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            Introduction

         

         Sylvia Plath wrote a considerable amount of prose. About seventy stories, mostly unpublished, are extant. She started several novels, but only one sizeable fragment—‘Stone Boy with Dolphin’—survives from anything before The  Bell  Jar.  After The  Bell  Jar  she typed some 130 pages of another novel, provisionally titled Double  Exposure.  That manuscript disappeared somewhere around 1970.

         Besides fiction, she wrote pretty consistently at some form of journal—sometimes in large hardback notebooks, occasionally on loose typed sheets, occasionally in small notebooks from which she tore the pages she wanted to save. (The rest of the notebook would be filled with drafts of poems, etc.) Her motive for keeping the journal varied. The handwritten notebook entries were generally negative self-castigation, or a means of rallying her determination to get through something or other. Among her papers at the time of her death were the manuscripts of about seventeen stories. These included those of her stories she wanted to keep, plus others written during her last two years in England.

         The first edition of this book, published in 1977, was made up of a selection from these seventeen stories, together with some pieces of her journalism and extracts from her journal. At that time, as Editor, I had to assume that she had either lost or destroyed as failures all the other stories I remembered her having written. Just as that collection was being published, however, a large quantity of Sylvia Plath’s papers emerged in the Lilly Library, at Indiana University, acquired by the library from Mrs Aurelia Plath, the writer’s mother, and among these were the typescripts of over fifty stories—dating from her first attempts at writing up to roughly 1960, though most of them very early work. Apart from duplicates of a few of those she had kept by her, these were all stories she had failed to publish and eventually rejected.

         This second edition contains the thirteen stories included in the first edition together with five of her more interesting pieces of journalism and a few fragments from her journal; and, in Part IV, a further nine stories selected from the Indiana Archive. All items are given approximate dates of composition in so far as that is known.

         Sylvia Plath herself had certainly rejected several of the stories here, so they are printed against her better judgment. That must be taken into account. But in spite of the obvious weaknesses, they seem interesting enough to keep, if only as notes towards her inner autobiography. Some of them demonstrate, even more baldly than the stronger stories, just how much the sheer objective presence of things and happenings immobilized her fantasy and invention. The still-life graphic artist in her was loyal to objects. Nothing refreshed her more than sitting for hours in front of some intricate pile of things laboriously delineating each one. But that was also a helplessness. The blunt fact killed any power or inclination to rearrange it or see it differently. This limitation to actual circumstances, which is the prison of so much of her prose, became part of the solidity and truth of her later poems.

         In 1960 she tried her hand at stories for the more sentimental English women’s magazines, and with these she managed a slightly freer range of invention. One of them, ‘Day of Success’, is included here as an example of her efforts at pastiche. But even here one can feel the rigidity of the objective situation elbowing the life out of the narrative.

         No doubt one of the weaknesses of these weaker stories is that she did not let herself be objective enough. When she wanted merely to record, with no thought of artful shaping or publication, she could produce some of her most effective writing—and that appears in her journals.

         Much of this journal either describes people still alive or is very private to her. How much of it ought to be published is not easy to decide. Her description of neighbours and friends and daily happenings is mostly too personal, her criticisms frequently unjust. A few of the more harmless pieces—by no means the best—from the later entries have been selected to illustrate, among other things, the close correspondence between the details she took possession of in those pages and the details she was able to use subsequently in her poems. The piece about Charlie Pollard is a loose prose draft of ‘The Bee Meeting’. The coolness and economy of her observation is something to note. But nearly all the poem’s essential details are there, the beginnings of her interpretation, and the mood, even the eerie movement of some of the phrases. ‘Rose and Percy B’ is in effect a draft for the death and funeral in ‘Berck Plage’, while ‘Among The Narcissi’ takes a phrase or two from it.

         Reading this collection, it should be remembered that her reputation rests on the poems of her last six months. Nearly all the prose brought together here was written before her first collection of poems, The  Colossus,  was completed, three years before her death.

         The only bits of prose written during the time of the Ariel poems are the three brief journalistic pieces, ‘America! America!’ ‘Snow Blitz’ and ‘Ocean 1212-W’. In other words, this collection does not represent the prose of the poet of Ariel,  any more than the poems of The  Colossus  represent the poetry of the poet of Ariel.  But it does give glimpses into early phases of the strange conflict between what was expected of her and what finally was exacted.

         Our thanks are due to the Lilly Library, Indiana University, for their generous help in our examination of the Sylvia Plath archive for the purpose of this collection.

         Ted Hughes
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The more successful short stories and prose pieces


         

      

   


   
      

         
            Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams

         

         Every day from nine to five I sit at my desk facing the door of the office and type up other people’s dreams. Not just dreams. That wouldn’t be practical enough for my bosses. I type up also people’s daytime complaints: trouble with mother, trouble with father, trouble with the bottle, the bed, the headache that bangs home and blacks out the sweet world for no known reason. Nobody comes to our office unless they have troubles. Troubles that can’t be pinpointed by Wassermanns or Wechsler-Bellvues alone.

         Maybe a mouse gets to thinking pretty early on how the whole world is run by these enormous feet. Well, from where I sit, I figure the world is run by one thing and this one thing only. Panic with a dog-face, devil-face, hag-face, whore-face, panic in capital letters with no face at all—it’s the same Johnny Panic, awake or asleep.

         When people ask me where I work, I tell them I’m Assistant to the Secretary in one of the Out-Patient Departments of the Clinics’ Building of the City Hospital. This sounds so be-all end-all they seldom get around to asking me more than what I do, and what I do is mainly type up records. On my own hook though, and completely under cover, I am pursuing a vocation that would set these doctors on their ears. In the privacy of my one-room apartment I call myself secretary to none other than Johnny Panic himself.

         Dream by dream I am educating myself to become that rare character, rarer, in truth, than any member of the Psychoanalytic Institute, a dream connoisseur. Not a dream-stopper, a dream-explainer, an exploiter of dreams for the crass practical ends of health and happiness, but an unsordid collector of dreams for themselves alone. A lover of dreams for Johnny Panic’s sake, the Maker of them all.

         There isn’t a dream I’ve typed up in our record books that I don’t know by heart. There isn’t a dream I haven’t copied out at home into Johnny Panic’s Bible of Dreams.

         This is my real calling.

         
            *

         

         Some nights I take the elevator up to the roof of my apartment building. Some nights, about three a.m. Over the trees at the far side of the park the United Fund torch flare flattens and recovers under some witchy invisible push and here and there in the hunks of stone and brick I see a light. Most of all, though, I feel the city sleeping. Sleeping from the river on the west to the ocean on the east, like some rootless island rockabying itself on nothing at all.

         I can be tight and nervy as the top string on a violin, and yet by the time the sky begins to blue I’m ready for sleep. It’s the thought of all those dreamers and what they’re dreaming wears me down till I sleep the sleep of fever. Monday to Friday what do I do but type up those same dreams. Sure, I don’t touch a fraction of them the city over, but page by page, dream by dream, my Intake books fatten and weigh down the bookshelves of the cabinet in the narrow passage running parallel to the main hall, off which passage the doors to all the doctors’ little interviewing cubicles open.

