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I am a genius of a writer;


I have it in me. I am writing the best poems of my life; they will make my name.


—SYLVIA PLATH, 1962
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1


I was born to be remembered.


That’s not the sort of thing


you can tell other people


or even say out loud,


especially when you have


the wrong anatomy.


But it’s the kind of thing


you know


deep down inside.


2


I watch my fellow students


stream through the doors


of Bradford Senior High.


Girls giggle,


link arms, smile at the boys


glancing their way.


The boys could care less.


It’s all so ridiculous.


Yet I smile at the boys, too.


Just because you have


grand goals for your future


doesn’t mean you can’t


fall in love.


I follow the crowd into the halls,


one tiny fish in a


gigantic ocean.


But by the time I’m done with


Bradford Senior High,


I’ll stand out.


I know I will.


3


My best subject is English.


Virginia Woolf,


Dylan Thomas,


Wallace Stevens,


I devour them.


When I speak up,


everyone quiets.


Like they know


I have something important


to say.



4


Mr. Crockett is my favorite teacher.


He’s brilliant and passionate


and recognizes the difference


between fluff and important literature.


There are only fifteen of us


in his advanced seminar.


We call ourselves the Crocketteers.


I leave his class believing


that my dreams


are within reach.


I’ve never written


so much about


Hardy, Joyce, Auden,


Woolf, Dylan Thomas,


Shakespeare, and Milton.


I write literary criticism


and by the time I’ve finished,


two poems have also


scribbled themselves


onto a page.


5


Ruth, Margot, and Betsy


enjoy their studies,


but I’m not sure they enjoy them


half as much as I do.


Between classes they talk about boys.


Robert, William, Richard, Gary.


He’s so cute,


he’s really nice,


his hand brushed against mine…


it’s like their happiness is tied to


whether or not a boy


looks at them.


“Are you going to the dance?” Betsy says.


“The dance?” I raise an eyebrow,


as though I don’t know about the dance.


It’s been on my calendar


since the day they announced it.


“You know,” she says.


“It’s only the biggest social event


of the year.”


Dances don’t matter, I remind myself.


It’s complicated living


in the kind of world where


the worst thing


you can do for your ambitious future


is fall in love.



6


If poetry were a boy,


I would marry him.


I would cook for him,


clean for him,


give him a hundred children—


more, even—


deliver him words


shaped into song.


Then no one could say,


“But, Sylvia, don’t you want to


marry and have children?”


“But, Sylvia, don’t you know


you can’t be a good wife and mother


if you also have a career?”


“But, Sylvia, don’t you know what


being a woman means?”


7


This year I’m determined


not to let school get the best of me,


not to put so much pressure on myself


to make the perfect grades,


not to let my high expectations send me


into a pit of self-criticism


as they’ve done in the past.


I have new goals:


enjoy my life while I’m young


don’t let school become a prison


rest when I need it (rather than


  waiting until I’m sick).


I will read


I will write


I will dream.


(And maybe:


I will fall in love.)


8


Mother peers inside our room.


“How was school, Sivvy?”


I’m listing my new goals in a notebook.


I nod toward the page, tell her,


“Well, Mother, this year


I will not let anxiety


rule my studies.”


She looks at me like


she doesn’t quite believe me.


I glare at her,


but I can’t blame her.


She knows me too well.


Still, a mother should pretend


so her daughter believes


anything is possible.


Shouldn’t she?


The problem is,


I want to be the best.


And how do you become the best?


You chase perfection.


I’ve chased it since


I was old enough to


write a verse.


9


My mood today swings


between black and yellow,


a tempest.


Who knows what brought


this on. That’s the


most disturbing piece of the


high, low, high, low, high, low.


Maybe it was my B mark in science,


maybe it was anticipating rejection


for the poems I sent to Seventeen,


maybe it was simply a little gloomy


and gray today.


If I could predict my ricochets,


I would have more control.


Mother checks on me far too often.


She hovers just outside our bedroom.


I want to shout at her to go to Warren.


He may still need her, but I don’t.


I’m nearly an adult.


She can’t hover forever.


My head aches.


I press my face into my pillow.


I haven’t slept well since


I mailed that envelope to Seventeen.


I need to get back to


  reading,


studying,


go out for a walk,


  eat better.


For now, I just want to


curl up and close my eyes.


Mother slips into my room,


sits on my bed,


strokes my head


until


I


fall


asleep.



