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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 About seventy stories, mostly unpublished, are extant.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 a Dolphin”—survives from anything before The Bell Jar. After The Bell Jar she wrote 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. The typewritten sheets share a good deal of this, but they expand more easily to general comment and description, and are always written in sharper and swifter style. She wrote noticeably better prose on a typewriter than with a pen. These typewritten sheets provided a warming-up exercise, before she went on to other things. At various times she set out to type three large pages a day, though unfortunately she never kept it up for very long. When she moved to Devon she set about making an archive of all the new people she met, and of all her dealings with them. She planned to case the whole region, with the idea of accumulating details for future stories. Some of this material is unpublishable. She regarded these sheets not only as an archive, but as an arena for exercising her observation in Flaubertian style. After visiting a neighbor’s house, she would detail the décor and furnishings with laborious tenacity, and upbraid herself for failing to remember exactly what motif adorned that particular lamp, and exhort herself to get a mental photograph of it on her next visit. Similarly with what people wore. She had a special eye for this. At the same time she had a great suspicion that her real inclination might be to ignore such things altogether. What is especially interesting now about some of these descriptions is the way they fed into Ariel. They are good evidence to prove that poems which seem often to be constructed of arbitrary surreal symbols are really impassioned reorganizations of relevant fact. They show just how much of the poetry is constructed from the bits and pieces of the situation at the source of the poem’s theme. A great many of these objects and appearances occur somewhere or other in the journals.

Finally, there is a certain amount of journalism. She had a special respect for this form of writing: it was an essential key to her life plan. She declared her ambition about two things. The first was to become a proficient story writer, of the high-power practical, popular American type, whose stories could appear in the big journals and earn huge sums of cash and give her the feeling of being a professional with a real job in the real world. The second was to become a proficient freelance journalist, who could wander about the world and finance her adventures by writing about them. One might imagine there can have been few writers so naturally endowed to become a readable travel writer. But all her efforts in that line, right up to her last year, were curiously numb. Part of the stiffness probably came from the fact that she was always trying to write a pastiche of the sort of writing she imagined was wanted by the journal she had in mind. But during her last year, the liberation that occurred in her poetry and in her fictional prose occurred also in her journalism. The three or four commissioned pieces she wrote then seem to me among her freest things. She had suddenly become a natural writer of the casual brief essay.

Her ambition to write stories was the most visible burden of her life. Successful story-writing, for her, had all the advantages of a top job. She wanted the cash, and the freedom that can go with it. She wanted the professional standing, as a big earner, as the master of a difficult trade, and as a serious investigator into the real world. And finally, not least, she wanted a practical motive for investigating the real world. The fear recurs constantly in her journals that these were all things not naturally hers, they would have to be fought for, as if they belonged naturally only to her opposite. She behaved as if she believed that. So her life became very early a struggle to apprentice herself to writing conventional stories, and to hammer her talents into acceptable shape. “For me,” she wrote, “poetry is an evasion from the real job of writing prose.”

Throughout the years between college and The Bell Jar the great tension of her character was inseparable from her inability to write these stories to her satisfaction. Either she couldn’t find ideas, or she despised her ideas, or she couldn’t get writing, or she was dismayed by what she wrote. She couldn’t understand why it was so difficult for her, when other writers seemed to find it so easy, and when even she had found it fairly easy in the past, during her teens. How had it become such an impossibly stubborn language for her, and why was the whole effort loaded with such terrors?

She analyzed the stories by various popular writers, taking them apart and studying their machinery. Of Frank O’Connor’s stories she wrote: “I will imitate until I can feel I’m using what he can teach.” From one writer she wanted one thing, from another another. But mainly what she wanted in her stories was the presence of the objective world. “I must write about the things of the world with no glazing.” She fought doggedly against the great suction into her own subjectivity: “I shall perish if I can write about no one but myself.” Something like this went through nearly every entry in her journal over long periods.

In 1958. at the end of her year of teaching, when she left college for the last time (it was also the first time), and faced her decision to become a writer living on her writing, she wrote: “I ran through my experience for ready-made ‘big’ themes: there were none . . . [she then cites a few calamities that had happened to her friends]. . . . All paled, palled—a glassy coverlid getting in the way of my touching them, too undramatic. Or was my outlook too undramatic? Where was life? It dissipated, vanished into thin air, and my life stood weighed and found wanting because it had no ready-made novel plot, because I couldn’t simply sit down at the typewriter and by sheer genius and willpower begin a novel dense and fascinating today and finish it next month. Where, how, with what and for what, to begin? No incident in my life seemed ready to stand up for even a twenty-page story. I sat paralyzed, feeling no person in the world to speak to, cut off totally from humanity, in a self-induced vacuum: I felt sicker and sicker. I couldn’t happily be anything but a writer and I couldn’t be a writer. I couldn’t even set down one sentence. I was paralyzed with fear. . . .”