         I’ve got a funny habit of identifying the people who come in by their dreams. As far as I’m concerned, the dreams single them out more than any Christian name. This one guy, for example, who works for a ball-bearing company in town, dreams every night how he’s lying on his back with a grain of sand on his chest. Bit by bit this grain of sand grows bigger and bigger till it’s big as a fair-sized house and he can’t draw breath. Another fellow I know of has had a certain dream ever since they gave him ether and cut out his tonsils and adenoids when he was a kid. In this dream he’s caught in the rollers of a cotton mill, fighting for his life. Oh, he’s not alone, although he thinks he is. A lot of people these days dream they’re being run over or eaten by machines. They’re the cagey ones who won’t go on the subway or the elevators. Coming back from my lunch hour in the hospital cafeteria I often pass them, puffing up the unswept stone stairs to our office on the fourth floor. I wonder, now and then, what dreams people had before ball bearings and cotton mills were invented.

         I’ve a dream of my own. My one dream. A dream of dreams.

         In this dream there’s a great half-transparent lake stretching away in every direction, too big for me to see the shores of it, if there are any shores, and I’m hanging over it, looking down from the glass belly of some helicopter. At the bottom of the lake—so deep I can only guess at the dark masses moving and heaving—are the real dragons. The ones that were around before men started living in caves and cooking meat over fires and figuring out the wheel and the alphabet. Enormous isn’t the word for them; they’ve got more wrinkles than Johnny Panic himself. Dream about these long enough and your feet and hands shrivel away when you look at them too closely. The sun shrinks to the size of an orange, only chillier, and you’ve been living in Roxbury since the last ice age. No place for you but a room padded soft as the first room you knew of, where you can dream and float, float and dream, till at last you actually are back among those great originals and there’s no point in any dreams at all.

         It’s into this lake people’s minds run at night, brooks and gutter-trickles to one borderless common reservoir. It bears no resemblance to those pure sparkling-blue sources of drinking water the suburbs guard more jealously than the Hope diamond in the middle of pine woods and barbed fences.

         It’s the sewage farm of the ages, transparence aside.

         Now the water in this lake naturally stinks and smokes from what dreams have been left sogging around in it over the centuries. When you think how much room one night of dream props would take up for one person in one city, and that city a mere pinprick on a map of the world, and when you start multiplying this space by the population of the world, and that space by the number of nights there have been since the apes took to chipping axes out of stone and losing their hair, you have some idea what I mean. I’m not the mathematical type: my head starts splitting when I get only as far as the number of dreams going on during one night in the State of Massachusetts.

         By this time, I already see the surface of the lake swarming with snakes, dead bodies puffed as blowfish, human embryos bobbing around in laboratory bottles like so many unfinished messages from the great I Am. I see whole storehouses of hardware: knives, paper cutters, pistons and cogs and nutcrackers; the shiny fronts of cars looming up, glass-eyed and evil-toothed. Then there’s the spider-man and the webfooted man from Mars, and the simple, lugubrious vision of a human face turning aside forever, in spite of rings and vows, to the last lover of all.

         One of the most frequent shapes in this backwash is so commonplace it seems silly to mention it. It’s a grain of dirt. The water is thick with these grains. They seep in among everything else and revolve under some queer power of their own, opaque, ubiquitous. Call the water what you will, Lake Nightmare, Bog of Madness, it’s here the sleeping people lie and toss together among the props of their worst dreams, one great brotherhood, though each of them, waking, thinks himself singular, utterly apart.

         This is my dream. You won’t find it written up in any casebook. Now the routine in our office is very different from the routine in Skin Clinic, for example, or in Tumor. The other Clinics have strong similarities to each other; none are like ours. In our Clinic, treatment doesn’t get prescribed. It is invisible. It goes right on in those little cubicles, each with its desk, its two chairs, its window and its door with the opaque glass rectangle set in the wood. There is a certain spiritual purity about this kind of doctoring. I can’t help feeling the special privilege of my position as Assistant Secretary in the Adult Psychiatric Clinic. My sense of pride is borne out by the rude invasions of other Clinics into our cubicles on certain days of the week for lack of space elsewhere: our building is a very old one, and the facilities have not expanded with the expanding needs of the time. On these days of overlap the contrast between us and the other Clinics is marked.

         On Tuesdays and Thursdays, for instance, we have lumbar punctures in one of our offices in the morning. If the practical nurse chances to leave the door of the cubicle open, as she usually does, I can glimpse the end of the white cot and the dirty yellow-soled bare feet of the patient sticking out from under the sheet. In spite of my distaste at this sight, I can’t keep my eyes away from the bare feet, and I find myself glancing back from my typing every few minutes to see if they are still there, if they have changed their position at all. You can understand what a distraction this is in the middle of my work. I often have to reread what I have typed several times, under the pretence of careful proofreading, in order to memorize the dreams I have copied down from the doctor’s voice over the audiograph.

         Nerve Clinic next door, which tends to the grosser, more unimaginative end of our business, also disturbs us in the mornings. We use their offices for therapy in the afternoon, as they are only a morning Clinic, but to have their people crying, or singing, or chattering loudly in Italian or Chinese, as they often do, without break for four hours at a stretch every morning, is distracting to say the least.

         In spite of such interruptions by other Clinics, my own work is advancing at a great rate. By now I am far beyond copying only what comes after the patient’s saying: ‘I have this dream, doctor.’ I am at the point of recreating dreams that are not even written down at all. Dreams that shadow themselves forth in the vaguest way, but are themselves hid, like a statue under red velvet before the grand unveiling.

         To illustrate. This woman came in with her tongue swollen and stuck out so far she had to leave a party she was giving for twenty friends of her French-Canadian mother-in-law and be rushed to our Emergency Ward. She thought she didn’t want her tongue to stick out and, to tell the truth, it was an exceedingly embarrassing affair for her, but she hated that French-Canadian mother-in-law worse than pigs, and her tongue was true to her opinion, even if the rest of her wasn’t. Now she didn’t lay claim to any dreams. I have only the bare facts above to begin with, yet behind them I detect the bulge and promise of a dream.

         So I set myself to uprooting this dream from its comfortable purchase under her tongue.

         Whatever the dream I unearth, by work, taxing work, and even by a kind of prayer, I am sure to find a thumbprint in the corner, a malicious detail to the right of centre, a bodiless midair Cheshire cat grin, which shows the whole work to be gotten up by the genius of Johnny Panic, and him alone. He’s sly, he’s subtle, he’s sudden as thunder, but he gives himself away only too often. He simply can’t resist melodrama. Melodrama of the oldest, most obvious variety.

         I remember one guy, a stocky fellow in a nail-studded black leather jacket, running straight into us from a boxing match at Mechanics Hall, Johnny Panic hot at his heels. This guy, good Catholic though he was, young and upright and all, had one mean fear of death. He was actually scared blue he’d go to hell. He was a piece-worker at a fluorescent light plant. I remember this detail because I thought it funny he should work there, him being so afraid of the dark as it turned out. Johnny Panic injects a poetic element in this business you don’t often find elsewhere. And for that he has my eternal gratitude.

