woman detached itself from the shadows in the hall and glided toward the child.

         “Hush, hush!” she said petulantly. “Can’t a body have a moment’s peace without you rushing about the banging doors?” Then, more kindly, “Now, what is it, Sary-girl?” 33

         The child looked down at the braided rug on the floor and replied in a subdued tone, “Daddy’s going to show me how to plant a real garden in the yard.” Then, in a second wave of enthusiasm, she burst out, “And I’m going to grow everything—even pansies!”

         
            Yes, Sarah sighed briefly as she dried the last glass, the flower garden had been a comfort when all else failed. It had grown dear to her heart with the passing of years. The freshness of the larkspur, sweet william, hollyhocks and the rest reminded her of her vivacious, young niece, Mandy. Almost sixteen she was now. Sixteen!

            Sitting down in the rocker again, Sarah took up the saucepan, and the kitchen was once more lulled by the soft thud of peas falling into the copper saucepan.

         

         The road to the old farmhouse was bathed in moonlight, and occasionally an arched yellow line in the heavens marked the path of a shooting star. The creaking tune of crickets sounded in the dew-drenched grass as a slim young girl slipped up the front walk, smiling a secret smile to herself in the twilight. She was met at the door by her mother, older now, and prematurely stooped. At once the elderly woman greeted the girl with a tearful, “It’s your father, Sary.”

         Fear clutched at the girl’s heart. “Wh-what’s happened, Mother? What’s wrong?”

         “He was j-just chopping wood … The axe slipped and … and cut his leg.” Here the woman’s shoulders shook with dry sobs. “I don’t know when he’ll walk again,” she whimpered. “I’ll need you, Sary.”

         The girl stared at her mother in stunned bewilderment and disbelief.

         “But, Mother! Just when Tom wants to marry me and … and be a minister … and go out West!”

         “You just can’t leave me now, Sary,” whined the older woman. And Sarah was never to forget her mother’s pleading, accusing eyes.

         
            *

         

         The clock wheezed on. The soft patter of shelled peas marking time unevenly. Somehow I never did leave, thought Sarah. Somehow there was always something.

         The rosy light of late afternoon shone through the window and fell in a faint square on the linoleum floor. A burst of song filled the air, and Sarah saw Mandy walking up the back steps with her usual buoyant tread. She carried a bouquet of flowers, and she seemed to radiate life and warmth as she pushed the kitchen door open wide and turned toward the stairs. 34

         “Oh, Aunt Sarah!” she exclaimed breathlessly, unable to hold back her enthusiasm, “Louisa’s brother drove us down to the bay and took us sailing. We had the most wonderful picnic …” Here she trailed off, gazed at her aunt moving primly about the stove in preparation for supper and wondered pityingly if this withered woman had ever been young.

         “We had such fun,” she announced, and then, commiseratingly, “But you wouldn’t understand.” Mandy smoothed down her wind-blown hair and disappeared upstairs. “I’ll be right back and help get supper,” she called.

         Sarah turned to hide a bitter little smile. “You wouldn’t understand …” The universal echo of youth …

         She stood by the table and gazed out through the doorway into the gathering dusk. The red disc of sun sank still lower in the west. A sudden gust of evening breeze started up and, with a sound that reverberated through the quiet house, the kitchen door blew shut.

         
            * Typescript with holograph corrections and additions by SP.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The Visitor
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            Ts,* 27–8 March 1948, Lilly Library

         

         She’s been here for five days, now, and I’m almost sorry that she’s going to leave this afternoon. Of course, I felt entirely different about her before yesterday’s episode with Susan and the dog.

         As I write, the faint light of dawn is rosy behind the mountains, and an early-morning fog veils the valley. The summer heat has not yet descended, and the long fringe of grass around the porch is still frosted with the night dews. A locust is droning in the elm tree, and the drowsy voice of a cricket accompanies him. The atmosphere is so calm and cool that it’s hard to believe the events of yesterday are more than a distant dream. The whole affair would have never occurred if Esther Holbrook had not come to spend a few days with us.

         She arrived almost a week ago in a confusion of suitcases, boxes, and leather leashes for her pampered cocker spaniel, Rusty. Mother had told me about Esther after we received her telegram. She was traveling up in our part of the state and wanted to visit us for a few days before leaving for her work 35in New York. Esther and Mother had gone to Art School together, and both had planned careers in fashion designing. However, Mother had married after graduation, and Esther had been the one who succeeded in her ambition. She and Mother had somehow been too busy to see each other for many years—Esther with her annual trips from New York to Paris and Mother with four children to take care of—but they had maintained a faithful written correspondence. Now, at last, the two friends were going to meet again. 

         Mother and I arranged the house and made sure that everything was spotless before we drove to the station with Susan. I don’t know exactly how I had pictured Miss Holbrook, but I was surprised to see a slim, blonde woman with a poised, self-assured smile step gracefully down to the railroad platform, a cocker spaniel tugging impatiently at the leash wrapped firmly about her wrist. Esther Holbrook glanced about, saw Mother, hesitated a moment, then rushed toward us, arms outstretched. Even in the first confused moments of greeting, I could not help but notice that Esther Holbrook had a fascinating air about her. There was no definable thing in her apparel, from her low straw sandals to her frothy flowered hat, that in itself suggested an unusual character, but, nevertheless, a delightful cosmopolitan atmosphere was there. Little Susan was intrigued by the dog, for the playful puppy jumped around in the car, trying to lap everyone’s face at once. We made the long journey up the mountain road to the farm in a seemingly brief time. Daddy was at the gate to greet us, Duncan in his arms and John standing somewhat beside him.

         Esther was delighted with the entire farm and seemed charmed with Father’s customary explanation that in the summer he was “just a farmer,” although he served the community as a minister during the rest of the year. One could see that she and Father liked each other immediately, and when they discovered that they had been to many of the same spots in Europe, Mother told them to sit down and chat while she prepared supper.

         The evening passed quickly. When Mother and I left Esther to her room, she was amazed at its neat pine-paneled walls, the dainty, ruffled curtains and bedspread. Evidently she had not expected to find such a cozy place in the “wilds of Maine.”