She escaped from this into a job in the records office for mental patients in the Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston, and a few months later, after writing the story “Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams,” where she turned that experience into a private literary breakthrough which ran on underground through the rest of that year, she wrote: “It is the hate, the paralyzing fear, that gets in my way and stops me. Once that is worked clear of I will flow. My life may at last get into my writing: as it did in the Johnny Panic story.” What that story had actually done was tap the molten source of her poetry as none of her poems up to then had. She found that source again, nine or ten months later, in the poem printed at the end of her collection The Colossus, and titled “Poem for a Birthday,” where the voice of Ariel first makes itself heard. Yet just before writing that short sequence of poems, she set down in her journal: “Wakeful last night. Tossed and turned. New Yorker fear, as if I could by main force and study weld my sensibility into some kind of articulateness which would be publishable.” At that time her greatest ambition was certainly to get a story into The New Yorker or the Ladies Home Journal—the two alternating according to her mood. At the same time she was noting: “Read over the stories written in Spain. They are so dull. Who would want to read them?” or again, “My Shadow story reads mighty thin, mighty pale,” and “Still sick on waking and will be until the story is more interesting than my self-musings,” while everywhere there are references to her “paralysis,” her “desperation” and even her “despair,” when she confronts the story in progress.

It is strange that she was so much more patient with her poems. She would sit down to compose poetry in a fever, like an addicted gambler, yet afterwards she would ponder over and correct the results that disappointed her—resigned, wistful, but loyal, even material. Her story-writing, on the other hand, always took place in an atmosphere of locked combat. Here, her intense ambition had clearly met something equal but opposite. If a story is inevitably a fantasy, and if every fantasy leads eventually to the heart of the labyrinth, her problem was that she could not linger among the outer twists and turns and complications, where the world is still solidly itself and comparatively safe, however thrilling. She had an instant special pass to the center, and no choice but to use it. She could no more make up an objective ingenious narrative than she could connect up all the letters in her handwriting, where nearly every symbol seems to sit perched over a gulf. This lightning pass through all the walls of the maze was her real genius. Instant confrontation with the most central, unacceptable things. So her dogged, year-in year-out effort to write conventional fiction, in the hope of preparing herself to make a livelihood, was like a persistent refusal of her genius. In September of’59 she wrote in her journal: “Disgust with the seventeen-page story I just finished: a stiff, artificial piece about a man killed by a bear, ostensibly because his wife willed it to happen, but none of the deep emotional undercurrents gone into or developed. As if little hygienic trap-doors shut out the seethe and deep-grounded swell of my experience. Putting up pretty artificial statues. I just can’t get outside myself. Even in the tattoo story I did better. . . .” It was only when she gave up that effort to “get outside” herself, and finally accepted the fact that her painful subjectivity was her real theme, and that the plunge into herself was her only real direction, and that poetic strategies were her only real means, that she suddenly found herself in full possession of her genius—with all the special skills that had developed as if by biological necessity, to deal with those unique inner conditions.

Nevertheless, her stories are much more interesting than she thought. They seem livelier now, in some ways, than they did when she wrote them. And their vitality comes from the very thing she was always striving to escape: the themes she found engaging enough to excite her concentration all turn out to be episodes from her own life; they are all autobiography. They have the vitality of her personal participation, her subjectivity. And all are circling the flames which the poetry, encouraged by “Johnny Panic” and The Bell Jar, eventually jumped into.

Typically, they begin like some objectively detailed event described in her later journals, and they tend to go on in the same way. Among the stories she scrapped were quite a few that never managed to make that artful turn off the rails of observed fact into the adventure of imagined fiction. A story which almost went the same way is “The Fifteen-Dollar Eagle.” That story recounts an ordinary encounter from beginning to end in the most faithful way, and perhaps finally it isn’t a story. But it is a real image, something uniquely Plathian, an authentic lump of her dream life. Yet she deplored its “imagey, static prose,” and wondered why she couldn’t make it read like an O’Connor story.

What she really coveted was a natural colloquial style. It was the arithmetical, sophisticated syntax of her earlier poetry, “imagery and static,” that laid the dead hand on her narratives, and her vain efforts to throw it off were a big part of her labor. Interestingly enough, the stories that use her experience of working in the Massachusetts General Hospital are the ones where her own natural voice begins to come through. The voice that speaks in “The Daughters of Blossom Street,” and even more confidently in “Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams,” is moving straight towards The Bell Jar and the more direct poems of Ariel. The material of these stories, just as in the others, is basically description of first-hand experience, but the urgent expressiveness is a new thing for her. The change in her fluency and narrative skill is noticeable. After finishing “Johnny Panic,” in December 1958, she wrote: “It’s so queer and quite slangy that I think it may have a chance somewhere. Will send it out 10 [times] before I get sorry: by then I should have two or three more stories.”

She wasn’t able to hang on to her new freedom. She relapsed to a series of attempts in her old manner—“The Fifteen-Dollar Eagle,” “The Fifty-ninth Bear” and several total failures—before she launched herself into The Bell Jar in 1960.

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.

A collection of her prose, published in England 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 present collection contains the thirteen stories published in that 1977 English edition, with a further seven selected from the Indiana archive.*

Interspersed among the stories are five of her more interesting pieces of journalism, and a few fragments from her journal. All items have approximate dates of composition and are roughly in reverse chronological order, insofar as that is possible.

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 toward 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 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 journal.

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 neighbors 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. And “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.

The Cambridge passage, from diary pages typed early in 1956, might stand as some supplement to the style of self-revelation used in the letters. Though less naked than some of her poems, this piece gives an idea of the state of mind behind what she was writing just before the first of the poems of her first collection, The Colossus.