10


Boys can talk


all they want about


necking, kissing, touching,


but a young lady can’t express


the barest hint of desire


to do any of those things.


It’s not proper for a young lady


to even think about such improper acts.


It’s not proper for a young lady


to imagine what she would do


if a boy took her driving one evening,


  parked,


wrapped his arms around her,


and kissed her in a way she’d


never been kissed before.


And it’s certainly not proper for a young lady


to ache for those experiences


so desperately


she feels she might burn from


the inside out.


I’m exhausted with being


a proper young lady.



11


A poem, accepted!


Is there anything


better than


receiving the news


that your work will appear


in a publication


thousands of people


will read?


Is there anything


more terrifying?


12


Today in seminar Mr. Crockett


congratulated me on my future publication.


Someone in the back of the room


coughed around the word “Fluff.”


I know exactly who it was.


  Peter.


I don’t even know


why he’s in this class—


probably because his dad’s


the superintendent of the school.


Peter doesn’t think girls


should be allowed


in a college-level class.


He’s never said so


in front of Mr. Crockett,


but he’s made it explicitly clear


outside of class.


Mr. Crockett keeps me a little late.


“I’d like to see some of your


short stories published before


you leave Bradford,” he tells me.


Peter waits outside the class,


pretending to fix


a paper poster on the wall.


I pass him without a word,


but he follows,


a detached shadow


stretching long and mean.


“You know you’ll never


go anywhere,” he says.


“We’ll see about that,” I say.


“It’s pity publishing,” he says.


“For a fluff magazine.


Nothing more.


It doesn’t mean anything.”


Why do his words


sound so much like


the voice in my head?


“One day you’ll have to choose,” he says.


“Marriage or career.


And if you choose wrong,


you’ll spend the rest of your life


alone.”


13


I know what the world


thinks about


women like me.


I try not to care.


The truth is, I want it all.


Marriage and a career.


14


I can’t write the poem


I want to write.


My mind feels blank.


I have lived


such a small existence.


I long to see the African savanna,


the lights of Paris,


the beauty of the English moors


the Brontës brought to life.


How do you write


anything that matters


if you’ve never experienced


anything that matters?


My pen


struggles to make sense of


Daddy’s death,


describes the weather


outside my window,


and the barely there leaves


of the oak


reinvigorated


after a cold winter.


I scratch out


every word I write


and throw my notebook


across the room.


It slides under my dresser.


Good riddance.


15


Mother asks me how I’m doing.


The truth is,


I’m a bit overwhelmed,


a snake pit has swallowed me,


and I can’t see


how to climb back out.


But I smile and say,


“Everything is wonderful.”


I know how to play the part.



16


I can’t get anything


less than an A,


since college applications


will be due next year and


I know Mother doesn’t


have the money to pay


for higher education.


She has enough to worry about.


She had to borrow money


from Grammy and Grampy again.


Grampy is too old to work,


but he’ll never slow down.


He has too many people to support.


I don’t want to be another.


Sometimes I imagine


that if Daddy were here,


everything would be easier.


We’d have more money.


Mother wouldn’t have to work so hard.


Maybe Warren and I could


go to college without


running ourselves ragged trying to


make the best grades,


get the best scholarships,


prove we belong in higher education.


Do I only miss him because


he’d make things easier?


Is he a story I tell myself I need?


After dinner


I close my door and


work on my analysis of T. S. Eliot


for Mr. Crockett’s class and


try to produce nothing short of


perfection


because I do have to


make the best grades and


get the best scholarships


if I want a future.


Every word I write is rubbish.


17


I’m named coeditor of The Bradford,


the high school newspaper,


along with Frank Irish.


The column that announces


my new position refers to my


“exceptional ability as a writer,”


“noteworthy reputation of sticking


  to a task until it’s done,”


and “keen critical eye.”


Maybe not every word I write is rubbish.
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1


Junior year finished,


just like that.


With excellent marks.


And now it’s summer.


This one,


I tell myself,


will be different.


For one thing,


I will date every boy


who asks me out.


I will burn and kiss and


neck and do whatever I want.


No attachments.


Maybe I will be too forward,


maybe I will not appear prim enough,


maybe I will be


too much too much too much


but I will not be swayed by


society’s definitions of


who I must be


because I’m a woman.


And I will not settle


for less than I,


Sylvia,


want.


Why would I make myself


miserable for


someone else’s benefit?


Too many women


do that every day.


I will not be one of them.


2


John Hodges


goes to Denison University,


and he’s just about flawless:


tall


athletic


gorgeous.


