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            Introduction

            By Charlotte Jones Voiklis

         

         I was about nine years old, curiously but quietly poking about my grandmother Madeleine L’Engle’s manuscripts so as not to disturb her writing and risk losing the privilege of keeping her company in her “Ivory Tower” while she worked. The Tower was just a room over the garage in the eighteenth-century New England farmhouse where she and my grandfather had lived and raised three children during the 1950s and where they still spent weekends, holidays, and long stretches of summer. I’m not sure who christened it “the Tower,” but the name was used ironically by both her and the rest of the family, an acknowledgment of the privilege of solitude and time. The manuscripts I was poking about in were housed in repurposed ream boxes with words like “Eaton” and “Corrasable Bond” on the sides, and in black three-ring binders whose leather casings were beginning to crack. There were dozens of boxes and binders, including ones with A Wrinkle in Time, The Arm of the Starfish, and A Wind in the Door written on them, but I wasn’t interested in the manuscripts of stories that could be read as real books: I was more curious about the scraps and stories and studies in the other boxes. I came across “Gilberte Must Play Bach” in one of those. I’m not sure why I stopped to read this particular one, but I liked the French name in the title, and the imperative. The story was strange to me, and sad, and although the girl in the story was named Claudine, I understood it to be autobiographical. The sadness of the story—and its unresolvedness—shook me and gave me a glimpse at the depth of things we might discover about the people we love.

         When my grandmother died in 2007, there were papers and manuscripts distributed among three different houses and an office. It’s taken time to organize and inventory those materials, and it’s also been a considerable emotional journey for me to read, assess, and come to the decision that these stories should be shared publicly.

         When I read “Julio at the Party,” an onionskin manuscript held together with a rusty paper clip and folded in half, tossed in a box of artifacts, books, and papers, I thought at first that the story must be by some other writer who had given it to her in a class, or over tea or coffee for comment. However, on a second read I recognized details—the nickname Horrors, the malapropisms of the title character—that convinced me it was indeed hers. I later found that the short story had been taken from an unpublished novel manuscript, written and rewritten several times in the 1950s, called Rachel Benson (or, alternatively, Bedroom with a Skylight).

         More exploration over time into the loose-leaf binders and manuscript boxes revealed more than forty short stories, most written in the 1940s and 1950s, when she was first an aspiring playwright, then a promising novelist, and then a despairing writer who struggled to find a publisher. All but one were written before A Wrinkle in Time, the 1962 classic that made her career, and I date that one story post-Wrinkle because of the unique typeface of the typewriter she used—oversized, square, and sans serif. It was an early electric typewriter and I remember the satisfaction and mastery I felt when my fingers were strong enough to prevail over the resistance the keys provided. That story, called “That Which Is Left,” shocked and shook me, too, because of the narrator’s selfishness.

         The earliest stories were written for college creative writing classes. The manuscript for “Gilberte Must Play Bach” has teacher’s comments and a grade (A–). Some have more than one version, reworked over time, and there is one bound manuscript of collected short stories called Stories from Greenwich Village, which was compiled in the early 1940s when she was working as an understudy and bit player. She lived with a rotating band of roommates in the Manhattan neighborhood of Greenwich Village, which at the time was an affordable haven for artists and “bohemians.”

         The stories collected here are arranged in a loosely chronological order, and you can see her growth as a writer. The first five are the earliest, and in each the protagonist gets progressively older, almost a cumulative coming-of-age narrative. Many of these earliest stories were re-imagined and revised and appeared in other forms in later work. In particular, her novel Camilla has a scene similar to “The Birthday,” The Small Rain incorporates much of “The Mountains Shall Stand Forever,” and “One Day in Spring” is a scene that is later revised in The Joys of Love. Later stories, too, were incorporated into other books: “A Room in Baltimore” and “The Foreigners” were revised as episodes in Two-Part Invention and A Circle of Quiet (which also mentions Julio’s party).

         Several of these stories were published in Smith College’s literary magazine. “Summer Camp” was published in New Threshold, a national journal of student opinion, and it was that story that caught the attention of an editor at the publishing house Vanguard, who wrote to Madeleine and asked her if she was working on a novel. She wasn’t, but she quickly got to work on The Small Rain. “Please Wear Your Rubbers” was published in Mademoiselle, and “Madame, Or…” in The Dude: The Magazine Devoted to Pleasure. “Poor Little Saturday,” a story that combines Southern gothic and fantasy, has been anthologized a number of times. Some stories have multiple drafts, and those collected here are from the most complete and finished versions.

         A great deal in these stories is autobiographical, especially in those that carefully observe an intense emotional crisis. One doesn’t have to be familiar with Madeleine’s biography to enjoy them, but it does add a layer of interest and understanding to know that her childhood was marked by loneliness, that her adolescence was spent in the South, that she was an actress and a published writer before she married, and that her early years of motherhood were also years that she described as being a decade of intellectual isolation and professional rejection.

         The most surprising story to me is “Prelude to the First Night Alone,” which I understood only after learning more about her friendship with Marie Donnet while my sister Léna Roy and I were doing research for our middle-grade biography Becoming Madeleine. Marie was Madeleine’s best friend in college, and together they moved to New York City to pursue theater careers. The friendship frayed as their circle enlarged and they had different opportunities and rewards. Their breakup was devastating to Madeleine, and “Prelude,” written shortly after, is raw and imperfect and fascinating for this reason.