         I also remember quite clearly the scenario of the dream I had worked out for this guy: a gothic interior in some monastery cellar, going on and on as far as you could see, one of those endless perspectives between two mirrors, and the pillars and walls were made of nothing but human skulls and bones, and in every niche there was a body laid out, and it was the Hall of Time, with the bodies in the foreground still warm, discoloring and starting to rot in the middle distance, and the bones emerging, clean as a whistle, in a kind of white futuristic glow at the end of the line. As I recall, I had the whole scene lighted, for the sake of accuracy, not with candles, but with the ice-bright fluorescence that makes skin look green and all the pink and red flushes dead black-purple.

         You ask, how do I know this was the dream of the guy in the black leather jacket. I don’t know. I only believe this was his dream, and I work at belief with more energy and tears and entreaties than I work at recreating the dream itself.

         My office, of course, has its limitations. The lady with her tongue stuck out, the guy from Mechanics Hall—these are our wildest ones. The people who have really gone floating down toward the bottom of that boggy lake come in only once, and are then referred to a place more permanent than our office which receives the public from nine to five, five days a week only. Even those people who are barely able to walk about the streets and keep working, who aren’t yet halfway down in the lake, get sent to the Out-Patient Department at another hospital specializing in severer cases. Or they may stay a month or so in our own Observation Ward in the central hospital which I’ve never seen.

         I’ve seen the secretary of that Ward, though. Something about her merely smoking and drinking her coffee in the cafeteria at the ten o’clock break put me off so I never went to sit next to her again. She has a funny name I don’t ever quite remember correctly, something really odd, like Miss Milleravage. One of those names that seem more like a pun mixing up Milltown and Ravage than anything in the city phone directory. But not so odd a name, after all, if you’ve ever read through the phone directory, with its Hyman Diddlebockers and Sasparilla Green-leafs. I read through the phone book once, never mind when, and it satisfied a deep need in me to realize how many people aren’t called Smith.

         Anyhow, this Miss Milleravage is a large woman, not fat, but all sturdy muscle and tall on top of it. She wears a grey suit over her hard bulk that reminds me vaguely of some kind of uniform, without the details of cut having anything strikingly military about them. Her face, hefty as a bullock’s, is covered with a remarkable number of tiny maculae, as if she’d been lying under water for some time and little algæ had latched on to her skin, smutching it over with tobacco-browns and greens. These moles are noticeable mainly because the skin around them is so pallid. I sometimes wonder if Miss Milleravage has ever seen the wholesome light of day. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if she’d been brought up from the cradle with the sole benefit of artificial lighting.

         Byrna, the secretary in Alcoholic Clinic just across the hall from us, introduced me to Miss Milleravage with the gambit that I’d ‘been in England too’.

         Miss Milleravage, it turned out, had spent the best years of her life in London hospitals.

         ‘Had a friend,’ she boomed in her queer, doggish basso, not favoring me with a direct look, ‘a nurse at Bart’s. Tried to get in touch with her after the war, but the head of the nurses had changed, everybody’d changed, nobody’d heard of her. She must’ve gone down with the old head nurse, rubbish and all, in the bombings.’ She followed this with a large grin.

         Now I’ve seen medical students cutting up cadavers, four stiffs to a class-room, about as recognizably human as Moby Dick, and the students playing catch with the dead men’s livers. I’ve heard guys joke about sewing a woman up wrong after a delivery at the charity ward of the Lying-in. But I wouldn’t want to see what Miss Milleravage would write off as the biggest laugh of all time. No thanks and then some. You could scratch her eyes with a pin and swear you’d struck solid quartz.

         My boss has a sense of humour too, only it’s gentle. Generous as Santa on Christmas Eve.

         I work for a middle-aged lady named Miss Taylor who is the Head Secretary of the Clinic and has been since the Clinic started thirty-three years ago—the year of my birth, oddly enough. Miss Taylor knows every doctor, every patient, every outmoded appointment slip, referral slip and billing procedure the hospital has ever used or thought of using. She plans to stick with the Clinic until she’s farmed out in the green pastures of Social Security checks. A woman more dedicated to her work I never saw. She’s the same way about statistics as I am about dreams: if the building caught fire she would throw every last one of those books of statistics to the firemen below at the serious risk of her own skin.

         I get along extremely well with Miss Taylor. The one thing I never let her catch me doing is reading the old record books. I have actually very little time for this. Our office is busier than the stock exchange with the staff of twenty-five doctors in and out, medical students in training, patients, patients’ relatives, and visiting officials from other Clinics referring patients to us, so even when I’m covering the office alone, during Miss Taylor’s coffee break and lunch hour, I seldom get to dash down more than a note or two.

         This kind of catch-as-catch-can is nerve-racking, to say the least. A lot of the best dreamers are in the old books, the dreamers that come in to us only once or twice for evaluation before they’re sent elsewhere. For copying out these dreams I need time, a lot of time. My circumstances are hardly ideal for the unhurried pursuit of my art. There is, of course, a certain derring-do in working under such hazards, but I long for the rich leisure of the true connoisseur who indulges his nostrils above the brandy snifter for an hour before his tongue reaches out for the first taste.

         I find myself all too often lately imagining what a relief it would be to bring a briefcase into work, big enough to hold one of those thick, blue, cloth-bound record books full of dreams. At Miss Taylor’s lunch time, in the lull before the doctors and students crowd in to take their afternoon patients, I could simply slip one of the books, dated ten or fifteen years back, into my briefcase, and leave the briefcase under my desk till five o’clock struck. Of course, odd-looking bundles are inspected by the doorman of the Clinics, Building and the hospital has its own staff of police to check up on the multiple varieties of thievery that go on, but for heaven’s sake, I’m not thinking of making off with typewriters or heroin. I’d only borrow the book overnight and slip it back on the shelf first thing the next day before anybody else came in. Still, being caught taking a book out of the hospital would probably mean losing my job and all my source material with it.

         This idea of mulling over a record book in the privacy and comfort of my own apartment, even if I have to stay up night after night for this purpose, attracts me so much I become more and more impatient with my usual method of snatching minutes to look up dreams in Miss Taylor’s half-hours out of the office.

         The trouble is, I can never tell exactly when Miss Taylor will come back to the office. She is so conscientious about her job she’d be likely to cut her half hour at lunch short and her twenty minutes at coffee shorter, if it weren’t for her lame left leg. The distinct sound of this lame leg in the corridor warns me of her approach in time for me to whip the record book I’m reading into my drawer out of sight and pretend to be putting down the final flourishes on a phone message or some such alibi. The only catch, as far as my nerves are concerned, is that Amputee Clinic is around the corner from us in the opposite direction from Nerve Clinic and I’ve gotten really jumpy due to a lot of false alarms where I’ve mistaken some pegleg’s hitching-step for the step of Miss Taylor herself returning early to the office.

         
            *

         

         On the blackest days, when I’ve scarcely time to squeeze one dream out of the old books and my copywork is nothing but weepy college sophomores who can’t get a lead in ‘Camino Rear’, I feel Johnny Panic turn his back, stony as Everest, higher than Orion, and the motto of the great Bible of Dreams, ‘Perfect fear casteth out all else’ is ash and lemon water on my lips. I’m a wormy hermit in a country of prize pigs so corn-happy they can’t see the slaughter house at the end of the track. I’m Jeremiah vision-bitten in the Land of Cockaigne.