         It was a change to have such a totally different person become a temporary part of our household, and Esther’s presence certainly cast an influence over us all. Daddy was at once chivalrous and entertaining. Mother went about her work quietly and serenely, listening when she could to the charming little stories that Esther told about her experiences abroad. John would frequently linger in the background, awed, and yet somewhat unwilling to be found 36listening to women’s conversation. Little Susan displayed her best behavior, as she had been immediately attracted by the pretty woman who paid so much attention to her; and baby Duncan was his usual smiling self.

         On the first morning after Esther Holbrook’s arrival, we had all eaten breakfast and begun the morning chores before she came lightly downstairs and into the kitchen, looking young and rested. Suddenly I was aware of the contrast between Esther and Mother. It just didn’t seem fair! Esther’s life had been so thrilling and carefree, it’s no wonder that she looked years younger than Mother. Yet, at that moment, I didn’t like Esther at all—she was just too beautiful and flawless.

         The days slipped by unobtrusively. Up on the mountain in the warm summer sunlight and pure air, time seems to be nonexistent, and eternity is marked only by the succession of dark, star-spattered nights and lazy, sun-mellowed days. In the evening, Esther, Mother, and Dad would sit outside on the porch after the two youngest were in bed and talk of old times. While they watched the shooting stars, Esther would describe an experience in Paris or an amusing incident that occurred in London, always managing to suggest the slight superiority of the career woman over the woman who had forfeited ambition and settled down in marriage.

         Yesterday, at dawn, I awoke with the realization that it was only one more day before Esther would depart on the train for New York and points abroad. I hoped for Mother’s sake that everything would continue smoothly to the very end—that the children’s unusually co-operative behavior would last that long.

         The last of the luncheon dishes had been put away, and Dad and John were chopping wood behind the barn while Mother and Esther reminisced together in the backyard. Duncan was taking his afternoon nap, and Susan was frolicking with Rusty on the lawn, playfully pulling his ears every now and then.

         Suddenly Rusty gave an agonized growl and Susan emitted a piercing scream as a furious bundle of fur hurled itself at her face.

         Esther cried out, “He’s bitten her!” and Mother dashed over and picked up Susan, who was choking with sobs. Blood spurted from a deep claw mark between her eye and the bridge of her nose. For a dreadful moment we thought that her eye had been injured. After bathing the cut with cold water and partially stopping the bleeding, Mother called Dad to get the car, and the trio vanished down the hill in a cloud of dust, bound for the village doctor.

         John, who had arrived in time to see Susan carried off, asked if she would be all right, and then, unwilling to display any emotion before Esther, went resolutely back to chopping wood. 37

         Esther Holbrook was badly shaken by the incident, especially as Susan had been attacked by her dog. She collapsed weakly in the deck chair and managed, amid nervous sobs, to ask me pleadingly how soon we’d know if Susan was all right. Repeatedly she murmured that Rusty had never hurt anyone before, that she just didn’t know what had come over him, and that she felt so guilty about the whole affair. As accidents were almost commonplace occurrences in our family, it seemed strange that an adult should be so overwrought. I attempted to calm her by explaining that evidently Susan had pulled the puppy’s whiskers and, blinded by pain, the little dog had clawed her face. Of course, I could well understand Miss Holbrook’s feeling of responsibility and, as she gradually quieted down, I persuaded her to tell me more about herself.

         “You know, Margot,” she said, “I never realized how empty my life has been without a family until I saw your mother and father together. They form a unit—one incomplete without the other. I always used to pity women who married right after finishing school, because I never realized what a full life they can experience. Your mother, for instance, is one of the happiest women I know. I admire her and, I think, envy her just a little.”

         Somehow, after she had admitted that her life had not brought her the completeness which she desired, Esther Holbrook didn’t appear so flawless and invulnerable any longer. Strangely enough, I liked her very much better from then on, and I was delighted when she told me that she wanted me to spend a week with her in New York next winter.

         When Mother and Dad came home at dusk with a subdued Susan, we were infinitely relieved to find that the child’s injury was not as serious as we had feared at first. After the children were in bed, I went upstairs to finish a story I was writing. As I sat by my open window, I could hear the voices of the three grown-ups rising and falling companionably as they sat on the porch together.

         
            *

         

         This afternoon, Mother, Dad, and I drove with Esther down the mountain to the railroad station in the valley. We helped her up the steep train steps with her suitcases and waited on the platform until her face appeared at the window. Even though Esther was as attractive as always, there were shadows beneath her eyes and a general attitude of weariness. As the hoarse shriek of the train whistle rent the air, the smiling face of Esther Holbrook moved past us with increasing momentum. Just before the train curved out of sight around the bend, I glimpsed the gay wave of a bright silk handkerchief.

         Dad turned to Mother with a whimsical smile. “It’s been pretty hard for her,” he said sympathetically.

         
            * Typescript with holograph corrections by SP and comments by her English teacher, Wilbury Crockett. Written for English 21 at Wellesley High School, which she completed in 1947–8. Only SP’s corrections are reflected in the text.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The Island: A Radio Play
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            Ts,* c.13 May 1948, Lilly Library

         

         
            Sound of water on shore: Shhh … Shhhhhh … Shhhhhhhh.

            man’s voice: (Calling faintly from distance) Hel … ennnnn … Hel … ennnn … Hel … ennnnnn …

            helen: (Meditatively) The island. I had never noticed it until that day—that day when they found his boat drifting empty, alone, near the shore. The sea was calm by then—calm as a cat after it has devoured a struggling bird. Almost a year ago it was—a year ago when the village fishermen brought in his boat. They had come up from the beach and stood before my cottage door, obviously ill-at-ease, muttering among themselves. I opened the door.

            They stood silently, looking at me. As I remember, Horace Cooper moistened his lips and spoke first …

            Music fades in and out slowly.

            horace: (Brokenly) We saw … we saw your husband’s boat … drifting near the reef … the storm … last night … he must have … must have been …

            Sound of water again.

            helen: (Continuing narrative) For days and nights after that I sat waiting … waiting. Although his boat was moored empty off shore I could not believe that he was gone forever. I listened for his footsteps above the ceaseless sounding of the breakers on the beach. At times I fancied I could hear them—the steps—approaching the house as they used to every evening. I would listen eagerly, then rush to the door, fling it open, and peer out into the darkness. (Brokenly) Nothing. Nothing but the waves washing, always washing in the pebbles. (Pause, then, more bravely) Gradually I became 39accustomed to living alone—accustomed to the continual waiting—for I still hoped that he might be found somehow—found alive. The days slipped by, one after the other, monotonous, lonely, marked only by the arrival of the grocery boy each week. He would stop a while and chat with me—I know not why. (Bitterly) Why should he have bothered to talk to a lonely woman like me, who lived by herself, away from the sociable circle of the villagers—who did nothing but braid rugs and weave mats for the crowd of tourists that came and went each summer?! Yes, this was my only livelihood. Once in a while I would take out the rowboat and row along the shore, but that was not often. Well, as I was saying, the grocer’s boy came each week, and I grew to look forward to his visits … 

            Sound of knocking.