         The rest of the stories are in a variety of genres: there’s satire, horror, and science fiction, as well as realism and the careful observation of human interaction and moments of change or renewal. In “Summer Camp,” the protagonist fails a moral test. “That Which Is Left” has an unreliable narrator. In “Madame, Or…” and “Julio at the Party” there are subtle adult sexual themes. “The Foreign Agent” has a protagonist who struggles against a controlling writer mother, and “Poor Little Saturday” and “The Fact of the Matter” have elements of fantasy and horror that highlight Madeleine’s skills at pacing and suspense.

         In some ways only a tiny handful are what may be considered “vintage L’Engle,” or the kind of story a knowledgeable reader might expect from her: one in which challenges are overcome and growing pains are real, but so, too, is the promise of joy and laughter. Even the title story in this collection is bittersweet, as the moment of tenderness becomes a memory and something apart from the main character’s daily life. The final story, “A Sign for a Sparrow,” is set in a post-apocalyptic future, with Earth no longer able to sustain life after nuclear war and civil society in disarray. The only hope for human beings is to find other habitable planets. The main character is a cryptologist who must leave his wife and child in order to find a better world for them and the rest of Earth’s inhabitants. His journey and what he finds at the end of it recalls what she said of her most famous book, A Wrinkle in Time: that it was her “psalm of praise to life,” a story about a universe in which she hoped to believe.

         In another way, though, all of these stories are indeed “vintage L’Engle” in that they resist fitting easily into “young adult” or “adult” categories. She always insisted that she was simply a writer, with no qualifications or labels. When A Wrinkle in Time was making the rounds of publishers she would be asked by skeptical editors, “Who is it for? Adults or children?” and she would respond in frustration, “It’s for people! Don’t people read books?” These stories, too, are for people, and while some feature younger protagonists, they also span a range of genres and styles. Additionally, most of these stories resist a resolution and a tidy triumph for the protagonist (a feature that some would argue is the necessary hallmark of books for younger readers). Taken as a whole these stories express a yearning towards hope—hope for intimacy, understanding, and wholeness. In moments of despair or seasons of doubt, that yearning and its depiction can feel more authentic and optimistic than more neatly resolved narratives or stories with overtly happy endings.

      

   


   
      
         
            The Birthday
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         She couldn’t sleep because tomorrow was her birthday. Tomorrow she would be a year older and it was Sunday and Mother and Father would be with her all day long and perhaps she could go skating with Father on the pond in the park if it was still frozen and there would be presents and she could stay up an hour later. She lay in bed staring up at the pattern of light on the ceiling from the rooms across the court, from the rooms of the people who hadn’t gone to bed yet. Cecily slipped out of bed and stood by the window, shivering with cold and an ecstasy of anticipation. In one of the windows was the shadow of someone undressing behind a drawn shade, someone pulling a dress over her head, and then a slip, and bending down to take off shoes and stockings. What was she thinking while she got undressed? What did other people think? What did other children think when they weren’t with Cecily? And that was funny. Cecily had never realized that they thought at all when they weren’t with her. She felt very strange, and puzzled, and cold. She turned away from the window, shivering, suddenly frightened, because people must think when they get undressed at night, not only people across the court but strange people on the street, people she passed walking to the park and the children who played in the park. She turned on the light and stood in front of the mirror, looking at herself, frightened because people thought while they were getting ready for bed and didn’t think about her because she wasn’t the most important thing in their lives at all. All the people she passed in the street didn’t know who she was and wouldn’t remember that they had passed her, a little girl with long fair plaits. That was frightening. That was the most frightening thing she had ever known. She did not know why she had thought of it. Perhaps because tomorrow was her birthday. But if that was what happened to you because you had grown another year older, she did not want any more birthdays even if they meant presents and a party. She stared hard at the thin little face in the mirror for comfort, because here she was, and she was Cecily Carey, and this was her world. It was her world because she had been born in it, bought from a balloon man and guaranteed absolutely, Mother had told her so, and Mother and Father were hers and Mother and Father were the most important people to everyone in the world but she was the most important of all to them. She was Cecily Carey, bought from a balloon man with white hair and red cheeks and blue eyes, Mother had told her so—she was Cecily Carey and she was very frightened because the world had changed all of a sudden and it wasn’t hers anymore and she didn’t know who owned it.

         She started to cry, and she ran and got back into bed and cried loudly, shivering and frightened. And no one came. Someone had always come when she cried. Mother had come and held her and comforted her and brought her drinks of water. She cried and she cried and no one came.

         “Mother!” she called. “Mother! Mother! Mother!” She kept on calling, shrilly, and by and by the door opened and Mother came in and her face was very tired and drawn and she looked different. “Mother!” Cecily sobbed, “Mother!”

         Mother sat down on the bed and held her close. “Hush, darling,” she said, “hush, Cecily. You mustn’t make so much noise.” And her voice was different, too. Or was it because of the world being different? Cecily didn’t know and she was frightened.

         “Mother,” she sobbed, but more quietly. “Mother, who does the world belong to?”

         “What, baby?” Mother sat huddled on the bed, and she swallowed strangely when she spoke.

         “Who owns the world, Mother?”

         “God owns the world, dearest.”

         “Did he make it, too?”

         “Yes, my sweet, God made the world, and he made you, too.”

         “Did God give me to you?”

         “Yes, Cecily.”

         “But I thought you bought me from the balloon man.”

         “The balloon man got you from God.”

         “Oh. And it’s God who owns the world? Not anybody else?”

         “No, dear. Nobody else owns the world.” Mother was stroking her head, running her fingers through the long fine hair, but she was looking at the door as though she were listening. “Are you all right, now, darling? Will you be quiet and go to sleep now if I leave you?”