         What’s worse: day by day I see these psyche-doctors studying to win Johnny Panic’s converts from him by hook, crook, and talk, talk, talk. Those deep-eyed, bush-bearded dream-collectors who preceded me in history, and their contemporary inheritors with their white jackets and knotty-pine-paneled offices and leather couches, practised and still practise their dream-gathering for worldly ends: health and money, money and health. To be a true member of Johnny Panic’s congregation one must forget the dreamer and remember the dream: the dreamer is merely a flimsy vehicle for the great Dream-Maker himself. This they will not do. Johnny Panic is gold in the bowels, and they try to root him out by spiritual stomach pumps.

         Take what happened to Harry Bilbo. Mr Bilbo came into our office with the hand of Johnny Panic heavy as a lead coffin on his shoulder. He had an interesting notion about the filth in this world. I figured him for a prominent part in Johnny Panic’s Bible of Dreams, Third Book of Fear, Chapter Nine on Dirt, Disease and General Decay. A friend of Harry’s blew a trumpet in the Boy Scout band when they were kids. Harry Bilbo’d also blown on this friend’s trumpet. Years later the friend got cancer and died. Then, one day not so long ago, a cancer doctor came into Harry’s house, sat down in a chair, passed the top of the morning with Harry’s mother and, on leaving, shook her hand and opened the door for himself. Suddenly Harry Bilbo wouldn’t blow trumpets or sit down on chairs or shake hands if all the cardinals of Rome took to blessing him twenty-four hours around the clock for fear of catching cancer. His mother had to go turning the TV knobs and water faucets on and off and opening doors for him. Pretty soon Harry stopped going to work because of the spit and dog turds in the street. First that stuff gets on your shoes and then when you take your shoes off it gets on your hands and then at dinner it’s a quick trip into your mouth and not a hundred Hail Marys can keep you from the chain reaction.

         The last straw was, Harry quit weight lifting at the public gym when he saw this cripple exercising with the dumbells. You can never tell what germs cripples carry behind their ears and under their fingernails. Day and night Harry Bilbo lived in holy worship of Johnny Panic, devout as any priest among censers and sacraments. He had a beauty all his own.

         Well, these white-coated tinkerers managed, the lot of them, to talk Harry into turning on the TV himself, and the water faucets, and to opening closet doors, front doors, bar doors. Before they were through with him, he was sitting down on movie-house chairs, and benches all over the Public Garden, and weight lifting every day of the week at the gym in spite of the fact another cripple took to using the rowing machine. At the end of his treatment he came in to shake hands with the Clinic Director. In Harry Bilbo’s own words, he was ‘a changed man’. The pure Panic-light had left his face. He went out of the office doomed to the crass fate these doctors call health and happiness.

         About the time of Harry Bilbo’s cure a new idea starts nudging at the bottom of my brain. I find it hard to ignore as those bare feet sticking out of the lumbar puncture room. If I don’t want to risk carrying a record book out of the hospital in case I get discovered and fired and have to end my research forever, I can really speed up work by staying in the Clinics’ Building overnight. I am nowhere near exhausting the Clinic’s resources and the piddling amount of cases I am able to read in Miss Taylor’s brief absences during the day are nothing to what I could get through in a few nights of steady copying. I need to accelerate my work if only to counteract those doctors.

         Before I know it, I am putting on my coat at five and saying goodnight to Miss Taylor who usually stays a few minutes’ overtime to clear up the day’s statistics and sneaking around the corner into the Ladies’ Room. It is empty. I slip into the patients’ john, lock the door from the inside, and wait. For all I know, one of the Clinic cleaning ladies may try to knock the door down, thinking some patient’s passed out on the seat. My fingers are crossed. About twenty minutes later the door of the lavatory opens and someone limps over the threshold like a chicken favoring a bad leg. It is Miss Taylor, I can tell by the resigned sigh as she meets the jaundiced eye of the lavatory mirror. I hear the click-cluck of various touch-up equipment on the bowl, water sloshing, the scritch of a comb in frizzed hair, and then the door is closing with a slow-hinged wheeze behind her.

         I am lucky. When I come out of the Ladies’ Room at six o’clock the corridor lights are off and the fourth floor hall is as empty as church on Monday. I have my own key to our office; I come in first every morning, so that’s no trouble. The typewriters are folded back into the desks, the locks are on the dial phones, all’s right with the world.

         Outside the window the last of the winter light is fading. Yet I do not forget myself and turn on the overhead bulb. I don’t want to be spotted by any hawk-eyed doctor or janitor in the hospital buildings across the little courtyard. The cabinet with the record books is in the windowless passage opening onto the doctor’s cubicles which have windows overlooking the courtyard. I make sure the doors to all the cubicles are shut. Then I switch on the passage light, a sallow twenty-five watt affair blackening at the top. Better than an altarful of candles to me at this point, though. I didn’t think to bring a sandwich. There is an apple in my desk drawer left over from lunch, so I reserve that for whatever pangs I may feel about one o’clock in the morning, and get out my pocket notebook. At home every evening it is my habit to tear out the notebook pages I’ve written on at the office during the day and pile them up to be copied in my manuscript. In this way I cover my tracks so no one idly picking up my notebook at the office could ever guess the type or scope of my work.

         I begin systematically by opening the oldest book on the bottom shelf. The once-blue cover is no-color now, the pages are thumbed and blurry carbons, but I’m humming from foot to topknot: this dream book was spanking new the day I was born. When I really get organized I’ll have hot soup in a thermos for the dead-of-winter nights, turkey pies and chocolate éclairs. I’ll bring hair-curlers and four changes of blouse to work in my biggest handbag. Monday mornings so no one will notice me going downhill in looks and start suspecting unhappy love affairs or pink affiliations or my working on dream books in the Clinic four nights a week.

         Eleven hours later. I am down to apple core and seeds and in the month of May, nineteen thirty-one, with a private nurse who has just opened a laundry bag in her patient’s closet and found five severed heads in it, including her mother’s.

         A chill air touches the nape of my neck. From where I am sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the cabinet, the record book heavy on my lap, I notice out of the corner of my eye that the door of the cubicle beside me is letting in a little crack of blue light. Not only along the floor, but up the side of the door too. This is odd since I made sure from the first that all the doors were shut tight. The crack of blue light is widening and my eyes are fastened to two motionless shoes in the doorway, toes pointing toward me.

         They are brown leather shoes of a foreign make, with thick elevator soles. Above the shoes are black silk socks through which shows a pallor of flesh. I get as far as the grey pinstriped trouser cuffs.

         ‘Tch, tch,’ chides an infinitely gentle voice from the cloudy regions above my head. ‘Such an uncomfortable position! Your legs must be asleep by now. Let me help you up. The sun will be rising shortly.’

         Two hands slip under my arms from behind and I am raised, wobbly as an unset custard, to my feet, which I cannot feel because my legs are, in fact, asleep. The record book slumps to the floor, pages splayed.

         ‘Stand still a minute.’ The Clinic Director’s voice fans the lobe of my right ear. ‘Then the circulation will revive.’

         The blood in my not-there legs starts pinging under a million sewing-machine needles and a vision of the Clinic Director acid-etches itself on my brain. I don’t even need to look around: fat pot-belly buttoned into his grey pinstriped waistcoat, woodchuck teeth yellow and buck, every-color eyes behind the thick-lensed glasses quick as minnows.