            Sound of groceries banging on table.

            helen: (Coming in) Oh, Andrew! Put everything on the table.

            andrew: (Cheerfully) OK. Nice weather we’ve been having. (Pause) But it looks like a storm’s coming up.

            helen: (Dully) Yes. (Pause, then, more brightly) I suppose you still have a long way ahead of you. Doesn’t it get tiresome after a while?

            andrew: Oh, no! I only have to stop at the Coopers’ before I’m through for the day. Well, I guess I’ll be going.

            Door bangs shut.

            Helen: Yes … I knew there’d be a storm tonight. That feeling of dread always comes over me before a storm, for still I remember …

            Music fades in strongly, then out.

            mrs. cooper: (Sugary) Helloo, Andrew!

            andrew: H’lo there, Mrs. Cooper! (Bangs groceries down.)

            Mrs. Cooper: (Inquisitively) Had a hard day today? It’s too bad you have to make such a long trip out to Helen Thomas’ house. The poor lonely woman. How has she been lately?

            andrew: Oh, she seems to be all right—just a little lonesome, I guess. 40

            mrs. cooper: (With eager curiosity) I wonder what she does with herself all day! I think she’s carrying it a little too far—living like a hermit when we’d be just as glad to have her move to the village. What with all our clubs and societies we could help her forget her … grief. It’s a wonder she doesn’t become a bit … queer, seeing she’s just by herself all this time.

            andrew: Well, I don’t know, she seems to keep herself busy, and her house is as neat as any others I’ve seen.

            mrs. cooper: (Indignantly surprised) Well! I suppose that’s only natural since she’s indoors all day!

            andrew: (Defending Helen) Oh, she goes out sometimes in her boat.

            mrs. cooper: Well! I never!

            Pause.

            Music fades in slowly, then out.

            Clinking of china, silver, sound of tea pouring.

            mrs. cooper: More tea, Horace?

            horace: Yes, just a cup.

            mrs. cooper: You know, Horace, I was talking with Andrew today about Helen Thomas, and what do you suppose he told me? (Dramatic pause) He said she actually goes out rowing every day! (Very indignant) What woman in her right mind would do that?!!

            horace: (Wryly) I’m sure you never would, dear.

            mrs. cooper: (Ignoring him) Well, all the same, I think it’s perfectly horrid that she should live all by herself without any normal activities … no company or anything.

            horace: Well, you might go to see her once in a while.

            mrs. cooper: (Shocked) Me? See her?! (Meditatively) See her? You know, I actually think I will.

            Music fades in

            helen: Yes, she came to see me one afternoon, as if I didn’t know why. The 41minute she stepped into the room, she looked around curiously and then started to ask questions. She thought she was doing me a favor, trying to get me to tell her all about my husband and my life after his disappearance. But, pry as she might, she could never find out my one secret—the island. I had seen its shape looming in the fog that night they brought in his boat. A few times since then I saw it again—usually it appeared at dusk, in the fog, or sometimes even at night when the moonlight shone on the water, I could see its dark shadow. Although I could never see the island in the daytime, the thought of it was ever present in my mind—elusive, yet inviting. One night I could resist the island’s beckoning no longer. I was determined to explore it, for somehow it appeared to be the missing link between me and my husband. I arose in the foggy darkness before dawn and headed the rowboat for the island. As I left the shore, the outlines of the island became clearer. Suddenly an uncanny sensation overcame me and I shivered. In the dense, chill, cold air, I had an odd feeling of nearness to something—someone familiar. The feeling increased its magnetic power of attraction as I approached the island. I was on the brink of some discovery. Then, as the clear pink light of dawn touched the sky, the mist began to melt away, and even as I watched, the island faded and was gone. Incredulous, I looked around me … The sun shone on an empty sea!

            Music fades in.

            Door bangs.

            Pause.

            andrew: Here I am again with your groceries, Mrs. Thomas. Sorry I’m so late. It’s already getting dark.

            helen: Oh, hello, Andrew. (Aside, in a softer tone) Now I shall ask him if he can see the island, too. I can’t be wrong. It must be there … I can see it in the dusk. (Casually to Andrew) How’s fishing been lately?

            andrew: It’s been pretty good.

            helen: (Casually) Have you ever tried fishing by the island out there?

            andrew: (Innocently) What island?

            helen: (Mumbling) Oh, nothing …

            andrew: (Ill-at-ease) Well … guess I’ll be going. 42

            Door bangs.

            helen: (Confusedly) He asked me “what island,” but it’s right there in the bay. I can see it. If I can see the island, why can’t he?

            Music fades in.

            Clinking of china and glasses.

            horace: What’s the matter dear? You look sort of disturbed tonight.

            mrs. cooper: (Exclaiming) Oh, it’s no wonder! I heard the most awful thing today! (In a gossiping tone) You know, Andrew, the grocer’s boy, told me only this morning that that Thomas woman thinks there’s an island out in the bay. I told you there was something odd about that woman, and … mark my words … someday she’ll do something dangerous.

            Music fades in.

            helen: I have tried to forget about the island, but I cannot. I must force myself to concentrate on my work. I will not … I will not look out of the window. (Pause) But wait! … I hear it now! … His voice—calling my name. (Like an amazed child) And out of the window! … It is there! … The island!!!! Etched in the moonlight … (Tenderly) And his voice … his voice drifts to my ears even over the sound of the waves. And it is coming from (dramatic pause) the island! (Brokenly) It’s no use. I can’t stay in this little room while he is out there … calling. I am stumbling down the beach … starting out in the rowboat … approaching the island. The voice grows louder, louder. (Triumphantly) But this time—this time the island remains! It is real, after all! Ah! The keel is grating on the shore. I see a dark shape—a human shape—off in the shadows. (Joyously) At last my longing is to be satisfied! (Slowly … carefully) I must step out of the boat. (A splash.) It is icy cold (Faintly gurgling [if possible]) … I’m sinking down … down … Oh, but I know … I know … he is … waiting …

            man’s voice: (Growing louder, gurgling [if possible]) HEL … ENNNNNNN … HEL … ENNN … HEL … EN.