         “Is it very long till morning? Is it very long before it’s my birthday?” Cecily asked, becoming drowsy as the thin gentle hand ran over her forehead and back through her hair.

         “The sooner you sleep, the sooner it will be your birthday,” Mother answered, and kissed her, and stood up. “Will you be quiet now, baby?”

         “Yes.” Cecily snuggled down into the pillow sleepily, and watched Mother slip out of the room, and she was frightened because Mother swayed as she walked. But she was sleepy and tomorrow would be her birthday and she would have lots of presents and Mother and Father would be with her all day because it was Sunday.

         She woke up very early because she always did on her birthday, and all the fears of the night before were gone and instead she had the lovely birthday feeling of anticipation and happiness and excitement and mixed up with it a new feeling as though she was going to make a marvelous discovery. She slipped out of bed and caught a glimpse of herself in the long mirror on the closet door that she had stared into the night before. She didn’t run out of the room and into bed with Father and Mother right away, as she usually did on her birthday and on Christmas, but wandered slowly over to the mirror. She stood with her feet on the cold floor just off the edge of the rug and stared into the face of a pale child with wide eyes and a nightgown like hers. And all of a sudden she wasn’t thinking at all. The child in the mirror was someone and she was someone and she wasn’t sure who because she didn’t know either of them and they weren’t the same person, and she wasn’t there at all, because she wasn’t thinking, because her mind was quite blank. And then something in it seemed to go “click.” This is me. I am Cecily Carey. I’m me, I’m me, I’m really me, and this is what I look like standing on the floor with my feet just off the edge of the rug, staring into the mirror in my room. This is my birthday, this is the birthday of Cecily Carey, and I’m a real person just like the people across the court, like the one who got undressed with the shades drawn last night, like the people I pass on my way to the park, like Mother and Father and Binny and Cook. I am me, I am Cecily Carey and no one else, and no one else is me. The world is God’s and God made the world and the balloon man got me from God and gave me to Mother and I am me because he guaranteed me absolutely.

         But it was all very confusing, staring at yourself in your mirror standing with your bare feet on the cold floor just off the edge of the rug so that they ached because it was winter, staring at yourself in a mirror and getting lost someplace and then seeing yourself again and being different. It was all so confusing that she wished it hadn’t happened and she was frightened and wanted to cry, only then she remembered it was her birthday and she was getting to be a big girl and it was bad to cry on your birthday or do anything naughty because then you cried or were naughty every day for the rest of the year. She was always good on her birthday. She would not cry. She would not cry. She would not cry. And she would have lots of presents and Mother and Father would be with her all day because it was her birthday and it was Sunday.

         She slipped her feet into her slippers and pulled her bathrobe clumsily around her and was all ready to run into Mother and Father’s room and get into bed with them and open her presents sitting up in between them, as she always did, when the door opened and Binny came in. Binny came in and it was still early and Binny didn’t usually come in at all on her birthday. But she stood there in her blue serge dress and her face was solemn and she had forgotten to put on her white apron.

         “Hello, Binny. It is my birthday.” Cecily could tell by the sudden movement of Binny’s face that she had forgotten, and that was as frightening as finding out that the world didn’t belong to her, as frightening as having Mother not come when she cried. “It’s my birthday,” she said again, but she almost asked it, as though she weren’t sure.

         Binny’s face twisted a little, and she said, “Happy birthday, darling. Supposing you get up now and see your birthday presents after you’re dressed. You’re getting to be a big girl.”

         “But can’t I get in bed with Mother and Father and open my presents there like I always do?” Cecily asked. “I’m not too old for that, Binny.”

         “Don’t you think it would be fun to get dressed first?” Binny pleaded, and got some clean underclothes out of the bureau.

         “I want to get in bed with Mother and Father and open my presents there,” Cecily said, and stamped.

         “Oh, oh, and you mustn’t stamp on your birthday,” Binny said.

         Cecily’s lips began to tremble. “Please, Binny, can’t I go and get in bed with Mother and Father the way I always do?”

         Binny shook her head helplessly. “Well, your mother and father aren’t here just now, Cecily,” she said.

         “But where are they? It’s my birthday! Where are they?”

         “Well, your mother didn’t feel very well last night so they went to see someone about it to make her feel better.”

         “Will she come back soon?” Cecily asked anxiously.

         “Oh, yes, she’ll come back soon,” Binny said reassuringly. “You get up and get dressed now and you can open your presents while you’re having breakfast.”

         “Will Mother and Father be here by then?”

         “Well, maybe they will,” Binny said, “but maybe they’ll have to wait for the doctor. That’s why your mother gave me the presents to put on the breakfast table for you, in case they didn’t get back on time.”

         “Are they going to see Dr. Wallace?” Cecily asked.

         “Yes. They’re going to see Dr. Wallace. Such a nice man. You like him a lot, don’t you, Cecily?”

         “Oh, yes. Will he come back with them and bring me a present, too?”

         “Maybe he will,” Binny said. “Come along, Cecily, let’s get dressed. You want to see your presents, don’t you?” She slipped a woolen shirt over Cecily’s head.

         Cecily stepped onto the floor to slip into a pair of bloomers. “Ow! The floor’s so cold, Binny,” she said.

         “Oh, and you shouldn’t be stepping on the floor.” Binny picked her up and stood her on the bed, kissing her harshly.

         It felt all wrong to sit at the breakfast table and look at a pile of presents beautifully tied up and not to have Mother and Father there. Cecily didn’t want to open them, she didn’t quite know why, so she drank her orange juice and started her oatmeal. Binny came in and stood behind her chair.