We play tennis


on the Wellesley College courts.


He takes me on soda dates


and drives me around.


Our time alone makes me nervous,


but I pretend it doesn’t.


I’m weary of pretending.


It’s what you do, isn’t it?


As a woman.


Pretend you’re happy.


Pretend you’re capable.


Pretend you’re completely content


with the tiny little sliver of life


they permit you to have.


But I can’t hold it


against John, can I?


Most men are simply…


oblivious.


3


Bruce Ellwell takes me to


some car races in Westboro.


I don’t expect to enjoy it,


but I do.


The roar of engines,


  the exciting accidents,


the collisions and destruction.


Am I heartless?


After it’s over I want to go


parking with Bruce,


which seems wrong


after what we’ve watched.


Passion is confusing.


4


I work, date, write, repeat.


I love the summer,


the lack of pressure,


the sea breeze,


the sun bronzing my skin.


I love long walks along the beach


on the arm of a handsome godlike boy.


I run through them like experiments.


None of them last long.


I’m not sure if it’s me or them.


I let them kiss me,


embrace me,


but something stops me


from doing more.


Does my desire scare me?


Do I want more?


I know I want to be desired


because I am Sylvia Plath,


not because I’m a woman


in a pretty dress.


I am afraid, though.


I’m afraid of appearing


too forward,


too loose.


I’m afraid of everyone


calling me a tease,


saying I’m cheap.


Girls are supposed to have


pristine reputations.


It seems that no matter


how you examine the world—


work, desire, passion, living—


it all circles back to this:


A woman is kept in place


by a host of rules


she’ll never fully understand.


Young ladies can never be


free.


5


Betsy and I used to swoon over


Greg Hall at Wellesley basketball games.


He was so far from the realm


of possible boyfriends then.


It’s a dream come true that


I’m dating him now!


How lucky can a girl get?


“I love you,” he says,


but he doesn’t pressure me to


give him more than


I’m willing to give.


He says sex is one of the


loveliest acts in the world.


He doesn’t want to


cheapen it with pressure.


He gives me space,


and he tells me exactly


how he feels about me.


Does a more marvelous boy exist?


Twenty-one boys


since my junior year—


I had to go through them all


to find Greg Hall.


6


I spend every day


with Greg.


We play tennis.


We take long walks


in the woods and


around the lake and


look at stars.


Today we drive to Cape Cod


with friends.


It’s as close to bliss


as I can expect in this life.


We lie on striped towels,


the sea whispering secrets,


and every salty breath


feels like a gift.


I enjoy my life alone,


but enjoying life with


someone like Greg


is an electric thrill.


Is this love?


7


Before Greg leaves


for Williams College


we exchange photos.


No promises,


which is fine by me.


I keep his photo in


my journal.


8


The end of summer


sends my moods


up down


up down


sideways


completely unpredictable


Everything sets me off—


Mother coming to my room


asking questions most mothers ask—


How was your day?


What have you written?


Another date tonight?


Warren chattering endlessly


at dinner about


nothing of consequence,


just a collection of


meaningless words about


meaningless things


(How nice it would be


to be a confident man


instead of a woman


so full of self-doubt


she would sink in the Dead Sea)


My moods are


up down


up down


sideways


completely unpredictable


And everyone is


getting weary of me


  Especially myself



9


Greg’s not the one for me.


That becomes clear in


how little I miss him


while he’s gone.


Maybe it’s for the best


that I don’t find


my ideal man in


my entire summer of dating.


It stands to reason that


a woman who


doesn’t really know


what she wants


won’t find


what she wants.


Maybe it’s for the best


that I don’t become


like so many others:


engaged at seventeen,


married at eighteen.


Maybe it’s for the best


that the perfect man


remains a figment of


my imagination.
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1


A room of my own—


what magic is this?


Warren’s gone to Exeter,


so Mother moves out of


the bedroom we’ve shared


for ages.


No more


constant nagging.


No more


asking if I’m getting out of bed.


No more


hawk eye watching my every move.


No more trying to write


with another person


and her arduous expectations


hovering.


How long has it been


since I had a room


of my own?


Too long.


I feel like I can breathe.


2


Senior year begins with


Mr. Crockett saying,


“Well, students, it’s your


last year to participate


in this seminar.


What will you do?


Where will you go?”


I always have an answer


to this question.


I will


publish more poems


and short stories


apply to college


(finances be damned!)


stay focused, positive, and productive


so I accomplish these goals.