         I clutch my notebook. The last floating timber of the Titanic.

         What does he know, what does he know?

         Everything.

         ‘I know where there is a nice hot bowl of chicken noodle soup.’ His voice rustles, dust under the bed, mice in straw. His hand welds onto my left upper arm in fatherly love. The record book of all the dreams going on in the city of my birth at my first yawp in this world’s air he nudges under the bookcase with a polished toe.

         We meet nobody in the dawn-dark hall. Nobody on the chill stone stair down to the basement corridors where Billy the Record Room Boy cracked his head skipping steps one night on a rush errand.

         I begin to double-quickstep so he won’t think it’s me he’s hustling. ‘You can’t fire me,’ I say calmly. ‘I quit.’

         The Clinic Director’s laugh wheezes up from his accordian-pleated bottom gut. ‘We mustn’t lose you so soon.’ His whisper snakes off down the whitewashed basement passages, echoing among the elbow pipes, the wheelchairs and stretchers beached for the night along the steam-stained walls. ‘Why, we need you more than you know.’

         We wind and double and my legs keep time with his until we come, somewhere in those barren-rat tunnels, to an all-night elevator run by a one-armed Negro. We get on, and the door grinds shut like the door on a cattle car, and we go up and up. It is a freight elevator, crude and clanky, a far cry from the plush passenger lifts I am used to in the Clinics’ Building.

         We get off at an indeterminate floor. The Clinic Director leads me down a bare corridor lit at intervals by socketed bulbs in little wire cages on the celing. Locked doors set with screened windows line the hall on either hand. I plan to part company with the Clinic Director at the first red Exit sign, but on our journey there are none. I am in alien territory, coat on the hanger in the office, handbag and money in my top desk drawer, notebook in my hand, and only Johnny Panic to warm me against the ice-age outside.

         Ahead a light gathers, brightens. The Clinic Director, puffing slightly at the walk, brisk and long, to which he is obviously unaccustomed, propels me around a bend and into a square, brilliantly lit room.

         ‘Here she is.’

         ‘The little witch!’

         Miss Milleravage hoists her tonnage up from behind the steel desk facing the door.

         The walls and the ceiling of the room are riveted metal battleship plates. There are no windows.

         From small, barred cells lining the sides and back of the room I see Johnny Panic’s top priests staring out at me, arms swaddled behind their backs in the white Ward nightshirts, eyes redder than coals and hungry-hot.

         They welcome me with queer croaks and grunts, as if their tongues were locked in their jaws. They have no doubt heard of my work by way of Johnny Panic’s grapevine and want to know how his apostles thrive in the world.

         I lift my hands to reassure them, holding up my notebook, my voice loud as Johnny Panic’s organ with all stops out.

         ‘Peace! I bring to you….’

         The Book.

         ‘None of that old stuff, sweetie.’ Miss Milleravage is dancing out at me from behind her desk like a trick elephant.

         The Clinic Director closes the door to the room.

         The minute Miss Milleravage moves I notice what her hulk has been hiding from view behind the desk—a white cot high as a man’s waist with a single sheet stretched over the mattress, spotless and drumskin tight. At the head of the cot is a table on which sits a metal box covered with dials and gauges.

         The box seems to be eyeing me, copperhead-ugly, from its coil of electric wires, the latest model in Johnny-Panic-Killers.

         I get ready to dodge to one side. When Miss Milleravage grabs her fat hand comes away with a fist full of nothing. She starts for me again, her smile heavy as dogdays in August.

         ‘None of that. None of that, I’ll have that little black book.’

         Fast as I run around the high white cot, Miss Milleravage is so fast you’d think she wore rollerskates. She grabs and gets. Against her great bulk I beat my fists, and against her whopping milkless breasts, until her hands on my wrists are iron hoops and her breath hushabyes me with a love-stink fouler than Undertaker’s Basement.

         ‘My baby, my own baby’s come back to me …’

         ‘She,’ says the Clinic Director, sad and stern, ‘has been making time with Johnny Panic again.’

         ‘Naughty naughty.’

         
            *

         

         The white cot is ready. With a terrible gentleness Miss Milleravage takes the watch from my wrist, the rings from my fingers, the hairpins from my hair. She begins to undress me. When I am bare, I am anointed on the temples and robed in sheets virginal as the first snow.

         Then, from the four corners of the room and from the door behind me come five false priests in white surgical gowns and masks whose one lifework is to unseat Johnny Panic from his own throne. They extend me full-length on my back on the cot. The crown of wire is placed on my head, the wafer of forgetfulness on my tongue. The masked priests move to their posts and take hold: one of my left leg, one of my right, one of my right arm, one of my left. One behind my head at the metal box where I can’t see.

         From their cramped niches along the wall, the votaries raise their voices in protest. They begin the devotional chant:

         
            
               
                  The only thing to love is Fear itself.

                  Love of Fear is the beginning of wisdom.

                  The only thing to love is Fear itself.

                  May Fear and Fear and Fear be everywhere.

               

            

         

         There is no time for Miss Milleravage or the Clinic Director or the priests to muzzle them.

         The signal is given.

         The machine betrays them.

         At the moment when I think I am most lost the face of Johnny Panic appears in a nimbus of arc lights on the ceiling overhead. I am shaken like a leaf in the teeth of glory. His beard is lightning. Lightning is in his eye. His Word charges and illumines the universe.

         The air crackles with his blue-tongued lightning-haloed angels.

         His love is the twenty-storey leap, the rope at the throat, the knife at the heart.

         He forgets not his own.

      

   


   
      

         
            America! America!

         

         I went to public schools—genuinely public. Everybody  went: the spry, the shy, the podge, the gangler, the future electronic scientist, the future cop who would one night kick a diabetic to death under the mistaken impression he was a drunk and needed cooling off; the poor, smelling of sour wools and the urinous baby at home and polyglot stew; the richer, with ratty fur collars, opal birthstone rings and daddys with cars (‘Wot does  your  daddy do?’ ‘He don’t woik, he’s a bus droiver.’ Laughter). There it was—Education—laid on free of charge for the lot of us, a lovely slab of depressed American public. We  weren’t depressed, of course. We left that to our parents, who eked out one child or two, and slumped dumbly after work and frugal suppers over their radios to listen to news of the ‘home country’ and a black-moustached man named Hitler.

         Above all, we did feel ourselves American in the rowdy seaside town where I picked up, like lint, my first ten years of schooling—a great, loud cats’ bag of Irish Catholics, German Jews, Swedes, Negroes, Italians and that rare, pure Mayflower dropping, somebody English.  On to this steerage of infant citizens the doctrines of Liberty and Equality were to be, through the free, communal schools, impressed. Although we could almost call ourselves Bostonian (the city airport with its beautiful hover of planes and silver blimps growled and gleamed across the bay), New York’s skyscrapers were the icons on our ‘home room’ walls, New York and the great green queen lifting a bedlamp that spelt out Freedom.