            Sound of waves drowns it out. 

            Music comes in triumphantly. 

            THE END.

         

         
            * Co-authored by Mary Ventura and written for broadcast as part of Wilbury Crockett’s English 21 at Wellesley High School, which SP completed in 1947–8; with holograph corrections and additions in an unknown hand, probably by Ventura. Typescript dated 1949 by SP; however, an article published in the Wellesley Townsman on 13 May 1948 reads, ‘Two members of the class, Sylvia Plath and Mary Ventura, have collaborated in the writing of an original radio play, The Island, which will bring to a close the Sophomore series.’
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            Gramercy Park
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            Ts,* 1948, Lilly Library

         

         Spring is always a rather difficult time for an old lady like me because it’s a kind of opposite mood. I mean, everything in the world is growing young and fresh, while only I seem to be growing old. Spring has always been a little hard for me to take. This year, however, it was different. This year I met Alison.

         The winter lasted so long that I thought I’d never see the earth again, so deep was the snow. But spring did come at last, and with none of the usual hovering between warm and cold weather. One day it was winter, with ice on the ground, and the next it was April, with soft, earthy-smelling breezes blowing in the streets. I had a second-floor room right across from Gramercy Park, and I could look on a level with the treetops over a sea of dancing green leaves that moved to and fro in little waves at the slightest puff of wind.

         In preference to all other city places, Spring chooses to make the parks bloom first. While the undersized maple trees by the sidewalks are yet gray and bare, the trees in the park are putting forth a tapestry of leaves against the sky. But although the neat green lawns and the mathematically arranged tulip beds offer some relief from the sooty streets and the geometric rows of buildings, there should be one corner where trees, shrubs, and flowers are planted in profusion and allowed to grow wild. Such a place may be found in my corner of Gramercy Park, and it was here that I like to go each afternoon. While I sat on a bench in the metallic spring sunlight, I would watch the people passing by and amuse myself by trying to guess what they were thinking and where they were going. Gradually, since I came often, I began to recognize a few of the people who frequented this corner as I did.

         There was a young girl, about eight or nine years old, who came alone each day. I can remember her plainly. Even now I can see her skipping rope gracefully over the winding gravel paths, the sunlight gleaming on her long, yellow hair. She always wore a ruffled white dress, and her shiny black patent-leather shoes twinkled in the sunshine as her feet jumped swiftly over the flying rope. She was, at times, essentially a child, yet she had such a wise old look in her eyes that I began to wonder just who she was. Anyway, she seemed to belong 44to everybody. She would stop to talk to people along the path as if they were familiar friends, and I never did discover her secret of conversation. She used to sit seriously on a bench, her jump rope dragging on the ground, and talk to a white-haired man in a rusty black suit just as if she were another grown-up. I didn’t know what she said, but after she had walked away, the old man would smile to himself as he listened to the robins singing in the trees. 

         Among the other strollers in the park was a plump, motherly nursemaid, wheeling a baby carriage and carefully watching her two other charges—a small boy on a wooden tricycle and a little girl that ran along beside him. The nurse sat in the shade by a lilac bush, rocking the carriage back and forth while the other children played nearby. The boy and girl took turns riding, but once they both wanted the tricycle at the same time. The boy was on the bike, and the girl stood in front of him, trying to pull his hands off the handlebars.

         “It’s my turn,” she cried.

         “It’s my bike,” the boy returned smugly.

         “It is not! It’s mine,” she shrieked unreasonably.

         “Why you naughty children,” said the girl with the jump rope, coming over, “you can both ride together, sillies.”

         And she showed the little girl how to stand on the back of the bike while the boy pedaled.

         “What’s your name?” they asked her as a kind of children’s password. She hesitated a moment.

         “Alison,” she said at last.

         “How many times can you jump without stopping?” the girl asked shyly.

         “Oh, hundreds,” replied Alison with airy superiority. “Watch.”

         She started to jump in the same spot, counting. The rope flew faster and faster, while her flashing feet hardly touched the ground. The two children watched in mute admiration.

         “Ninety-eight—ninety-nine—a hundred. There! See!” gasped Alison breathlessly. “I could get up to five hundred if I really wanted to.”

         Each afternoon a tall young man escorted a slim young woman and her dog to a bench in the sunlight. The couple sat and talked until the air grew chill and twilight drew near. Evidently the two were good friends, for they seemed so happy with each other. They came from work, I guess, because they both arrived through different entrances. As I said, these two came regularly, and I only noticed them because they appeared so gay and youthful.

         The spring days passed as swiftly as the raveled white clouds overhead, torn by the wind and swept away down the sky. One afternoon, when I was feeling 45especially lonely, I found Alison seated on my bench, waiting, as it turned out, for me. I greeted her in a friendly manner, and somehow we got to talking. She gossiped in her frank, childish way about the people in the park, and I realized that this companionable chatter was what I had been longing for.

         “That man,” she said, nodding toward the young couple, “is a reporter, and she works in a store. They meet here every afternoon.”

         She rambled on, telling about the old man who was a violinist out of a job and about the nursemaid and the three children.

         “The girl is the boy’s cousin, but they’ve been brought up as brother and sister. Have you noticed how nicely they’ve played with each other lately? They have to make the most of every minute together.”

         “And why is that?” I queried.

         Alison looked hard at me for the moment and then answered nonchalantly, “Oh, the girl is going away soon, I guess.”

         The following day I noticed the young woman sitting on the bench alone for the first time. She waited until dusk, but her companion didn’t come that day, nor the one after that, nor the one after that. Alison stopped at the woman’s bench once or twice, patting the furry dog and talking. The woman’s thin face brightened at something the girl told her, and the very next day, a Sunday it was, a tall figure entered the iron gates and hurried over to the place where she was sitting alone. After a few words of greeting, they started talking earnestly.

         “He’s been given a promotion,” explained Alison, who was resting beside me, as she saw where I was looking. “He couldn’t meet her at the usual time, because his office hours were changed, and he didn’t know how to get in touch with her. She thought he didn’t want to see her anymore and, well—I knew that he could come on Sunday afternoon, so I persuaded her to come here every day for a week. Everything’s all right now.”