No more depression!


No more ricocheting moods!


No more worry!


I will myself


  to fully live.



3


Mr. Crockett pulls me aside


after class. “Do you know where


you want to continue


your education, Miss Plath?” he says.


I don’t remind him


there aren’t many choices


for young women—


but at least the schools


we have are good ones.


“Wellesley or Smith,” I say.


He nods. “Good schools.”


What would it be like


to be a man,


to have infinite possibilities?


What would it be like


not to have to explain


why you don’t want


to be a teacher


or just get married?


What would it be like


not to have to prove yourself


every


step


  of


    the way?


I look at the floor


when I say,


“It depends


on money, though.”


Mr. Crockett doesn’t seem


the least bit bothered by this.


“Scholarships,” he says.


“Probably several.”


“You really think so?”


“In all my years,


I’ve never taught a student


so bright and talented,” he says.


I wait for him to make


that qualification—


for a girl.


But he doesn’t.


He only says, “I’ll write


your recommendation letters.


Tell me where,


and it’s done.”


Possibility swells in my chest.


Maybe I can


dream and write


and be myself


and break the mold


and become somebody great someday


just like I always planned.


Maybe I can have it


a l l.


4


My friends don’t consider


money an obstacle.


Their parents set up


a college fund the day


they were born.


They have money enough


for tuition and housing


and don’t have to base


their decision about


where they go to school


on how much scholarship money


they get


or how much babysitting money


they save.


I wonder if they know


how lucky they are.


My friends don’t have to


study study study


for school exams or


worry about SAT scores or


consider and reconsider


everything they say


on a college application or


volunteer for a thousand


different school committees


and the Girl Scouts


and the Unitarian youth group


to make themselves


look more appealing.


They can put in a


good enough effort


and that’s enough.


But I have to be


excellent.


I have to finish a test


and go over the answers


again and again and again


to ensure everything is as right


as I know how to make it,


because one test could


stand between college and me.


One screwup,


one terrible essay,


one missed line


on an application.


My friends go to school.


I go to school, work, volunteer,


write, publish, repeat


because the world is not yet mine


like it is theirs.


Some days I remind myself


all this effort teaches me


persistence


a good work ethic


how to chase a dream with


everything I am.


Sometimes I rage that


this is my lot in life.


The difference between


them and me


sometimes feels


insurmountable.


5


What are the benefits of


going steady with a boy?


No one can tell me.


My friends are marrying young—


many right after high school.


Can you imagine?


Mother is ecstatic


every time a boy comes by.


She can’t hide her hopes,


but I’ve realized I don’t want to


be attached to one person right now.


I want to date around.


Meet as many young men as I can.


Keep things casual.


I know the world doesn’t like


young women who date


more than one boy.


I don’t care.


Maybe I don’t want to love


just one man.


Or maybe I don’t want to love


any.


Who’s to say


what’s right for me


except me?


6


I’m drowning in


college applications


school exams


SAT preparation—


but I finally get a short story accepted.


It’ll be in the November Seventeen.


Because of my moods,


Mother’s worried about


the psychological test


I need for Smith admissions.


I’m more worried about money.


Do I dare dream?



7


Sometimes I wonder


if dates are dangerous.


My body is a wild blaze.


I want more than kisses on


mouths and cheeks and necks.


I want to know every inch


of a man’s body.


I want to feel the victory of


hearing my lover groan in pleasure.


I want to experience


the power of possession


moments before I surrender


to the heat that pulses inside.


Tonight Bob Riedeman takes me out.


He used to be a Crocketteer


and studies at the University of


New Hampshire now.


Tall, blue-eyed, blond,


so handsome I melt.


I kiss him and ache for more.


But conventionality doesn’t


allow it.


We tear ourselves


away from each other.


Does he feel me burn?


Does he burn for me?



8


Mother taps on my door.


“Sivvy? It’s time for dinner.”


All I seem to do anymore is


stare into space


sleep


try to eat


sleep


do it all again.


I haven’t written in days.


“Grammy and Grampy


are here,” Mother says.


“They’ve brought early gifts.”


We’re celebrating Christmas today.


I didn’t manage any


gifts this year, which


only makes me feel worse.


But still I follow Mother


out to the parlor.


The table is set with a feast.


Grammy and Grampy kiss me


and say how glad they are to see me.


No one mentions college


or writing or even the way


I push food around on my plate,


pick at potatoes,


eat a few string beans,


pop a handful of red grapes
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