The logical thing, no doubt, would be to publish this more private side of her journal complete. It seems probable that her real creation was her own image, so that all her writings appear like notes and jottings directing attention towards that central problem—herself. Whether this is right or wrong, with some personalities it simply happens. As an editor of Sylvia Plath’s unpublished writings, watching this happen to her, I am more and more inclined to think that any bit of evidence which corrects and clarifies our idea of what she really was is important, insofar as her writings persuade us of her importance. But living people figure everywhere, even in her most private discussions with herself, and—an editor has to face it—some things are more important than revelations about writers. The vivid, cruel words she could use to pin down her acquaintances and even her close friends were nothing she would want published and would be no joke to the recipients, still less so now that she is internationally famous and admired for her gift of phrase. This shouldn’t need to be said.

Except for four small deletions of a few words, these journal passages are complete in themselves. In her journals, as a form of typed shorthand, Sylvia Plath occasionally referred to people by their initials. This practice has been extended here on occasion for obvious reasons.

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

May 1978





MOTHERS

Story, 1962


Esther was still upstairs when Rose called in at the back door. “Yoohoo, Esther, you ready?” Rose lived with her retired husband Cecil in the topmost of the two cottages in the lane leading up to Esther’s house—a large, thatched manor farm with its own cobbled court. The cobbles were not ordinary street cobbles, but pitch cobbles, their narrow, oblong sides forming a mosaic melted to gentleness by centuries of boots and hooves. The cobbles extended under the stout, nail-studded oak door into the dark hall between the kitchen and scullery, and in old Lady Bromehead’s day had formed the floor of the kitchen and scullery as well. But after old Lady Bromehead fell and broke her hip at the age of ninety and was removed to a home, a series of servantless tenants had persuaded her son to lay linoleum in those rooms.

The oak door was the back door; everybody but the random stranger used it. The front door, yellow-painted and flanked by two pungent bushes of box, faced across an acre of stinging nettles to where the church indicated a gray heaven above its scallop of surrounding headstones. The front gate opened just under the corner of the graveyard.

Esther tugged her red turban down around her ears, then adjusted the folds of her cashmere coat loosely so that she might, to the casual eye, seem simply tall, stately and fat, rather than eight months pregnant. Rose had not rung the bell before calling in. Esther imagined Rose, curious, avid Rose, eyeing the bare floorboards of the front hall and the untidy strewing of the baby’s toys from front room to kitchen. Esther couldn’t get used to people opening the door and calling in without ringing first. The postman did it, and the baker, and the grocer’s boy, and now Rose, who was a Londoner and should have known better.

Once when Esther was arguing loudly and freely with Tom over breakfast, the back door had popped open and a handful of letters and magazines clapped onto the hall cobbles. The postman’s cry of “Morning!” faded. Esther felt spied on. For some time after that, she bolted the back door from the inside, but the sound of tradesmen trying the door and finding it bolted in broad day, and then ringing the bell and waiting until she came and noisily undid the bolt, embarrassed her even more than their former calling in. So she left the bolt alone again, and took care not to argue so much, or at least not so loudly.

When Esther came down, Rose was waiting just outside the door, smartly dressed in a satiny lavender hat and checked tweed coat. At her side stood a blond, bony-faced woman with bright blue eyelids and no eyebrows. This was Mrs. Nolan, the wife of the pub-keeper at the White Hart. Mrs. Nolan, Rose said, never came to the Mothers’ Union meetings because she had no one to go with, so Rose was bringing her to this month’s meeting, together with Esther.

“Do you mind waiting just another minute, Rose, while I tell Tom I’m off?” Esther could feel Rose’s shrewd eyes checking over her hat, her gloves, her patent leather heels, as she turned and picked her gingerly way up the cobbles to the back garden. Tom was planting roller berries in the newly spaded square behind the empty stables. The baby sat in the path on a pile of red earth, ladling dirt into her lap with a battered spoon.

Esther felt her little grievances about Tom’s not shaving and his letting the baby play in the dirt fade at the sight of the two of them, quiet and in perfect accord. “Tom!” She rested her white glove, without thinking, on the earth-crusted wooden gate. “I’m off now. If I’m late getting back, will you boil the baby an egg?”

Tom straightened and shouted some word of encouragement that foundered between them in the dense November air, and the baby turned in the direction of Esther’s voice, her mouth black, as if she had been eating dirt. But Esther slipped away, before the baby could heave up and toddle after her, to where Rose and Mrs. Nolan were waiting at the bottom of the court.

Esther let them through the seven-foot-high, stockade-like gate and latched it behind them. Then Rose crooked out her two elbows, and Mrs. Nolan took one, and Esther took the other, and the three women teetered in their best shoes down the stony lane past Rose’s cottage, and the cottage of the old blind man and his spinster sister at the bottom, and into the road.

“We’re meeting in the church today.” Rose tongued a peppermint drop into her cheek and passed the twist of tinfoil round. Both Esther and Mrs. Nolan refused politely. “We don’t always meet in church, though. Only when there’s new members joining up.”

Mrs. Nolan rolled her pale eyes skyward, whether in general consternation or simply at the prospect of church, Esther couldn’t tell. “Are you new in town, too?” she asked Mrs. Nolan across Rose’s front, leaning forward a little.

Mrs. Nolan gave a short, joyless laugh. “I’ve been here six years.”

“Why, you must know everybody by now!”

“Hardly a soul,” Mrs. Nolan intoned, causing misgivings, like a flock of chilly-toed birds, to clutter at Esther’s heart. If Mrs. Nolan, an Englishwoman by her looks and accent, and a pub-keeper’s wife as well, felt herself a stranger in Devon after six years, what hope had Esther, an American, of infiltrating that rooted society ever at all?