         After Alison had finished her rather lengthy story, I saw the nursemaid walking past us, pushing the carriage. The little boy was the only other child with her, and he lagged behind, scuffing the gravel with his shoes. He was dressed in a somber black suit.

         “I wonder where his playmate is,” I mused aloud.

         “Why, I’ve told you,” said Alison, surprised. “She has gone away.”

         The next morning I awoke to the sound of rain splashing in the gutters and the low rumble of summer thunder. Sleepily I shuffled into my slippers and got up to close the window, for the rain had blown in and made a little puddle on the sill. Across the street, in the deserted corner of the park, I saw a white-gowned figure skipping lightly down the paths. 46

         “In all that rain,” I said to myself. “How careless of her mother to let her go out in that thin dress.”

         Her golden hair clinging damply about her face, Alison knelt down by the tulip bed and touched a white blossom gently with one finger. Already, I noticed, the tulip season was gone, and most of the blossoms had faded. Then, before she passed out of sight down the sodden gravel walk, she turned and waved to someone I couldn’t see.

         The summer heat descended to stay after that rainstorm, and it was good to sit quietly in the cool, leafy shade of Gramercy Park. Children played on the lawns, and the old man in the rusty black suit walked by often, carrying his violin case. The young couple came with their dog, and I could see the sparkle of a ring on the woman’s left hand as she held the leash. They nodded happily in my direction as they passed, and I realized that they had come together.

         Nowhere did I see Alison. The last time I had seen her was on that drizzling morning of the thunderstorm. As I remembered her parting wave, I wondered if she had moved away.

         
            * SP included a print of Gramercy Park (1920) by American realist painter George Bellows with the story.
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            Ts,* 1948, Lilly Library

         

         There was no escape. The heat was everywhere. It penetrated the apartments and the air-conditioned offices. It permeated steel, brick, and stone. It rested like a palpable blanket over the city.

         Judith Anders let the door of the office clang shut behind her. As she stepped out into the street, the heat from the pavement struck her with an almost physical impact. She braced herself against it and began to walk toward the corner. Mechanically she boarded the waiting bus and sank into a green plush sheet.

         The only way to exist in such weather was to let one’s mind slip easily into a semi-conscious state. She was dimly aware of the blood throbbing rhythmically against her temples. Her thoughts were brief, fragmentary, and they ran through idle channels.

         Strange. Where did that sound come from? It was as if drums were beating softly in the distance. As she listened, they became louder, still louder. Then, suddenly, she heard a voice intoning solemnly, “Think, Judith, think. Think, 47Judith, think.” The words were repeated over and over again, in perfect time with the drum. 

         “I’m thinking,” she said to the voice inside of her. “I’m thinking.”

         She waited, concentrating.

         “Why are you out in all this heat, Judith? Why?” The question hammered at her brain.

         “I don’t know, I don’t know,” the girl whispered, “but it’s so hot, so hot.”

         “Ask yourself, Judith. Why are you here? Think.”

         She pressed a moist, sticky hand against her forehead. Then she rallied.

         “Now, that’s a silly question,” she retorted somewhat defiantly. “Why is anybody here?”

         “Exactly,” remarked the voice. “Observe the man by your side. Mark his glazed stare—his limp form. See how he attempts to read that newspaper. The words, the numbers, flit without meaning though his brain. His world is completely impersonal. He can’t think. He won’t think.” The voice continued in a kinder tone, “How many years have you lived here, worked here, Judith?”

         “Five years, six years, how do I know?” she answered dazedly.

         “Is it really so painful to reflect, to remember, Judith?” the voice asked gently.

         “Oh yes, yes,” the girl sighed wearily. “The same work, day in, day out.” She went on bitterly, “Filing letters, pounding typewriters. So dull, so dull.”

         “Ah, but Judith,” the tones were rich and vibrant, “you can get away if you try. You’re young yet. There’s still time.” The voice grew urgent. “Break the pattern, Judith. Find yourself.”

         “Find myself,” Judith repeated stupidly. “How? I’m already settled.”

         “Never say that,” the voice interrupted sharply. “You have other interests, haven’t you? You like to draw, to write, to play piano! Any job, any job that you’re interested in, any job that’s alive and vital do. Opportunity waits everywhere, once you are aware of it.”

         Judith rose automatically as the bus paused at her stop, but the voice followed her as she crossed the street to her boardinghouse.

         “You can do it if you try, Judith.”

         Mrs. Smith was rocking her huge bulk back and forth in the chair on the porch. She fanned herself vigorously.

         “Hello, Miss Anders,” she greeted her fellow-boarder. “Hot enough for you?” She chortled at her witticism. Judith managed a small, artificial smile.

         She opened the door and moved across the shabby front parlor to the staircase, where she encountered the landlady.

         “Hot enough for you?” the older woman questioned sympathetically. 48

         The girl trudged up the two flights to her room. She opened the door. The place was stifling.

         “Doors, doors, always opening and shutting doors, Judith,” mocked the voice. “But there’s one you haven’t opened yet. One more door, Judith.”

         “Where? Where?” the girl cried piteously.

         The voice was silent for a moment. It did not answer.

         Judith lay down on the bed. The heat panted outside the window like a live thing.

         “Stay awake, Judith,” the voice commanded sternly.

         “It’s too hot,” she whimpered. Her eyelids closed heavily, and she began to breathe more slowly. Almost immediately she was lost in the depths of sleep.

         Suddenly the telephone rang.

         “Judith, Judith,” the voice prodded frantically. The girl lay motionless.

         “Your chance, Judith, your chance to open the door! Answer before it’s too late! A new life, Judith! Answer, before they call someone else!”

         She slept on.

         “Wake up, Judith, before it’s …” the voice faded, “too late …”

         The phone stopped ringing. The voice ceased.

         Only the sound of Judith’s even breathing broke the heavy silence.

         The heat penetrated everywhere. It enveloped all, conquered all. There was no escape.