         Every morning, hands on hearts, we pledged allegiance to the Stars and Stripes, a sort of aerial altarcloth over teacher’s desk. And sang songs full of powder-smoke and patriotics to impossible, wobbly, soprano tunes. One high, fine song ‘For purple mountain majesties above the fruited plain’ always made the scampi-size poet in me weep. In those days I couldn’t have told a fruited plain from a mountain majesty and confused God with George Washington (whose lamblike granny-face shone down at us also from the schoolroom wall between neat blinders of white curls), yet warbled, nevertheless, with my small, snotty compatriots ‘America, America! God shed His grace on thee, and crown thy good with brotherhood from sea to shining sea.’

         The sea we knew something about. Terminus of almost every street, it buckled and swashed and tossed, out of its grey formlessness, china plates, wooden monkeys, elegant shells and dead men’s shoes. Wet salt winds raked our playgrounds endlessly—those Gothic composites of gravel, macadam, granite and bald, flailed earth wickedly designed to bark and scour the tender knee. There we traded playing cards (for the patterns on the backs) and sordid stories, jumped clothes rope, shot marbles, and enacted the radio and comic book dramas of our day (‘Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men? The Shadow knows—nyah, nyah, nyah!’ or ‘Up in the sky, look! It’s a bird, it’s a plane, it’s Superman!’) If we were destined for any special end—grooved, doomed, limited, fated, we didn’t feel it. We beamed and sloshed from our desks to the dodge-ball dell, open and hopeful as the sea itself.

         After all, we could be anybody. If we worked. If we studied hard enough. Our accents, our money, our parents didn’t matter. Did not lawyers rise from the loins of coalheavers, doctors from the bins of dustmen? Education was the answer, and heaven knows how it came to us. Invisibly, I think, in the early days—a mystical infra-red glow off the thumbed multiplication tables, ghastly poems extolling October’s bright blue weather, and a world of history that more or less began and ended with the Boston Tea Party—Pilgrims and Indians being, like the eohippus, prehistoric.

         Later, the college obsession would seize us, a subtle, terrifying virus. Everybody had to go to some  college or other. A business college, a junior college, a state college, a secretarial college, an Ivy League college, a pig farmers’ college. The book first, then the work. By the time we (future cop and electronic brain alike) exploded into our prosperous, post-war high school, full-time guidance counsellors jogged our elbows at ever-diminishing intervals to discuss motives, hopes, school subjects, jobs—and colleges. Excellent teachers showered on to us like meteors: Biology teachers holding up human brains, English teachers inspiring us with a personal ideological fierceness about Tolstoy and Plato, Art teachers leading us through the slums of Boston, then back to the easel to hurl public school gouache with social awareness and fury. Eccentricities, the perils of being too  special, were reasoned and cooed from us like sucked thumbs.

         The girls’ guidance counsellor diagnosed my problem straight off. I was just too dangerously brainy. My high, pure string of straight A’s might, without proper extra-curricular tempering, snap me into the void. More and more, the colleges wanted All-Round Students. I had, by that time, studied Machiavelli in Current Events class. I grabbed my cue.

         Now this guidance counsellor owned, unknown to me, a white-haired identical twin I kept meeting in supermarkets and at the dentist’s. To this twin, I confided my widening circle of activities—chewing orange sections at the quarters of girl’s basketball games (I had made the team), painting mammoth L’il Abners and Daisy Maes for class dances, pasting up dummies of the school newspaper at midnight while my already dissipated co-editor read out the jokes at the bottom of the columns of The  New  Yorker. The blank, oddly muffled expression of my guidance counsellor’s twin in the street did not deter me, nor did the apparent amnesia of her whitely effcient double in the school office. I became a rabid teenage pragmatist.

         ‘Usage is Truth, Truth, Usage,’ I might have muttered, levelling my bobby-socks to match those of my school mates. There was no uniform, but there was  a uniform—the pageboy hairdo, squeaky clean, the skirt and sweater, the ‘loafers’, those scuffed copies of Indian moccasins. We even, in our democratic edifice, nursed two ancient relics of snobbism—two sororities: Subdeb and Sugar ’n’ Spice. At the start of each school year, invitation cards went out from old members to new girls—the pretty, the popular, the in some way rivalrous. A week of initiation preceded our smug admittance to the cherished Norm. Teachers preached against Initiation Week, boys scoffed, but couldn’t stop it.

         I was assigned, like each initiate, a Big Sister who systematically began to destroy my ego. For a whole week I could wear no make-up, could not wash, could not comb my hair, change clothes or speak to boys. By dawn I had walked to my Big Sister’s house and was making her bed and breakfast. Then, lugging her intolerably heavy books, as well as my own, I followed her, at a dog’s distance, to school. On the way she might order me to climb a tree and hang from a branch till I dropped, ask a passerby a rude question or stalk about the shops begging for rotten grapes and mouldy rice. If I smiled—showed, that is, any sense of irony at my slavishness, I had to kneel on the public pavement and wipe the smile off my face. The minute the bell rang to end school, Big Sister took over. By nightfall I ached and stank; my homework buzzed in a dulled and muzzy brain. I was being tailored to an Okay Image.

         Somehow it didn’t take—this initiation into the nihil of belonging. Maybe I was just too weird to begin with. What did these picked buds of American womanhood do at their sorority meetings? They ate cake; ate cake and catted about the Saturday night date. The privilege of being anybody was turning its other face—to the pressure of being everybody; ergo, no one.

         Lately I peered through the plate-glass side of an American primary school: child-size desks and chairs in clean, light wood, toy stoves and minuscule drinking fountains. Sunlight everywhere. All the anarchism, discomfort and grit I so tenderly remembered had been, in a quarter century, gentled away. One class had spent the morning on a bus learning how to pay fares and ask for the proper stop. Reading (my lot did it by age four off soapbox tops) had become such a traumatic and stormy art one felt lucky to weather it by ten. But the children were smiling in their little ring. Did I glimpse, in the First Aid cabinet, a sparkle of bottles—soothers and smootheners for the embryo rebel, the artist, the odd?

      

   


   
      

         
            The Day Mr Prescott Died

         

         It was a bright day, a hot day, the day old Mr Prescott died. Mama and I sat on the side seat of the rickety green bus from the subway station to Devonshire Terrace and jogged and jogged. The sweat was trickling down my back, I could feel it, and my black linen was stuck solid against the seat. Every time I moved it would come loose with a tearing sound, and I gave Mama an angry ‘so there’ look, just like it was her fault, which it wasn’t. But she only sat with her hands folded in her lap, jouncing up and down, and didn’t say anything. Just looked resigned to fate is all.

         ‘I say, Mama,’ I’d told her after Mrs Mayfair called that morning, ‘I can see going to the funeral even though I don’t believe in funerals, only what do you mean we have to sit up and watch with them?’

         ‘It is what you do when somebody close dies,’ Mama said, very reasonable. ‘You go over and sit with them. It is a bad time.’

         ‘So it is a bad time,’ I argued. ‘So what can I do, not seeing Liz and Ben Prescott since I was a kid except once a year at Christmas time for giving presents at Mrs Mayfair’s. I am supposed to sit around hold handkerchiefs, maybe?’

         With that remark, Mama up and slapped me across the mouth, the way she hadn’t done since I was a little kid and very fresh. ‘You are coming with me,’ she said in her dignified tone that means definitely no more fooling.