The three women proceeded, arm in arm, along the road under the high, holly-hedged boundary of Esther’s acre, past her front gate and on under the red cob wall of the churchyard. Flat, lichen-bitten tombstones tilted at the level of their heads. Worn deep into the earth long before pavements were thought of, the road curved like some ancient riverbed under its slanted banks.

Along past the butcher’s window, with its midweek display of pork hocks and cartons of drippings, and up the alley by the constabulary and the public conveniences, Esther could see other women converging, singly and in groups, to the lych-gate. Burdened by their cumbersome woolens and drab hats, they seemed, without exception, gnarled and old.

As Esther and Mrs. Nolan hung back at the gate, nudging Rose ahead, Esther recognized the uncommonly ugly person who had come up behind her, smiling and nodding, as the woman who had sold her an immense rutabaga for one-and-six at the Harvest Festival. The swede had bulged like a miraculous storybook vegetable above the rim of Esther’s shopping basket, filling it entirely; but when she got round to slicing it up, it turned out to be spongy and tough as cork. Two minutes in the pressure cooker, and it shrank to a wan, orange mash that blackened the bottom and sides of the pot with a slick, evil-smelling liquor. I should simply have boiled it straight off, Esther thought now, following Rose and Mrs. Nolan under the stumpy, pollarded limes to the church door.

The interior of the church seemed curiously light. Then Esther realized she had never been inside before except at night, for Evensong. Already the back pews were filling with women, rustling, ducking, kneeling and beaming benevolently in every direction. Rose led Esther and Mrs. Nolan to an empty pew halfway up the aisle. She pushed Mrs. Nolan in first, then stepped in herself, drawing Esther after her. Rose was the only one of the three who knelt. Esther bowed her head and shut her eyes, but her mind remained blank; she just felt hypocritical. So she opened her eyes and looked about.

Mrs. Nolan was the one woman in the congregation without a hat. Esther caught her eye, and Mrs. Nolan raised her eyebrows, or rather, the skin of her forehead where the brows had been. Then she leaned forward. “I never,” she confided, “come here much.”

Esther shook her head and mouthed “Neither do I.” That was not quite true. A month after her arrival in town, Esther started attending Evensong without a miss. The month’s gap had been an uneasy one. Twice on Sundays, morning and evening, the town bell-ringers sent their carillons pounding out over the surrounding countryside. There was no escape from the probing notes. They bit into the air and shook it with a doggy zeal. The bells made Esther feel left out, as if from some fine local feast.

A few days after they had moved into the house, Tom called her downstairs for a visitor. The rector was sitting in the front parlor among the boxes of unpacked books. A small, gray man, with protruding ears, an Irish accent and a professionally benign, all-tolerating smile, he spoke of his years in Kenya, where he had known Jomo Kenyatta, of his children in Australia, and of his English wife.

Any minute, now, Esther thought, he’s going to ask if we go to church. But the rector did not mention church. He dandled the baby on one knee and left shortly, his compact, black figure dwindling down the path to the front gate.

A month later, still perturbed by the evangelical bells, Esther dashed off, half in spite of herself, a note to the rector. She would like to attend Evensong. Would he mind explaining the ritual to her?

She waited nervously one day, two days, each afternoon readying tea and cake, which she and Tom ate only when the tea hour was safely past. Then, on the third afternoon, she was basting a nightdress of yellow flannel for the baby when she happened to glance out of the window toward the front gate. A stout, black shape paced slowly up through the stinging nettles.

Esther welcomed the rector with some misgiving. She told him right away that she had been brought up a Unitarian. But the rector smilingly replied that as a Christian, of whatever persuasion, she would be welcome in his church. Esther swallowed an impulse to blurt out that she was an atheist and end it there. Opening the Book of Common Prayer the rector had brought for her use, she felt a sickly, deceitful glaze overtake her features; she followed him through the order of service. The apparition of the Holy Ghost and the words “resurrection of the flesh” gave her an itchy sense of her duplicity. Yet when she confessed that she really could not believe in the resurrection of the flesh (she did not quite dare to say “nor of the spirit”), the rector seemed unperturbed. He merely asked if she believed in the efficacy of prayer.

“Oh yes, yes, I do!” Esther heard herself exclaim, amazed at the tears that so opportunely jumped to her eyes, and meaning only: How I would like to. Later, she wondered if the tears weren’t caused by her vision of the vast, irrevocable gap between her faithless state and the beatitude of belief. She hadn’t the heart to tell the rector she had been through all this pious trying ten years before, in Comparative Religion classes at college, and only ended up sorry she was not a Jew.

The rector suggested that his wife meet her at the next Evensong service and sit with her, so she should not feel strange. Then he seemed to think better of it. She might prefer, after all, to come with her neighbors, Rose and Cecil. They were “churchgoers.” It was only as the rector picked up his two prayer books and his black hat that Esther remembered the plate of sugared cakes and the waiting tea tray in the kitchen. But by then it was too late. Something more than forgetfulness, she thought, watching the rector’s measured retreat through the green nettles, had kept back those cakes.

The church filled rapidly now. The rector’s wife, long-faced, angular, kind, tiptoed back from her front pew to pass out copies of the Mothers’ Union Service Book. Esther felt the baby throb and kick, and placidly thought: I am a mother; I belong here.