         “Aren’t you going to open your presents, Cecily?” she asked.

         “I’d rather wait till Mother and Father get back.”

         “Well, maybe they won’t be back till after you’ve finished your breakfast.”

         “I’d rather wait.”

         Binny stood behind her chair and watched her for a moment. Then she picked up the presents and put them in a neat pile on the sideboard. “You better open them after breakfast. Then we’ll go to the park. We’ll go to the museum and you can go in the Egyptian tombs, if you like.”

         “I don’t want to go anywhere till Mother and Father get back,” Cecily said, her face clouding angrily.

         Binny spoke sharply. “Maybe your mother and father won’t get back till lunch and your mother told me to take you to the park if they were late.”

         Cecily stood up and stamped determinedly. “I won’t go till they come back,” she said. “I won’t go!” she screamed, “I won’t go!” and the tears began to roll down her face. She ran over to the pile of presents and began to throw them on the floor, sobbing with anger and fear. Binny went over to her quickly and picked her up and carried her into the living room. She sat Cecily down on the couch and went back into the dining room. Cecily could watch her through the glass doors to the dining room, picking up the presents, smoothing their rumpled wrappings and laying them back on top of the sideboard. She came back into the living room and sat down beside Cecily, putting her arm about the child’s shoulders. “Don’t you want to open just one of your presents now?” she pleaded.

         Cecily stood up and stamped again. “I won’t! I won’t! I won’t!” She looked over at Binny and there she was sitting on the sofa with tears streaming down her lined cheeks. Cecily stared at her for a moment in appalled silence; then she turned and ran into her room, slammed the door, and flung herself upon the bed, gasping but tearless. Because she couldn’t cry any more. She tried and the tears wouldn’t come. She was so frightened that all she could do was to lie there with big choking sobs trying to tear out of her. It was her birthday and Mother and Father weren’t there and Binny was crying. That was the most dreadful thing of all, because Binny didn’t cry. If Binny was crying there must be something dreadful the matter. Had Mother and Father both died in the night and been taken away? She remembered a dreadful story one of the children in the park had heard from a nurse about a little girl whose mother and father had died and been taken away in the night and she never saw them again or knew what had happened. Was that why Mother had seemed so strange last night, because she was dying? Binny had said that Mother didn’t feel well. Was she afraid to say that she was dead? Cecily stretched out stiff on the bed and tried to feel dead, too, to check the sobs that kept coming and that seemed to tear at her throat and hurt it. But they wouldn’t stop. She got up and stood in front of the mirror again, watching herself, with her face all blurred and blotchy from crying, and screwed up into a strange shape with the effort not to sob. If Mother and Father were dead, what were they thinking now? Did they remember her or had they forgotten her? Why didn’t they come? Did the people in the rooms across the court know that she was unhappy? Were they thinking about her birthday presents?

         But they couldn’t be. Nobody knew, nobody cared.

         (“Mother, who does the world belong to?”

         “What, baby?”

         “Who owns the world, Mother?”

         “God owns the world, dearest.”

         “Did he make it, too?”

         “Yes, my sweet, God made the world, and he made you, too.”)

         If God made the world and he made Cecily, perhaps he might care a little even if the people in the rooms across the court didn’t. She went across the room and knelt on her bed and said, “Now I lay me” and “Our Father” and “God bless” the way she did at night to Mother and Father, and it didn’t seem to do any good at all because she said it every night when everything was happy and it was just something comfortable to do, like pulling the blankets around your neck on a cold night. God who made the world was so big and if he made the people in the rooms across the court and the people she passed on the way to the park, did he really have much time to pay attention to her? Perhaps the balloon man who sold her to Mother would care, so she prayed, “Dear balloon man, please make Mother and Father not dead and taken away in the night but make them come back quickly so I can open my birthday presents.” Then she lay down on the bed and stared up at the ceiling and waited. She pretended she could see the square of light with the three lines of shadow across it that lay in the center of the ceiling when she went to bed at night and she tried to count in English and French and German as far as Miss Evans, who came every morning, had taught her, and by and by her eyes grew heavy and closed.

         When she opened them again, Father and Dr. Wallace were standing in the doorway.

         She jumped off the bed and rushed over to her father and butted her head against him. “Father—” she whispered. “Father, why weren’t you and Mother here when I woke up? Why weren’t you here? I thought you were dead.”

         Father picked her up and swung her onto his shoulder. “Why, kitten, whatever made you think of such a dreadful thing?”

         “You weren’t here when I woke up and you always are on my birthday so I can open my presents in bed with you, and Binny said Mother didn’t feel well and you’d gone to see Dr. Wallace. Where’s Mother? Father, where’s Mother? Is she dead?”

         Father swung her down and stood her in front of him. “Somebody’s been putting very funny ideas into your head, my darling,” he said. “Mother isn’t dead. She just isn’t very well and so she’s in bed in a place where Dr. Wallace can take care of her and make her get better.”

         “But I want her!” Cecily said shrilly.

         “Darling,” Father said, tilting her head back so he could look down into her eyes, “Dr. Wallace and I have come to take you to see Mother for a little while if you promise to be very quiet.”

         “I promise,” Cecily whispered.

         And Dr. Wallace said, “All right, baby, come along and we’ll take you to see Mother, but only for a few minutes. She didn’t sleep much last night, you see, so she’s very tired today and wants to sleep.”

         “But it’s my birthday.”

         “If you’d like to go to the movies, Binny will take you this afternoon,” Father said.

         “I don’t want to go to the movies.”

         “What would you like, then, kitten? Would you like to go for a ride on the Fifth Avenue bus? Or would you like to go see the Statue of Liberty and ride in a little boat?”