         
            * Typescript has holograph and typewritten corrections and additions by SP.
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            Ts,* 1948, Lilly Library

         

         Janet sat motionless on the green plush seat of the bus, staring vacantly out of the window. She was conscious of nothing but the ever-changing view. Her whole being concentrated itself in her large brown eyes. She seemed to possess no body. Tentatively, without moving, she sent thought waves down to her hands. Yes, they were resting on her lap as usual, and she could feel the crumpled thinness of the bus transfer between her fingers. A numbing lassitude flooded through her veins, and she was conscious only of the scenery once more. She gazed steadily 49at the passing landscape. It didn’t look real. The bus window framed something artificial—something prepared solely for her amusement. The people were mere puppets going about trivial tasks. For what purpose? She almost smiled. With an impersonal curiosity, she watched the women scurrying from store to store. Their motions appeared frenzied, aimless. 

         Janet let trifling thoughts play across her mind. How distorted her reflection was on the side of that car! Her features blended, ran into each other, and finally vanished as the car sped past. Another auto took its place and kept pace beside the bus for a short while. The driver, a woman with a fat, pallid face, stared ahead at the road with glassy eyes, her fingers clutching the steering wheel. Janet watched her casually until the car dropped behind. As soon as the woman passed out of the range of her vision, Janet promptly forgot her.

         All the while, the bus rolled on, on. At each turn of the wheels, the perspective of Janet’s view shifted. Her eyes scanned the continuous rows of houses and city buildings. Already it seemed that she had passed too many of them. Why were there so many buildings—so many people? It was quite annoying that there be a superfluous quantity of such puppets—such absurd little lives.

         On a nearby railroad track, a riveter was repairing a dented tie. His machine sent an arc of glowing copper sparks into the air. All about him were men— rushing back and forth with tools and wire. The picture held Janet’s attention for a moment, but then was replaced quickly by a new one.

         A young girl stood by a drugstore, talking to a friend, not heeding the cries of the little child in the carriage beside her. These, and a thousand other images, came and went with each turn of the wheels. What did they signify? Nothing. Janet could have seen all the people lying dead in the gutters and not felt one twinge of emotion. These people, these things she saw, had no identity. She was utterly remote from them, feeling complacent, almost happy that nothing mattered. Once more she was conscious only of the thoughts eddying through her mind as they accompanied the shifting window pictures. The thoughts, too, were odd, detached. She rejoiced in the ruthless, forward motion of the bus.

         She had sat thus for a long time, when somewhere at the bottom of the deep pool that was her mind, she felt a curious stirring. The curious feeling grew and started upward in tiny bubbles that broke when they reached the pool’s surface.

         Across the street there was forsythia blooming on the riverbank. She could see the winding river between those two tall buildings. There was another bus over there, too, only it was headed in the opposite direction from Janet’s. She could see the faces at the window, smiling, nodding, but they did not see her.

         The cold, impersonal waters of her mind closed over the bubbles. Why 50should she arouse herself about forsythia or people on a bus? They were inconsequential, as was everything else.

         But the bubbles rose again. Insistently they burst against the surface of her mind.

         There was something familiar in the lines of that marble building across the street. The familiarity tugged painfully at her heart. She began to hope that the bus would stop for a traffic light so that she could look at the window-picture more carefully. If she wanted to look at that building, to walk over its grassy lawns, why couldn’t she? Why not?

         The bubbles hurtled upward, breaking loudly against the surface.

         When had she started her journey? She had been on the bus for ages, but she remembered nothing before that. There had been houses, people, and cars, but no beginning—nothing before her bus ride. Her memories suddenly trailed down into darkness. The motion of the bus was ironic now. The turning wheels mocked her. They gulped up the miles and mocked her for not remembering. Darkness, she recalled. A dark tunnel! That was it! She had come out of a dark tunnel on the bus. Still, there was something, something more.

         The icy waters tried to close over the bubbles, but she would not let them.

         The forsythia waved gently in the breeze. The buildings beckoned her to stop and loiter in the streets. The bus had stopped for a traffic light, and the picture remained—tantalizing, but somehow unattainable. She had to get off the bus. Get off!

         The bubbles rose together and burst with a tremendous impact.

         Janet struggled to her feet and stumbled down the narrow aisle. She stood beside the bus driver. A nervous sensation passed over her. Why was he staring at the road like that? She tried to get his attention, shaking him by the shoulder.

         “I want to get off. Open the door! Let me out!” Her voice was urgent, trembling.

         At last the driver turned to her with a deep stare. His eyes were thrown into shadow under the visor of his black cap, but she could feel them regarding her contemptuously.

         “You don’t understand,” she cried desperately. “I’m on the wrong bus. I’ve got to get off.”

         She forced the crumbled transfer into his cold white hand. Still his eyes looked out at her. Then he spoke slowly in a stern, hollow voice. “No one gets off my bus till the end of the line. This is an express.”

         Janet regarded him with horror. As he saw her terrified countenance, a slight softening passed over his hitherto inflexible features. He pressed a switch, 51and the door beside her creaked open with a reluctant sound. She bounded lightly, swiftly over the step; and a blast of fresh, salty air struck her face as she reached the street. The door closed behind her, shutting her out, irretrievably. Warm relief overwhelmed her. Unaccountably she felt as if she had escaped something deadly—escaped after a difficult struggle. The wind whipped her coat about her legs and blew her long hair into her eyes. The air was raw and cold, but she didn’t care. Across the street the forsythia and friendly buildings beckoned. The something that had eluded her on the bus would be waiting across the street. Her heart took up the lilting refrain—across the street, across the street—it sang inside her.

         The light changed to green, and the bus moved past her with gathering speed. It was headed for a dark tunnel just a little further on. As the bus rolled by, she glanced up. It was only then that she noticed the pale, cadaverous faces of the other passengers staring down at her. Their gaze was remote—curious—impersonal.

         
            * Typed in top-right corner: ‘Sylvia Plath, Age 15 / 26 Elmwood Road / Wellesley 81, Mass.’ An additional typescript of the story indicates it was submitted for English 21 at Wellesley High School, which she completed in 1947–8. Submitted to Seventeen in 1950 with ‘A Day in June’, ‘Among the Shadow Throngs’ and ‘And Summer Will Not Come Again’.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            In This Field We Wander Through
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            Ts,* 1948, Lilly Library

         

         As the bell rang to end the last period, Joyce picked up her books mechanically and started down to her locker. The chatter of gay voices rose on all sides, but she walked through the eddies of conversation calm, unscathed. Beneath her mask-like smile confused thoughts whirled. She attempted to arrange them in their customary neat patterns.