         So that is how I happened to be sitting in this bus on the hottest day of the year. I wasn’t sure how you dressed for waiting up with people, but I figured as long as it was black it was all right. So I had on this real smart black linen suit and a little veil hat, like I wear to the office when I go out to dinner nights, and I felt ready for anything.

         Well, the bus chugged along and we went through the real bad parts of East Boston I hadn’t seen since I was a kid. Ever since we moved to the country with Aunt Myra, I hadn’t come back to my home town. The only thing I really missed after we moved was the ocean. Even today on this bus I caught myself waiting for that first stretch of blue.

         ‘Look, Mama, there’s the old beach,’ I said, pointing.

         Mama looked and smiled. ‘Yes.’ Then she turned around to me and her thin face got very serious. ‘I want you to make me proud of you today. When you talk, talk. But talk nice. None of this fancy business about burning people up like roast pigs. It isn’t decent.’

         ‘Oh, Mama,’ I said, very tired. I was always explaining. ‘Don’t you know I’ve got better sense. Just because old Mr Prescott had it coming. Just because nobody’s sorry, don’t think I won’t be nice and proper.’

         I knew that would get Mama. ‘What do you mean nobody’s sorry?’ she hissed at me, first making sure people weren’t near enough to listen. ‘What do you mean, talking so nasty?’

         ‘Now, Mama,’ I said, ‘you know Mr Prescott was twenty years older than Mrs Prescott and she was just waiting for him to die so she could have some fun. Just waiting. He was a grumpy old man even as far back as I remember. A cross word for everybody, and he kept getting that skin disease on his hands.’

         ‘That was a pity the poor man couldn’t help,’ Mama said piously. ‘He had a right to be crotchety over his hands itching all the time, rubbing them the way he did.’

         ‘Remember the time he came to Christmas Eve supper last year?’ I went on stubbornly. ‘He sat at the table and kept rubbing his hands so loud you couldn’t hear anything else, only the skin like sandpaper flaking off in little pieces. How would you like to live with that  every day?’

         I had her there. No doubt about it, Mr Prescott’s going was no sorrow for anybody. It was the best thing that could have happened all around.

         ‘Well,’ Mama breathed, ‘we can at least be glad he went so quick and easy. I only hope I go like that when my time comes.’

         Then the streets were crowding up together all of a sudden, and there we were by old Devonshire Terrace and Mama was pulling the buzzer. The bus dived to a stop, and I grabbed hold of the chipped chromium pole behind the driver just before I would have shot out the front window. ‘Thanks, mister,’ I said in my best icy tone, and minced down from the bus.

         ‘Remember,’ Mama said as we walked down the sidewalk, going single file where there was a hydrant, it was so narrow, ‘remember, we stay as long as they need us. And no complaining. Just wash dishes, or talk to Liz, or whatever.’

         ‘But Mama,’ I complained, ‘how can I say I’m sorry about Mr Prescott when I’m really not sorry at all? When I really think it’s a good thing?’

         ‘You can say it is the mercy of the Lord he went so peaceful,’ Mama said sternly. ‘Then you will be telling the honest truth.’

         I got nervous only when we turned up the little gravel drive by the old yellow house the Prescotts owned on Devonshire Terrace. I didn’t feel even the least bit sad. The orange-and-green awning was out over the porch, just like I remembered, and after ten years it didn’t look any different, only smaller. And the two poplar trees on each side of the door had shrunk, but that was all.

         As I helped Mama up the stone steps onto the porch, I could hear a creaking and sure enough, there was Ben Prescott sitting and swinging on the porch hammock like it was any other day in the world but the one his Pop died. He just sat there, lanky and tall as life. What really surprised me was he had his favorite guitar in the hammock beside him. Like he’d just finished playing ‘The Big Rock Candy Mountain’, or something.

         ‘Hello Ben,’ Mama said mournfully. ‘I’m so sorry.’

         Ben looked embarrassed. ‘Heck, that’s all right,’ he said. ‘The folks are all in the living-room.’

         I followed Mama in through the screen door, giving Ben a little smile. I didn’t know whether it was all right to smile because  Ben was a nice guy, or whether I shouldn’t, out of respect for his Pop.

         Inside the house, it was like I remembered too, very dark so you could hardly see, and the green window blinds didn’t help. They were all pulled down. Because of the heat or the funeral, I couldn’t tell. Mama felt her way to the livingroom and drew back the portieres. ‘Lydia?’ she called.

         ‘Agnes?’ There was this little stir in the dark of the livingroom and Mrs Prescott came out to meet us. I had never seen her looking so well, even though the powder on her face was all streaked from crying.

         I only stood there while the two of them hugged and kissed and made sympathetic little noises to each other. Then Mrs Prescott turned to me and gave me her cheek to kiss. I tried to look sad again but it just wouldn’t come, so I said, ‘You don’t know how surprised we were to hear about Mr Prescott.’ Really, though, nobody was at all surprised, because the old man only needed one more heart attack and that would be that. But it was the right thing to say.

         ‘Ah, yes,’ Mrs Prescott sighed. ‘I hadn’t thought to see this day for many a long year yet.’ And she led us into the living-room.

         After I got used to the dim light, I could make out the people sitting around. There was Mrs Mayfair, who was Mrs Prescott’s sister-in-law and the most enormous woman I’ve ever seen. She was in the corner by the piano. Then there was Liz, who barely said hello to me. She was in shorts and an old shirt, smoking one drag after the other. For a girl who had seen her father die that morning, she was real casual, only a little pale is all.

         Well, when we were all settled, no one said anything for a minute, as if waiting for a cue, like before a show begins. Only Mrs Mayfair, sitting there in her layers of fat, was wiping away her eyes with a handkerchief, and I was reasonably sure it was sweat running down and not tears by a long shot.

         ‘It’s a shame,’ Mama began then, very low, ‘It’s a shame, Lydia, that it had to happen like this. I was so quick in coming I didn’t hear tell who found him even.’

         Mama pronounced ‘him’ like it should have a capital H, but I guessed it was safe now that old Mr Prescott wouldn’t be bothering anybody again, with that mean temper and those raspy hands. Anyhow, it was just the lead that Mrs Prescott was waiting for.

         ‘Oh, Agnes,’ she began, with a peculiar shining light to her face, ‘I wasn’t even here. It was Liz found him, poor child.’

         ‘Poor child,’ sniffed Mrs Mayfair into her handkerchief. Her huge red face wrinkled up like a cracked watermelon. ‘He dropped dead right in her arms, he did.’

         Liz didn’t say anything, but just ground out one cigarette only half smoked and lit another. Her hands weren’t even shaking. And believe me, I looked real carefully.

         ‘I was at the rabbi’s,’ Mrs Prescott took up. She is a great one for these new religions. All the time it is some new minister or preacher having dinner at her house. So now it’s a rabbi, yet. ‘I was at the rabbi’s, and Liz was home getting dinner when Pop came home from swimming. You know the way he always loved to swim, Agnes.’

         Mama said yes, she knew the way Mr Prescott always loved to swim.

         ‘Well,’ Mrs Prescott went on, calm as this guy on the Dragnet program, ‘it wasn’t more than eleven-thirty. Pop always liked a morning dip, even when the water was like ice, and he came up and was in the yard drying off, talking to our next door neighbor over the hollyhock fence.’