         “No.”

         “Well, what would you like to do, baby? You may do anything you like.”

         “I’d like to be with you.”

         Dr. Wallace bent down and took Cecily’s hand. “Listen, chicken,” he said. “This is just as tough on you as it can be. It’s a rotten shame that your birthday should have to be spoiled, but you’ll just have to be a brave girl and make the best of it. Mother wants Father to be with her because she doesn’t feel well, just the way you would if you were sick. You see that, don’t you?”

         “Yes.”

         “But I’ll tell you what we will do. My birthday comes in the middle of July, and I’ll lend it to you this year if you like.”

         “Oh, you couldn’t do that! I couldn’t take your birthday!”

         “Well, let me share it with you, then. That would be fun, wouldn’t it? We could have a birthday together. Would you like that?”

         “Oh, yes!”

         “That’s a girl. Now you run and put on your coat and hat and we’ll go see Mother for a little while.”

         “All right.” Cecily slipped her hand out of Dr. Wallace’s and pulled her coat off the hanger. “Would you get my hat, please?” she asked. “I can’t quite reach it.”

         Dr. Wallace picked her up. “Certainly I won’t get your hat. You’re big enough to reach your own hat. Can you get it now, chicken?”

         “Yes, thank you.” She pulled her hat off the shelf and stuck it on the back of her head. Dr. Wallace put her down and held her at arm’s length. “You’re growing fast, young lady. Can you button your coat yourself?”

         “Yes.” Cecily pulled her coat together quickly and struggled with the buttons. “I’m ready.” She took Father’s hand and they started out, Dr. Wallace following. “Where’s Binny?” Cecily asked. “She isn’t crying, still, is she, Father? She isn’t still crying?”

         “No, dear. She’s in the kitchen with Cook,” Father said, and slammed the front door.

         They took a taxi. Cecily sat very still in between Father and Dr. Wallace, staring hard ahead of her, her mind confused and numb with the strangeness of the day, and was frightened because the people they passed in the street didn’t know she was frightened. The taxi stopped in front of a tall, clean building, and they went in, and up, up, up, in the fastest elevator Cecily had ever seen, and down along corridors that seemed filled with people in stiff white dresses, holding trays or wheeling little carts filled with white towels or strange-looking silver things, people in white dresses walking rapidly, silently. Then Dr. Wallace pushed open a door at the end of a corridor, and there was Mother lying in a white bed and smiling. Cecily stood in the doorway, solemn-eyed, uncertain.

         Mother whispered when she spoke. “How’s my baby?”

         Father pushed Cecily towards the bed and she ran to it, flinging herself against it.

         “Steady there, chicken,” Dr. Wallace said.

         “Shut up, Nick,” Mother whispered, and put her arms around Cecily. “Look how you have your hat on, baby, all crooked. There, that’s better. Did you like your presents? Did you like what Mother gave you?”

         “I—I haven’t opened them yet,” stammered Cecily, clambering up onto the bed and lying against Mother, knocking her hat half off.

         “Didn’t Binny tell you to open them at breakfast?”

         “Yes. But I thought maybe you were coming home. Are you coming home soon, Mother?”

         “Of course, darling. Aren’t I, Nick?”

         “If you don’t talk and behave like a good girl,” Dr. Wallace said. “Come along, chicken, you’d better go home now.”

         “But I just got here!”

         “I want your mother to sleep so she can come home soon. You go on back and open your birthday presents. I’m not going to give you mine, though, until we share our birthday together. Will you say goodbye now, and be a good girl?”

         “Yes.” Cecily kissed Mother quickly, slipped down from the bed, and stood beside Father, holding his hand tightly.

         “Come along, darling,” he said, and then, to Mother, “I’ll be right back after lunch, dear.”

         “Goodbye,” Mother said, and closed her eyes. Dr. Wallace opened the door and pushed them out.

         “See you this afternoon,” he said to Father, then bent and kissed Cecily on the top of her head and slipped back into the room with Mother again.

         Father straightened her hat automatically. “Come along, dear.”

         When they got back to the apartment he asked her, “Don’t you want to open your presents?”

         “Not yet. I’d rather wait.” Cecily wandered over to the window and stared down at the street.

         Father sat down on the sofa, hunched over, and after a moment Cecily moved from the window and climbed up into the big red chair, closing her eyes tightly, and started to count to a hundred, because sometimes that helped. When she had finished she looked at Father, and he was still sitting in the same position, hunched over, his hand in front of his eyes. “Father,” she said.

         “Yes, baby?”

         “Did God make you and Mother, too?”

         “Yes, dear.”

         “Oh. Father—”

         “Yes, baby?”

         “Does the balloon man you and Mother bought me from know God personally?”

         “I expect he does, dear.”

         “Oh.” She watched him for a minute longer, watched his fingers tighten on the arm of the sofa, watched them rub hard against it, pushing, but he had turned so that she could not see his face. She closed her eyes tightly again and started to count.

         She slept soundly after lunch, falling asleep almost immediately, but she woke up just as Binny came in. “Well, and so you’re awake,” Binny said. “Do you want to open some of your birthday presents?”

         “No.”

         “Aren’t you ever going to open them?”

         “I want to save them.”

         “What for?”

         “For the birthday I’m going to have with Dr. Wallace. He said he’d share it with me, and I want to open my presents then. Would you put them in the top of the closet, Binny?”

         “Oh, and you’ll be wanting them tomorrow.”

         “No, I won’t.”

         “All right. I’ll put them up later on. Do you want to go to the park?”

         “No.”