         (Math done … science … English … Latin … history … No homework over vacation …)

         She shoved her books into her locker and slammed the door with a reckless bang.

         (Going to forget I ever heard of school for a whole week … I don’t have to worry … Got all As again this term … Darn!)

         “Hey, Joyce! Wait a sec!”

         The voice affected her like the sound of a dentist’s drill. She gritted her teeth as Tracy, her supposedly best friend, came running down the stairs, hastening with surprising agility through the slow-moving crowd.

         52“Going home?” Tracy questioned breathlessly, glancing up at Joyce with the confident look of one who asks a question that has only one inevitable answer. Joyce moaned inwardly.

         (Why can’t I ever get away from her … the old pest …)

         “Guess so,” she replied.

         “What are you planning to do this vacation,” Tracy queried brightly as they came out of the school into the faded winter afternoon. The sharp, cold air filled Joyce with a sense of freedom.

         “Oh … I’m going out tonight,” she remarked airily.

         “Where to?”

         “Just dancing.” With hidden malice Joyce watched Tracy give a gasp as if she had been slapped in the face.

         “With who?” Tracy’s voice was taut with jealousy.

         (She’s jealous … Well, I’ll show her … just cause she’s never had a boyfriend …)

         “Oh, Tommy … you know, Tommy Grayson.”

         Tracy’s envy overcame her. She gave a forced laugh.

         “That drip! You poor kid. You should see how dumb he is in Latin.”

         (That little cat … just cause she’s never had anyone …)

         “Mee-yow,” returned Joyce, laughing. She purred inside with a contented smugness.

         (No one can hurt me anymore … nothing can go wrong … I have a date … nothing else matters …)

         Joyce shut her ears to Tracy, who was babbling endlessly about her Christmas plans.

         (Poor kid … nothing to compensate … just books … books and violin lessons … I’ll get free from her somehow … it was different before … now she’s dull … How I hate her talk … always about herself … me, me, me all day long …)

         Joyce sniffed the cool, moist air.

         (Damp pine needles … wood smoke … wet snow … Christmas smells …)

         There was an expectant pause in Tracy’s chatter. She repeated her question, pleasantly oblivious of Joyce’s inattentiveness.

         “Can you come to my recital?”

         (Recital? … Recital … oh, yes … Saturday … Before I’d go and hear her play that violin …)

         “Gee, I’d love to, Tracy, but I’ll be dead after tonight. You know how I sleep in the mornings.” 53

         Tracy maintained a hurt silence for a brief second, but then continued proudly:

         “My violin teacher says I might be able to go to the international music festival in France if I keep practicing. Mother and Dad are going to give me my passport as a graduation present the year after next.”

         Joyce felt sudden pain and sickening in her stomach.

         (Huh! … Just cause her family’s got money … she can play the violin though … but I can do a lot more … I’m going on a date and she isn’t … She’s not even pretty and I am … well, almost …)

         Fierce triumph overcame her, and she began to listen to Tracy, who was describing the dress she was going to wear to the recital.

         “It’s red with black velvet for a collar,” Tracy was saying. “Red is always becoming to people who are pale, like me.”

         (She’s so darn sure everything she says is right … she’s so darn positive …

         I’d like to see anything become her …)

         “I can imagine how nice you’ll look,” said Joyce.

         Joyce looked at the trees made feathery, cold, and white by the snow, and she felt a sudden affection for them.

         (I love the world … I love everyone … almost Tracy, even … poor Tracy …)

         She gazed with grudging pity at the girl who walked beside her.

         (She can’t see beyond herself … everywhere she turns she’ll stand in her own way … and she’ll never know … never, unless someone tells her …)

         “Well, Trace, here’s where I turn off. Hope you have a good recital,” she added with a burst of generosity, as she arrived at her street.

         Tracy’s blue eyes clouded with momentary indecision, and then she replied knowingly, “Oh, don’t worry. I will.” Before Joyce could think up anything to say, Tracy had disappeared around the bend.

         (That infernal smugness … I’m so tired of going around with her … she thinks she can manage me … well, I’ll show her.)

         Joyce scuffed up the snow in a glittering white cloud. The wind blew a flurry back to her, and the flakes touched her uplifted face with a chill, damp caress. She paused beside her driveway and watched her younger brother shoveling snow into a huge pile.

         “What are you doing, Davy?” she asked, although she knew.

         He straightened and looked at her.

         “I’m building a snow hut,” he said proudly. His round little face was rosy with enthusiasm, and his jacket was powdered with snow. 54

         “Just a sec and I’ll be out to help you.”

         She ran into the house and soon returned bearing another shovel.

         As she came down the front walk, she saw two boys from high school approaching.

         (If they ever saw me digging a snow hut! … Bill Jennings and Mart Moore … both of them are nice-looking … They’re stuck-up, though … I wish I could go out with one of them …)

         The boys avoided looking in her direction with studied indifference and stared ahead until they passed. With blind anger Joyce dug her shovel into the snow.

         (Darn them! … They don’t even notice me … Well I’ll show them … wait till they find out I’ve gone on a date with Tommy Grayson …)

         Davy was still digging his snow hut, uncomprehending. His sister’s moods were beyond him. They did not affect his for the most part, and they soon passed over harmlessly, like the shadows of clouds.

         Tommy called for Joyce precisely at eight. When she made her descent down the stairs, her black hair lay in soft waves on her shoulders and her winecolored skirt made a swishing sound. She forgot the dragging moments of anxiety she had spent upstairs, waiting for a doorbell to ring.

         “Hi, Tommy,” Joyce said.

         “Gee, Joyce,” Tommy said.

         Tommy helped Joyce put on her coat rather awkwardly, and she called, “Well … bye, Mother,” as they went out the door.

         (I’m scared … what if I can’t follow his dancing … what if he doesn’t like me … what if he tells everyone I’m a drip … what if …)

         There was another couple in the back seat of the car—a friend of Tom’s and a girl from high.

         (I’ll bet she’s surprised to see me … she hardly speaks to me in school …)

         “Hi, Jim; hi, Ginny,” Joyce said.

         “Hi,” said Jim.

         “Hi,” said Ginny in a friendly tone.

         As the car sped along the highway, the headlights carved out a path in the darkness ahead of them. Joyce began to feel happy and bubbly inside.