The primeval cold of the church floor was just beginning its deadly entry into her footsoles when, rustling and hushing, the women rose in a body, and the rector, with his slow, holy gait, came down the aisle.

The organ drew breath; they started on the opening hymn. The organist must have been a novice. Every few bars a discord prolonged itself, and the voices of the women skidded up and down after the elusive melody with a scatty, catlike desperation. There were kneelings, responses, more hymns.

The rector stepped forward and repeated at length an anecdote which had formed the substance of his last Evensong sermon. Then he brought out an awkward, even embarrassing metaphor Esther had heard him use at a baptism ceremony a week earlier, about physical and spiritual abortions. Surely the rector was indulging himself. Rose slipped another peppermint between her lips, and Mrs. Nolan wore the glazed, far look of an unhappy seeress.

At last three women, two quite young and attractive, one very old, came forward and knelt at the altar to be received into the Mothers’ Union. The rector forgot the name of the eldest (Esther could feel him forgetting it) and had to wait until his wife had the presence to glide forward and whisper it in his ear. The ceremony proceeded.

Four o’clock had struck before the rector allowed the women to depart. Esther quitted the church in the company of Mrs. Nolan, Rose having caught up with two of her other friends, Brenda, the wife of the greengrocer, and stylish Mrs. Hotchkiss, who lived on Widdop Hill and bred Alsatians.

“You staying for tea?” Mrs. Nolan asked, as the current of women ferried them across the street and down the alley toward the yellow brick constabulary.

“That’s what I came for,” Esther said. “I think we deserve it.”

“When’s your next baby?”

Esther laughed. “Any minute.”

The women were diverting themselves from the alley into a courtyard at the left. Esther and Mrs. Nolan followed them into a dark, barnlike room which reminded Esther depressingly of church camp-outs and group-sings. Her eyes searched the dusk for a tea urn or some other sign of conviviality, but fell on nothing but a shuttered upright piano. The rest of the women did not stop; they filed ahead up an ill-lit flight of steps.

Beyond a pair of swinging doors, a brightly lit room opened out revealing two very long tables, set parallel to each other and swaddled with clean white linen. Down the center of the tables, plates of cake and pastries alternated with bowls of brass-colored chrysanthemums. There was a startling number of cakes, all painstakingly decorated, some with cherries and nuts and some with sugar lace. Already the rector had taken a stand at the head of one table, and his wife at the head of the other, and the townswomen were crowding into the closely spaced chairs below. The women in Rose’s group fitted themselves in at the far end of the rector’s table. Mrs. Nolan was jockeyed unwillingly into a position facing the rector, at the very foot, Esther at her right and an empty chair that had been overlooked at her left.

The women sat, settled.

Mrs. Nolan turned to Esther. “What do you do here?” It was the question of a desperate woman.

“Oh, I have the baby.” Then Esther was ashamed of her evasion. “I type some of my husband’s work.”

Rose leaned over to them. “Her husband writes for the radio.”

“I paint,” said Mrs. Nolan.

“What in?” Esther wondered, a little startled.

“Oils, mainly. But I’m no good.”

“Ever tried watercolor?”

“Oh yes, but you have to be good. You have to get it right the first time.”

“What do you paint, then? Portraits?”

Mrs. Nolan wrinkled her nose and took out a pack of cigarettes. “Do you suppose we can smoke? No. I’m no good at portraits. But sometimes I paint Ricky.”

The tiny, extinguished-looking woman making the rounds with tea arrived at Rose.

“We can smoke, can’t we?” Mrs. Nolan asked Rose.

“Oh, I don’t think so. I wanted to the worst way when I first came, but nobody else did.”

Mrs. Nolan looked up at the woman with the tea. “Can we smoke?”

“Ooh, I shouldn’t think so,” the woman said. “Not in the church rooms.”

“Is it a fire law?” Esther wanted to know. “Or something religious?” But nobody could say. Mrs. Nolan began to tell Esther about her little boy of seven, named Benedict. Ricky was, it turned out, a hamster.

Suddenly the swinging doors flew open to admit a flushed young woman with a steaming tray. “The sausages, the sausages!” pleased voices cried from various parts of the room.

Esther felt very hungry, almost faint. Even the ribbons of clear, hot grease oozing from her sausage in its pastry wrapper didn’t stop her—she took a large bite, and so did Mrs. Nolan. At that moment everybody bowed their heads. The rector said grace.

Cheeks bulging, Esther and Mrs. Nolan peered at each other, making eyes and stifling their giggles, like schoolgirls with a secret. Then, grace over, everybody began sending plates up and down and helping themselves with energy Mrs. Nolan told Esther about Little Benedict’s father, Big Benedict (her second husband), who had been a rubber planter in Malaya until he had the misfortune to fall sick and be sent home.

“Have some dough bread.” Rose passed a plate of moist, fruity slices, and Mrs. Hotchkiss followed this up with a three-layer chocolate cake.

Esther took a helping of everything. “Who made all the cakes?”

“The rector’s wife,” Rose said. “She bakes a lot.”

“The rector,” Mrs. Hotchkiss inclined her partridge-wing hat, “helps with the beating.”

Mrs. Nolan, deprived of cigarettes, drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “I think I’ll be going soon.”

“I’ll go with you.” Esther spoke through a doughy mouthful. “I’ve to be back for the baby.”