         “Well, what do you want to do, then?”

         “I don’t care.”

         “Do you want to come to church with me and pray to God to make your mother get well soon?”

         “All right.”

         Binny dressed her quickly and put on her coat and hat and they walked up Park Avenue to St. Ignatius. Cecily watched Binny and saw her change as they went in the church door. She became a part of something strange and beautiful, like a bead on her rosary, as she genuflected, then pulled out her beads and began to tell them. Cecily knelt beside her and the smell of incense seeped through her like something magic. She felt that there must have been the smell of incense when Mother bought her from the balloon man. The light from the stained-glass windows fell across the nave and the motes of dust were colored. Cecily clasped her hands together and tried to count the lighted candles burning everywhere, round red ones, and blue ones, and little white ones, and tall white ones, one two three four, un deux trois quatre, eins zwei drei vier—

         “Are you praying to God to make your mother get well quickly?” Binny whispered.

         “Not yet. I’m going to,” Cecily whispered back. “Ought I to pray to God when I’m in here?”

         “Of course you should. And who else would you be praying to?”

         “The balloon man.”

         “You pray to God. A balloon man can’t hear prayers.”

         “Mine can.”

         “I never heard such nonsense. You pray to God and be quiet.”

         Cecily moved her lips slowly, “Now I lay me,” and “Our Father,” and “God bless.” And then, defiantly, “Dear balloon man, please dear balloon man, Father says you know God personally, and maybe he wouldn’t hear me because I’m not very big or important, so would you please make Mother get well and come home and sing me the song about the king of the cannibal islands?”

         And as she prayed and smelled the incense and watched the colored light filtering across the nave, she felt long shivers go up her back like cracks up a pane of glass. And then she was sleepy and all she remembered was the jerky feeling when Binny buttoned her coat, and walking home very quickly, and eating supper, and being in bed. She woke up for a minute when Father came in to kiss her good night and told her that Mother was better. He was smiling and he kissed her good night three times and tucked all the covers in twice, but she was so sleepy she hardly knew he was there.

         And then, suddenly, the middle of the night was surrounding her, black and strange and cold. She had kicked her covers off and she was shivering and her throat was scratchy dry. She pulled the covers about her quickly and they came untucked at the bottom and her bare feet stuck out, so she rolled herself up into a little ball and wrapped the blankets about her as closely as possible.

         “Mother—” she started to call. And then she remembered that Mother was not here but in a white room where Dr. Wallace could make her well, and Cecily wanted a drink of water—she wanted a drink of water—

         “Father!” Cecily called, and again, “Father!” And then she stopped. For she was Cecily Carey, bought from the balloon man and guaranteed absolutely, and she had just had a birthday, and in the rooms across the court people thought when they went to bed and they didn’t know about her. She was Cecily Carey with half a birthday coming in the summer and she was the little girl in the mirror and God owned the world and she was very thirsty. So she got up and put on her slippers and bathrobe and went into the bathroom and reached for her glass.

      

   


   
      
         
            Gilberte Must Play Bach
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         Claudine stood at the window with her cheek pressed against the cool window pane and watched a grey cat move fastidiously along the wall at the edge of the garden. He was so thin that his ribs rippled against the side of his body as he slid along, and his whiskers stood out stiffly against the snow like little brittle bones. Claudine watched him and half listened to her mother playing Bach on the piano.

         “He goes so smoothly,” Claudine said aloud without turning, wanting her mother to stop the E Minor Toccata. But Gilberte Valdahon strained towards the music, her forehead puckered, her lips closed so tightly that the tense lines at the corners of her mouth showed white. Claudine moved slowly away from the window, clutching the end of a long braid in each hand, watching her mother out of nervous eyes. “He goes as though he had on skis,” she whispered, “as though he weren’t walking at all. Wouldn’t it be funny if cats could wear skis, Mother?”

         Madame Valdahon shuddered and let her cold fingers fall off the keys. “What, Claudine?”

         “Nothing.” Claudine walked slowly over to the piano and put a timid hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Is the middle G sharp still sticking?”

         “Not so badly,” said Gilberte Valdahon. “Haven’t you anything to read, Claudine?”

         “I’ve read all morning, and my eyes hurt.” Claudine rubbed her hand across her forehead and felt her eyes throbbing from strain. “Mother, you said once…” she started, and bit her lip.

         “What did I say once, Claudine?” Gilberte put an arm about the thin little body.

         “Nothing. I mean, I don’t remember. Mother, when I’m undressed my ribs show almost as much as the cat’s,” said Claudine unsteadily. (But she did remember. She could see their drawing room at home in Paris and Aunt Cecile sitting on the sofa with her furs carelessly and beautifully flung across one shoulder, Aunt Cecile sipping tea and listening to Gilberte with a slightly amused smile that Claudine resented. “I know it’s sacrilege for a musician to feel the way I do,” Gilberte Valdahon said to Aunt Cecile while she drummed out the theme of the Beethoven fugue with one finger. “To feel how, my angel?” Aunt Cecile asked. “I never, never, never,” said Gilberte vehemently, swinging around and still drumming the theme of the fugue with her back to the piano, “I never play Bach unless I’m upset and unhappy. So you don’t mind, do you, Cecile, if I refuse?” “That’s perfectly all right, my dear. I don’t mind at all. I quite understand,” said Aunt Cecile, and Claudine knew she did mind, and wanted to run over and hit her with all the force of which she was capable. “And really, why Bach?” Aunt Cecile asked, putting down her tea cup and stretching. “Because,” Gilberte Valdahon said, “because you can’t think of anything else but Bach while you’re working at him. You can’t think of anything else at all.”)