         ‘He just put up that very fence a year ago,’ Mrs Mayfair interrupted, like it was an important clue.

         ‘And Mr Gove, this nice man next door, thought Pop looked funny, blue, he said, and Pop all at once didn’t answer him but just stood there staring with a silly smile on his face.’

         Liz was looking out of the front window where there was still the sound of the hammock creaking on the front porch. She was blowing smoke rings. Not a word the whole time. Smoke rings only.

         ‘So Mr Gove yells to Liz and she comes running out, and Pop falls like a tree right to the ground, and Mr Gove runs to get some brandy in the house while Liz holds Pop in her arms…’

         ‘What happened then?’ I couldn’t help asking, just the way I used to when I was a kid and Mama was telling burglar stories.

         ‘Then,’ Mrs Prescott told us, ‘Pop just … passed away, right there in Liz’s arms. Before he could even finish the brandy.’

         ‘Oh, Lydia,’ Mama cried. ‘What you have been through!’

         Mrs Prescott didn’t look as if she had been through much of anything. Mrs Mayfair began sobbing in her handkerchief and invoking the name of the Lord. She must have had it in for the old guy, because she kept praying, ‘Oh, forgive us our sins,’ like she had up and killed him herself.

         ‘We will go on,’ Mrs Prescott said, smiling bravely. ‘Pop would have wanted us to go on.’

         ‘That is all the best of us can do,’ Mama sighed.

         ‘I only hope I go as peacefully,’ Mrs Prescott said.

         ‘Forgive us our sins,’ Mrs Mayfair sobbed to no one in particular.

         At this point, the creaking of the hammock stopped outside and Ben Prescott stood in the doorway, blinking his eyes behind the thick glasses and trying to see where we all were in the dark. ‘I’m hungry,’ he said.

         ‘I think we should all eat now,’ Mrs Prescott smiled on us. ‘The neighbors have brought over enough to last a week.’

         ‘Turkey and ham, soup and salad,’ Liz remarked in a bored tone, like she was a waitress reading off a menu. ‘I just didn’t know where to put it all.’

         ‘Oh, Lydia,’ Mama exclaimed, ‘Let us  get it ready. Let us  help. I hope it isn’t too much trouble….’

         ‘Trouble, no,’ Mrs Prescott smiled her new radiant smile. ‘We’ll let the young folks get it.’

         Mama turned to me with one of her purposeful nods and I jumped up like I had an electric shock. ‘Show me where the things are, Liz,’ I said, ‘and we’ll get this set up in no time.’

         Ben tailed us out to the kitchen, where the black old gas stove was, and the sink, full of dirty dishes. First thing I did was pick up a big heavy glass soaking in the sink and run myself a long drink of water.

         ‘My, I’m thirsty,’ I said and gulped it down. Liz and Ben were staring at me like they were hypnotized. Then I noticed the water had a funny taste, as if I hadn’t washed out the glass well enough and there were drops of some strong drink left in the bottom to mix with the water.

         ‘That,’ said Liz after a drag on her cigarette, ‘is the last glass Pop drank out of. But never mind.’

         ‘Oh Lordy, I’m sorry,’ I said, putting it down fast. All at once I felt very much like being sick because I had a picture of old Mr Prescott, drinking his last from the glass and turning blue. ‘I really am sorry.’

         Ben grinned ‘Somebody’s got to drink out of it someday.’ I liked Ben. He was always a practical guy when he wanted to be.

         Liz went upstairs to change then, after showing me what to get ready for supper.

         ‘Mind if I bring in my guitar?’ Ben asked, while I was starting to fix up the potato salad.

         ‘Sure, it’s okay by me,’ I said. ‘Only won’t folks talk? Guitars being mostly for parties and all?’

         ‘So let them talk. I’ve got a yen to strum.’

         I made tracks around the kitchen and Ben didn’t say much, only sat and played these hillbilly songs very soft, that made you want to laugh and sometimes cry.

         ‘You know, Ben,’ I said, cutting up a plate of cold turkey, ‘I wonder, are you really sorry.’

         Ben grinned, that way he has. ‘Not really sorry, now, but I could have been nicer. Could have been nicer, that’s all.’

         I thought of Mama, and suddenly all the sad part I hadn’t been able to find during the day came up in my throat. ‘We’ll go on better than before,’ I said. And then I quoted Mama like I never thought I would: ‘It’s all the best of us can do.’ And I went to take the hot pea soup off the stove.

         ‘Queer, isn’t it,’ Ben said. ‘How you think something is dead and you’re free, and then you find it sitting in your own guts laughing at you. Like I don’t feel Pop has really died. He’s down there somewhere inside of me, looking at what’s going on. And grinning away.’

         ‘That can be the good part,’ I said, suddenly knowing that it really could. ‘The part you don’t have to run from. You know you take it with you, and then when you go any place, it’s not running away. It’s just growing up.’

         Ben smiled at me, and I went to call the folks in. Supper was kind of a quiet meal, with lots of good cold ham and turkey. We talked about my job at the insurance office, and I even made Mrs Mayfair laugh, telling about my boss Mr Murray and his trick cigars. Liz was almost engaged, Mrs Prescott said, and she wasn’t half herself unless Barry was around. Not a mention of old Mr Prescott.

         Mrs Mayfair gorged herself on three desserts and kept saying, ‘Just a sliver, that’s all. Just a sliver!’ when the chocolate cake went round.

         ‘Poor Henrietta,’ Mrs Prescott said, watching her enormous sister-in-law spooning down ice cream. ‘It’s that psychosomatic hunger they’re always talking about. Makes her eat so.’

         After coffee which Liz made on the grinder, so you could smell how good it was, there was an awkward little silence. Mama kept picking up her cup and sipping from it, although I could tell she was really all through. Liz was smoking again, so there was a small cloud of haze around her. Ben was making an airplane glider out of his paper napkin.

         ‘Well,’ Mrs Prescott cleared her throat, ‘I guess I’ll go over to the parlor now with Henrietta. Understand, Agnes, I’m not old-fashioned about this. It said definitely no flowers and no one needs to come. It’s only a few of Pop’s business associates kind of expect it.’

         ‘I’ll come,’ said Mama staunchly.

         ‘The children aren’t going,’ Mrs Prescott said. ‘They’ve had enough already.’

         ‘Barry’s coming over later,’ Liz said. ‘I have to wash up.’

         ‘I will do the dishes,’ I volunteered, not looking at Mama. ‘Ben will help me.’

         ‘Well, that takes care of everybody, I guess.’ Mrs Prescott helped Mrs Mayfair to her feet, and Mama took her other arm. The last I saw of them, they were holding Mrs Mayfair while she backed down the front steps, huffing and puffing. It was the only way she could go down safe, without falling, she said.

      



OEBPS/9780571309146_cover_epub.jpg
16 JOHNNY PANIC AND THE BIBLE OF DREAMS

JOHNNY

hame inta Tohnnv Panic’s Rible of Dreams

I A N I UL Lily OWIL IOOK L0
s N D H E
LunILies vpelL.

D R EA M e

Rihla Af Dava-
a certain S YL
dream

LULE VUIEL Liall JULILLY Fanic

himself ﬁ

of dreams

Dream hy





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