         (I never thought Tommy could drive that well …)

         She listened to Ginny, who was telling about a night ride she had taken with her brother.

         “We got lost about here,” she was saying, “and Bob drove around till we hit a familiar place.”

         “What was it … a tree?” Joyce asked innocently. 55

         Everybody laughed, and she settled back comfortably. The conversation flowed gaily from there on.

         (It’s funny how easy it is, once you begin …)

         The evening went by unbelievably fast. Joyce found herself dancing easily in Tommy’s arms.

         (I’m dancing … dancing at the nicest place in town … and he does like me … I don’t care what Tracy says …)

         When Joyce said goodnight to Tommy it was almost midnight. She stood in the frosty air and waved to the dark as the car raced off into the night. With a sigh, she opened the door and stepped into the black, velvety warmth of the quiet house. As she tiptoed upstairs, she remembered the bright, tireless hours they had spent dancing to lilting music under colored lights.

         But when Joyce took off her shoes, she realized that her feet ached, and when she surveyed her pale, white face under the merciless glare of the bedroom lamp, she was glad that the colored lights had been so dim and soft.

         She went to bed, too tired to put her hair up on its customary curlers.

         
            *

         

         First Joyce experienced the sensation of shooting up through deep waters, cold to the point of numbness. Then, just as her lungs felt ready to burst, she broke the surface and was almost blinded by the sudden sunlight.

         She stretched slowly, deliberately savoring every moment between sleep and complete consciousness. Gradually, with her awakening, fragments of thoughts and recollections flooded to her mind.

         (Wonder what time it is … boy, I sure had fun last night. Tommy likes me … wait’ll Tracy hears about it … Wonder how long I slept … ye gods! It’s ten-thirty …)

         Rubbing her cold nose gingerly with one hand, Joyce took a resolute breath and kicked off the covers. She slipped quickly into her navy slacks and cherry-red sweater and started downstairs to get her breakfast.

         The sunlight poured in through the windows, and as Joyce glanced out in the yard, she saw Davy industriously building a snowman under the snowladen birches.

         About an hour later she took him coasting. The frosty air was so sharp that it almost hurt to breathe. Joyce was filled with a reckless joy as she and Davy stood alone on top of the glittering, snow-packed hill. The sky was a dazzling blue, and the woods were green with pine trees. The wind cracked past her ears, and her eyes blurred with tears as they shot down the hill together. Davy held her tightly. 56

         (I love the world … I wish this ride would never stop … why can’t life always be so uncomplicated …)

         Christmas came and went swiftly. Joyce lay in the bed the night afterwards and thought over the events of the day.

         (That ballerina skirt is my favorite present … and I love that reindeer sweater … somehow I always have a letdown feeling after Christmas though … I always feel so overstuffed … I like the waiting and the wrapping presents most, and the peaceful expectancy of Christmas Eve …)

         “Oh, darn!” said Joyce as she put down the telephone receiver. “Tracy wants me to go to the movies with her on New Year’s Eve.”

         “That’s nice,” remarked Joyce’s mother, and then added with twinkling understanding, “or is there something else you’d rather do?”

         “It’s not that,” said Joyce with a thoughtful frown. “It’s just that you don’t go out with a girl on New Year’s Eve. I’d rather stay home than have people think I’m a social flop or something.”

         The phone rang again while Joyce was upstairs, and her mother called to her, “For you, Joyce,” adding sotto voce, “It’s a male.”

         Joyce clattered eagerly down, seized the phone and managed a nonchalant, “Hello?”

         Tommy’s voice filled her with relief and hope.

         “I just wanted to know if you’d like to go to the New Year’s Dance at the Country Club.”

         Joyce gulped, “I’d love to.”

         “See you around eight, then. Bye, now.”

         Joyce hung up starry-eyed. “Mum! I’m going to the Country Club dance! I never even dreamed of going there!”

         “Well, you’d better let Tracy know,” came the reply.

         “All right.”

         (She’ll understand … she’ll just have to …)

         Joyce laughed happily as she dialed Tracy’s number.

         “Hello?” came Tracy’s voice.

         “Hi, Tracy, this is Joyce again. Tommy just called up and asked me to go to the Country Club dance. Will you mind awfully much if I do?”

         “Heavens no, go right ahead. I won’t mind in the least.”

         “Okay, and thanks, Trace.”

         (Slightly rude of her … practically said she didn’t want me in the first place … Oh, well, what can you expect …)

         This night Joyce felt more at ease. Getting used to social life, she told herself. 57As she and Tommy entered the ballroom, she cast an appraising glance at the elaborate decorations and couples dancing effortlessly about the floor.

         (Only a few kids I know from high … none of my special friends … not that I have many …)

         The evening progressed without event for Joyce until Ginny danced by with Jim. Jim flashed her a friendly grin over Ginny’s shoulder, and, with sudden realization, Joyce saw how handsome he was—tall, blonde, and clean-cut.

         (Oh, if only I could go out with him … I’d be the luckiest girl in the world … I’d give anything to have him like me … if only …)

         Joyce turned back to Tommy.

         (Tommy likes me … why, oh why can’t I be satisfied with what I’ve got … It’s because I’m sure of Tommy … that’s why I don’t care about him anymore … that’s the reason …)

         When the horns blew at midnight, she held her hands to her ears and laughed as Tommy clowned, anxious for her approval. But all the while she watched Jim across the room with longing eyes.

         (If only he were talking to me … I don’t see why he likes Ginny so much … I should think he’d be tired of her by now …)

         Later, at her doorstep, Joyce said absently to Tommy, “Thanks for a super time,” and bade him a preoccupied “Goodnight.”

         That night she smiled in her sleep, for her dreams were full of Jims. Jims with wonderful, flashing grins. Jims who said tenderly, “You know, Joyce, I’ve always liked you a lot.”

         “Oh,” groaned Joyce a few mornings later.“I simply can’t get up. I’m so sleepy.”

         “It’s past seven,” said her mother, continuing to pull up the blinds and let the wintry gray light of dawn into the room.

         Somehow Joyce was almost eager to get back to school. She gulped down her oatmeal hurriedly.

         (Things’ll be different, now that I’ve gone out … Wonder how Tracy’ll take it … Wonder if that snobby crowd of Ginny’s will ask me to go around with them …)

         Walking to school through the snow with Tracy that morning, Joyce felt a little relieved to start back in the old routine.
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