But the woman was there again, with refills of tea, and the two tables seemed more and more to resemble a large family gathering from which it would be rude to rise without offering thanks, or at least seeking permission.

Somehow the rector’s wife had slipped from the head of her table and was bending maternally over them, one hand on Mrs. Nolan’s shoulder, one on Esther’s. “This dough bread is delicious,” said Esther, thinking to compliment her. “Did you make it?”

“Oh, no, Mr. Ockenden makes that.” Mr. Ockenden was the town baker. “There’s a loaf over, though. If you like, you could buy it afterwards.”

Taken aback by this sudden financial pounce, Esther almost immediately recollected how church people of all orders were forever after pennies, offertories and donations of one sort or another. She had found herself walking out from Evensong recently with a Blessings Box—an austere wooden container with a slot into which one was apparently intended to drop money until the next year’s Harvest Festival, when the boxes would be emptied and handed round again.

“I’d love a loaf,” Esther said, a bit too brightly.

After the rector’s wife returned to her chair, there was a muttering and nudging among the middle-aged women in best blouses, cardigans and round felt hats at the table’s foot. Finally, on a spatter of local applause, one woman rose and made a little speech calling for a vote of thanks to the rector’s wife for the fine tea. There was a humorous footnote about thanking the rector, too, for his help—evidently notorious—in stirring the batter for the cakes. More applause; much laughter, after which the rector’s wife made a return speech welcoming Esther and Mrs. Nolan by name. Carried away, she revealed her hopes of their becoming members of the Mothers’ Union.

In the general flurry of clapping and smiles and curious stares and a renewal of plate-passing, the rector himself left his place and came to sit in the empty chair next to Mrs. Nolan. Nodding at Esther, as if they had already had a great deal to say to each other, he began speaking in a low voice to Mrs. Nolan. Esther listened in unashamedly as she ate through her plate of buttered dough bread and assorted cakes.

The rector made some odd, jocular reference to never finding Mrs. Nolan in—at which her clear, blonde’s skin turned a bright shade of pink, then said, “I’m sorry, but the reason I’ve not called is because I thought you were a divorcee. I usually make it a point not to bother them.”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter now, does it,” muttered the blushing Mrs. Nolan, tugging furiously at the collar of her open coat. The rector finished with some little welcoming homily which escaped Esther, so confused and outraged was she by Mrs. Nolan’s predicament.

“I shouldn’t have come,” Mrs. Nolan whispered to Esther. “Divorced women aren’t supposed to come.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Esther said. “I’m going. Let’s go now.”

Rose glanced up as her two charges started to button their coats. “I’ll go with you. Cecil will want his tea.”

Esther glanced towards the rector’s wife at the far end of the room, surrounded now by a group of chattering women. The extra loaf of dough bread was nowhere in sight, and she felt no desire to pursue it. She could ask Mr. Ockenden for a loaf on Saturday, when he came round. Besides, she vaguely suspected the rector’s wife might have charged her a bit over for it—to profit the church, the way they did at jumble sales.

Mrs. Nolan said goodbye to Rose and Esther at the Town Hall and started off down the hill to her husband’s pub. The river road faded, at its first dip, in a bank of wet blue fog; she was lost to view in a few minutes.

Rose and Esther walked home together.

“I didn’t know they didn’t allow divorcees,” Esther said.

“Oh, no, they don’t like ’em.” Rose fumbled in her pocket and produced a packet of Maltesers. “Have one? Mrs. Hotchkiss said that even if Mrs. Nolan wanted to join the Mothers’ Union, she couldn’t. Do you want a dog?”

“A what?”

“A dog. Mrs. Hotchkiss has this Alsatian left over from the last lot. She’s sold all the black ones, everybody loves those, and now there’s just this gray one.”

“Tom hates dogs.” Esther surprised herself by her own passion. “Especially Alsatians.”

Rose seemed pleased. “I told her I didn’t think you’d want it. Dreadful things, dogs.”

The gravestones, greenly luminous in the thick dusk, looked as if their ancient lichens might possess some magical power of phosphorescence. The two women passed under the churchyard, with its flat, black yew, and as the chill of evening wore through their coats and the afterglow of tea, Rose crooked out one arm, and Esther, without hesitation, took it.





OCEAN 1212-W

Essay, 1962


My childhood landscape was not land but the end of the land—the cold, salt, running hills of the Atlantic. I sometimes think my vision of the sea is the clearest thing I own. I pick it up, exile that I am, like the purple “lucky stones” I used to collect with a white ring all the way round, or the shell of a blue mussel with its rainbowy angel’s fingernail interior; and in one wash of memory the colors deepen and gleam, the early world draws breath.

Breath, that is the first thing. Something is breathing. My own breath? The breath of my mother? No, something else, something larger, farther, more serious, more weary. So behind shut lids I float awhile; I’m a small sea captain, tasting the day’s weather—battering rams at the seawall, a spray of grapeshot on my mother’s brave geraniums, or the lulling shoosh-shoosh of a full, mirrory pool; the pool turns the quartz grits at its rim idly and kindly, a lady brooding at jewelry. There might be a hiss of rain on the pane, there might be wind sighing and trying the creaks of the house like keys. I was not deceived by these. The motherly pulse of the sea made a mock of such counterfeits. Like a deep woman, it hid a good deal; it had many faces, many delicate, terrible veils. It spoke of miracles and distances; if it could court, it could also kill. When I was learning to creep, my mother set me down on the beach to see what I thought of it. I crawled straight for the coming wave and was just through the wall of green when she caught my heels.