         “Your ribs show almost as much as that cat’s, Claudine,” Gilberte said. But Claudine stood silent, rubbing her finger against the threadbare wool of Gilberte’s dress, staring at the piano, through the wall, into a drawing room in Paris. “Claudine!” Gilberte shook her gently and laughed a little.

         “I’m sorry, Mother,” said Claudine breathlessly. “I was just—just thinking.”

         “You think too much, darling,” said Gilberte, hitting the G sharp in a puzzled manner, automatically trying to loosen it, hopelessly trying to see beyond the pale controlled mask of the child’s face.

         “There’s nothing to do if you don’t think,” Claudine said.

         “I know, dearest, but you don’t go outside enough. Run and ask your father to go for a walk with you before lunch.”

         For a moment Claudine’s face lit up. “Do you think he will? Won’t you come, Mother, please won’t you?”

         “No, Claudine. I want to work at the piano. Run and ask your father quickly and don’t forget your muffler and your rubber boots.”

         “All right.” Claudine squirmed out from Gilberte’s arm and ran to the door; but when she had opened it she stood very still, watching the tense lines about her mother’s mouth become white and hard again. Then she hit her clenched fists hopelessly and noiselessly together and started down the passage. As she passed the kitchen, warm golden light and the hot smell of soup rushed out at her, and old Thomasine was singing as she stood at the stove:

         
            J’ai perdu ma maîtresse

            Sans l’avoir mérité

            Pour un bouquet de roses

            Que je lui refusai…

         

         Claudine hugged the warmth and comfort to herself for a moment, and then walked on into the cold shadows of the passage outside her father’s study. She tapped on the door timidly, and he shouted angrily, “Who is it?”

         But it wasn’t his anger that frightened her. She opened the door and slipped into the room. He was sitting at the unpainted table in front of the window, but she knew he hadn’t been typing even though the typewriter was in front of him with a half-covered sheet of paper in it. Sometimes he would sit at the typewriter all day, until late at night even, before he could bring himself to write for a paper controlled by the Germans.

         “It’s me, Father,” said Claudine.

         “Hello.” Michel Valdahon turned around, all the irritation gone from his voice. “Does Gilberte want me?”

         “No. I do. Can we go for a walk, please?”

         “Isn’t it late?” Michel gathered up a sheaf of papers and clicked them against the table like a pack of cards.

         “There’s half an hour before lunch.”

         “All right. Run and put your things on.”

         “Can we go right away, Father? You’ll hurry? ’Cause I’ll be ready in a minute.”

         “Right away,” Michel Valdahon promised, and got his big black galoshes out of the corner where they were lying in a puddle of melted snow. The polish on the floor looked white and strange from the wet, and Michel Valdahon was ashamed of the way he had flung them angrily into the corner as though he were Claudine’s age. He looked to see if she had noticed the puddle and the stained floor, but she was running down the passage. He stood still for a moment listening to the barely perceptible irregularity in the pat-pat her feet made. Her limp had almost disappeared; no one else but Gilberte noticed it except when Claudine was tired or had been walking a great deal. By now she had almost forgotten being pushed down the stairs by a tall uniformed beast when the Germans first came to Paris. Here in the country she could almost forget that they were still a conquered nation, except that Michel’s own limp from a German bullet would never disappear, would always be there to remind them.

         Her footsteps stopped and he could hear her talking to Thomasine in the kitchen. He pulled his worn great-coat off the peg on the wall and slipped into it, bracing himself a little against its weight, for his left arm was very stiff; his shoulder rebelled against pressure.

         Claudine came rushing out of the kitchen and almost ran into him before she saw him. He caught her up with his good right arm and swung her around. She was too thin, too light, but even so he felt an effort and his breath was short as he put her down.

         “I’m almost ready, Father,” she said, “truly I am.” Breaking away, she pelted down the passage to the dark boot cupboard under the stairs. In a moment she had on her old rubber boots and was sliding into her heavy navy coat. “I’m ready now.” She pulled a white knitted cap off the shelf, jamming it onto her head. “I’m ready, Father.”

         As they passed the living room Michel Valdahon shouted, “Goodbye, Gilberte,” and the E Minor Toccata stopped for a moment.

         “Goodbye,” Gilberte called. “Have you your muffler, Claudine?”

         “Oh, I forgot,” cried Claudine, and flew to get it.

         While she was rummaging in the cupboard, Michel Valdahon opened the door to the living room and watched his wife begin working on the E Minor Toccata again. He wanted to cry out, “For Christ’s sake, stop playing Bach!” but instead he asked quite quietly, “Can we get you anything from the village, dear?”

         Once more Gilberte let her fingers droop hopelessly against the keys; but when she spoke her voice was light; she used almost the same tone she kept for Claudine. “Nothing—unless you could get a substitute for these dreadful red plush chairs. And this horrible piano. It looks like the rock of Gibraltar, and the G sharp is so tiresome.”

         Looking at Gilberte’s fingers drooping against the discolored piano keys, Michel Valdahon likened them to flowers suffering from lack of water and sunshine, flowers dying in the evil-breathed neurotic room France had become. “Just the same,” he said, “it’s better than Paris. It’s better for Claudine. She’s beginning to forget. And as long as the mail takes my stuff to the paper…”

         “Do you want Claudine to forget?” she asked. “I don’t know whether she is forgetting or not. I never know what Claudine is thinking.” Then, sharply, “Do go on, Michel. She’s waiting and if you don’t hurry you won’t have time for a proper walk.”