I often wonder what would have happened if I had managed to pierce that looking-glass. Would my infant gills have taken over, the salt in my blood? For a time I believed not in God nor Santa Claus, but in mermaids. They seemed as logical and possible to me as the brittle twig of a seahorse in the Zoo aquarium or the skates lugged up on the lines of cursing Sunday fishermen—skates the shape of old pillowslips with the full, coy lips of women.

And I recall my mother, a sea-girl herself, reading to me and my brother—who came later—from Matthew Arnold’s “Forsaken Merman”:


                  Sand-strewn caverns, cool and deep,

                  Where the winds are all asleep;

                  Where the spent lights quiver and gleam;

                  Where the salt weed sways in the stream;

                  Where the sea-beasts rang’d all round

                  Feed in the ooze of their pasture-ground;

                  Where the sea-snakes coil and twine

                  Dry their mail and bask in the brine;

                  Where great whales come sailing by,

                  Sail and sail with unshut eye,

                  Round the world for ever and aye.



I saw the gooseflesh on my skin. I did not know what made it. I was not cold. Had a ghost passed over? No, it was the poetry. A spark flew off Arnold and shook me, like a chill. I wanted to cry; I felt very odd. I had fallen into a new way of being happy.

Now and then, when I grow nostalgic about my ocean childhood—the wauling of gulls and the smell of salt, somebody solicitous will bundle me into a car and drive me to the nearest briny horizon. After all, in England, no place is what? more than seventy miles from the sea. “There,” I’ll be told, “there it is.” As if the sea were a great oyster on a plate that could be served up, tasting just the same, at any restaurant the world over. I get out of the car, I stretch my legs, I sniff. The sea. But that is not it, that is not it at all.

The geography is all wrong in the first place. Where is the gray thumb of the water tower to the left and the sickle-shaped sandbar (really a stone bar) under it, and the Deer Island prison at the tip of the point to the far right? The road I knew curved into the waves with the ocean on one side, the bay on the other; and my grandmother’s house, halfway out, faced east, full of red sun and sea lights.

To this day I remember her phone number: OCEAN 1212-W. I would repeat it to the operator, from my home on the quieter bayside, an incantation, a fine rhyme, half expecting the black earpiece to give me back, like a conch, the susurrous murmur of the sea out there as well as my grandmother’s Hello.

The breath of the sea, then. And then its lights. Was it some huge, radiant animal? Even with my eyes shut I could feel the glimmers off its bright mirrors spider over my lids. I lay in a watery cradle, and sea gleams found the chinks in the dark green window blind, playing and dancing, or resting and trembling a little. At naptime I clinked my fingernail on the hollow brass bedstead for the music of it and once, in a fit of discovery and surprise, found the join in the new rose paper and with the same curious nail bared a great bald space of wall. I got scolded for this, spanked, too, and then my grandfather extracted me from the domestic furies for a long beachcombing stroll over mountains of rattling and cranking purple stones.

My mother was born and brought up in the same sea-bitten house; she remembered days of wrecks where the townspeople poked among the waves’ leavings as at an open market—tea kettles, bolts of soaked cloth, the lone, lugubrious shoe. But never, that she could remember, a drowned sailor. They went straight to Davy Jones. Still, what mightn’t the sea bequeath? I kept hoping. Brown and green glass nuggets were common, blue and red ones rare: the lanterns of shattered ships? Or the sea-beaten hearts of beer and whisky bottles. There was no telling.

I think the sea swallowed dozens of tea sets—tossed in abandon off liners, or consigned to the tide by jilted brides. I collected a shiver of china bits, with borders of larkspur and birds or braids of daisies. No two patterns ever matched.

Then one day the textures of the beach burned themselves on the lens of my eye forever. Hot April. I warmed my bottom on the micabright stone of my grandmother’s steps, staring at the stucco wall, with its magpie design of egg stones, fan shells, colored glass. My mother was in the hospital. She had been gone three weeks. I sulked. I would do nothing. Her desertion punched a smoldering hole in my sky. How could she, so loving and faithful, so easily leave me? My grandmother hummed and thumped out her bread dough with suppressed excitement. Viennese, Victorian, she pursed her lips, she would tell me nothing. Finally she melted a little. I would have a surprise when mother came back. It would be something nice. It would be—a baby.

A baby.

I hated babies. I who for two and a half years had been the center of a tender universe felt the axis wrench and a polar chill immobilize my bones. I would be a bystander, a museum mammoth. Babies!

Even my grandfather, on the glassed-in verandah, couldn’t woo me from my huge gloom. I refused to hide his pipe in the rubber plant and make it a pipe tree. He stalked off in his sneakers, wounded too, but whistling. I waited till his shape rounded Water Tower Hill and dwindled in the direction of the sea promenade; its ice-cream and hot-dog stalls were boarded up still, in spite of the mild pre-season weather. His lyrical whistle beckoned me to adventure and forgetting. But I didn’t want to forget. Hugging my grudge, ugly and prickly, a sad sea urchin, I trudged off on my own, in the opposite direction toward the forbidding prison. As from a star I saw, coldly and soberly, the separateness of everything. I felt the wall of my skin: I am I. That stone is a stone. My beautiful fusion with the things of this world was over.