         He turned and Claudine was beside him with a strange expression in her carefully guarded eyes. “Right. Come on, Claudine,” he said.

         They plowed through the garden, Claudine holding his arm and stumbling. Walking in the snow was difficult for both of them and they limped along together.

         “Where shall we go?” Michel Valdahon asked as they came to the gate.

         “I don’t care.” Claudine watched the empty sky above the wall where the cat had walked. “You can almost push it apart,” she said.

         “Push what apart, Claudine?”

         “Today. It’s so grey and heavy I think if I knew how I could just push it apart and find what was really underneath. There was a cat on the wall this morning, Father.”

         “Was there?” (He hardly listened. The heavy greyness of the day was pushing against him, pushing him down so that he could hardly stand up.) He shivered a little and a few stray snowflakes fell from his coat. “Let’s go to the village and maybe we might get something to bring back to Mother.”

         “All right.” She clung on to his arm tightly, more tightly than was necessary to help her through the snow. “Mother’s been playing the E Minor Toccata. Bach,” she said.

         “Oh,” Michel Valdahon answered.

         “The G sharp isn’t as badly stuck as it was,” Claudine said.

         “Good. Then maybe Mother can play us the Brassin ‘Fire Music’ tonight.” She didn’t answer, and they walked silently through the snow. Michel Valdahon felt her weight pulling on his arm. She seemed even heavier than when he had lifted her, and the feel of her leaning against him almost frightened him. It was as though she were trying to ask a question and was afraid of the answer, as though she were seeking reassurance in the heavy roughness of his coat and the slight swing of his arm as they moved along.

         They walked through the almost deserted streets. There were very few Germans here. Very few Frenchmen, too. In the few shops that were not shut up, the proprietors drowsed over the counters, and in the corner of the church a beggar shivered against the steps. Michel Valdahon flung him a coin and limped on savagely until Claudine stumbled and almost fell. As they crossed the bridge and came up to the little cafe, Michel Valdahon stopped and would not look at Claudine’s eyes staring up at him. He turned towards the door and said as lightly as he could (but he could not speak lightly with Claudine dragging on his arm and the weight of the day pushing him down), “Come on in, Claudie. We’ll go in for a few minutes and you can have a lemonade before lunch.”

         “I don’t want a lemonade.” Claudine’s voice was hard and she looked down at the ground, twisting one toe so that she scraped a little hole in the hard-packed snow.

         “Come in and sit with me for a few minutes, then,” said Michel Valdahon, walking towards the door.

         Claudine pulled on his arm. “Please, Father—couldn’t we go on walking? You know it isn’t good for you to…You said we might get something to take back to Mother.” Her toe was working at the hole in the snow and she tried to move him away from the bistro.

         “We can do that later.” Michel put his hand on the door handle.

         “But please, Father, please—couldn’t we go on walking? Mother—”

         He answered sharply, angrily. “Don’t be silly, Claudine. Are you coming in with me or not?”

         “I’ll wait outside.” Her voice was so small that it was almost lost in the day that was close-pressed by the vast snow-covered mountains leaning about it. Michel Valdahon flung into the cafe for his cognac and Claudine watched him while the door slowly closed upon him and the heavy odor that had rushed out at her as he opened it vanished with him. She walked slowly away, back to the bridge, and stood leaning against it, watching the water swirl underneath—water so swift that it never became entirely ice; even when it seemed completely frozen over there was always the wild sound of water rushing along under the ice, blind, mysterious. She felt almost sick as she watched it, trying to make her mind move quickly, as quickly as the water under the bridge, trying to think of a hundred unimportant things. But always in the back of her mind like water running under the ice was the sound of the E Minor Toccata.

         Beating her mittened hands together in the same gesture she had used in the passage, she walked back to the cafe. The heavy smell hit against her face as she opened the door, but she walked on quietly until she came to the table where Michel Valdahon was sitting. He smiled at her and stood up as she came near, and she reached out and caught hold of his arm. Already he had had a good deal to drink.

         “All right, Claudine, we’ll go now,” he said, and they walked out into the cold air which pressed upon him, which made him hurt until he wanted to cry out. “Shall we try to find something for Mother?” he asked.

         “No. Let’s go home.” She was afraid he might go back to the cafe again and started to pull him along. They walked as quickly as they could up the hill. Claudine panted and her breath came out in round curly puffs of vapor. “Do I look as though I was smoking when I breathe steam?” she asked, trying to hold her mittened hand as though she had a cigarette.

         “Yes, darling,” said Michel Valdahon. “Almost.” One of the clasps to his galoshes had come undone and flapped against his leg, stinging it. He leaned down to fasten it, and took Claudine’s hand in his when he stood up. There was something about the way she clutched his arm even when she talked nonsense that made him afraid.

         “Let’s hurry. It’s late.” Claudine tried to stumble along more quickly. “There’s soup for lunch, Father.” They turned in at the gate and an emaciated cat slid along the wall and looked at them with secretive eyes as he moved. “That’s the cat I saw this morning,” said Claudine, and started to pull back. She slipped her hand out of his and bent down to pick up a hard black twig that had snapped off one of the trees.

         “What’s the matter, Claudine?” Michel Valdahon stopped and watched her.

         “Nothing.” Claudine broke the twig into small pieces, and dropped them, black and sharp, onto the snow.

         Michel Valdahon watched her a little longer, then started for the door. He left it open, and Claudine could hear Gilberte still working at the piano. The notes stood out as sharply and clearly against the snow as the black whiskers of the cat or the specks of the twig. For a moment Claudine listened quietly. Then she followed Michel Valdahon into the house.
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