The tide ebbed, sucked back into itself. There I was, a reject, with the dried black seaweed whose hard beads I liked to pop, hollowed orange and grapefruit halves and a garbage of shells. All at once, old and lonely, I eyed these—razor clams, fairy boats, weedy mussels, the oyster’s pocked gray lace (there was never a pearl) and tiny white “icecream cones.” You could always tell where the best shells were—at the rim of the last wave, marked by a mascara of tar. I picked up, frigidly, a stiff pink starfish. It lay at the heart of my palm, a joke dummy of my own hand. Sometimes I nursed starfish alive in jam jars of seawater and watched them grow back lost arms. On this day, this awful birthday of otherness, my rival, somebody else, I flung the starfish against a stone. Let it perish. It had no wit.

I stubbed my toe on the round, blind stones. They paid no notice. They didn’t care. I supposed they were happy. The sea waltzed off into nothing, into the sky—the dividing line on this calm day almost invisible. I knew, from school, the sea cupped the bulge of the world like a blue coat, but my knowledge somehow never connected with what I saw—water drawn halfway up the air, a flat, glassy blind; the snail trails of steamers along the rim. For all I could tell, they circled that line forever. What lay behind it? “Spain,” said owl-eyed Harry Bean, my friend. But the parochial map of my mind couldn’t take it in. Spain. Mantillas and gold castles and bulls. Mermaids on rocks, chests of jewels, the fantastical. A piece of which the sea, ceaselessly eating and churning, might any minute beach at my feet. As a sign.

A sign of what?

A sign of election and specialness. A sign I was not forever to be cast out. And I did see a sign. Out of a pulp of kelp, still shining, with a wet, fresh smell, reached a small, brown hand. What would it be? What did I want it to be? A mermaid, a Spanish infanta?

What it was, was a monkey.

Not a real monkey, but a monkey of wood. Heavy with the water it had swallowed and scarred with tar, it crouched on its pedestal, remote and holy, long-muzzled and oddly foreign. I brushed it and dried it and admired its delicately carved hair. It looked like no monkey I had ever seen eating peanuts and moony-foolish. It had the noble pose of a simian Thinker. I realize now that the totem I so lovingly undid from its caul of kelp (and have since, alas, mislaid with the other baggage of childhood) was a Sacred Baboon.

So the sea, perceiving my need, had conferred a blessing. My baby brother took his place in the house that day, but so did my marvelous and (who knew?) even priceless baboon.

Did my childhood seascape, then, lend me my love of change and wildness? Mountains terrify me—they just sit about, they are so proud. The stillness of hills stifles me like fat pillows. When I was not walking alongside the sea I was on it, or in it. My young uncle, athletic and handy, rigged us a beach swing. When the tide was right you could kick to the peak of the arc, let go, and drop into the water.

Nobody taught me to swim. It simply happened. I stood in a ring of playmates in the quiet bay, up to my armpits, rocked by ripples. One spoiled little boy had a rubber tire in which he sat and kicked, although he could not swim. My mother would never let my brother or me borrow water wings or tires or swimming pillows for fear they would float us over our depth and rubbish us to an early death. “Learn to swim first,” was her stern motto. The little boy climbed off his tire, bobbed and clung, and wouldn’t share it. “It’s mine,” he reasonably said. Suddenly a cat’s paw scuffed the water dark, he let go, and the pink, lifesaver-shaped tire skimmed out of his grip. Loss widened his eyes; he began to cry. “I’ll get it,” I said, my bravado masking a fiery desire for a ride. I jumped with a side flap of hands; my feet ceased to touch. I was in that forbidden country—“over my head.” I should, according to Mother, have sunk like a stone, but I didn’t. My chin was up, hands and feet milling the cold green. I caught the scudding tire and swam in. I was swimming. I could swim.

The airport across the bay unloosed a blimp. It went up like a silver bubble, a salute.

That summer my uncle and his petite fiancee built a boat. My brother and I carried shiny nails. We woke to the tamp-tamp of the hammer. The honey color of the new wood, the white shavings (turned into finger rings) and the sweet dust of the saw were creating an idol, something beautiful—a real sailboat. From the sea my uncle brought back mackerel. Greeny-blue-black brocades unfaded, they came to the table. And we did live off the sea. With a cod’s head and tail my grandmother could produce a chowder that set, when chilled, in its own triumphal jelly. We made suppers of buttery steamed clams and laid lines of lobster pots. But I never could watch my grandmother drop the dark green lobsters with their waving, wood-jammed claws into the boiling pot from which they would be, in a minute, drawn—red, dead and edible. I felt the awful scald of the water too keenly on my skin.

The sea was our main entertainment. When company came, we set them before it on rugs, with thermoses and sandwiches and colored umbrellas, as if the water—blue, green, gray, navy or silver as it might be—were enough to watch. The grown-ups in those days still wore the puritanical black bathing suits that make our family snapshot albums so archaic.

My final memory of the sea is of violence—a still, unhealthily yellow day in 1939, the sea molten, steely-slick, heaving at its leash like a broody animal, evil violets in its eye. Anxious telephone calls crossed from my grandmother, on the exposed oceanside, to my mother, on the bay. My brother and I, knee-high still, imbibed the talk of tidal waves, high ground, boarded windows and floating boats like a miracle elixir. The hurricane was due at nightfall. In those days, hurricanes did not bud in Florida and bloom over Cape Cod each autumn as they now do—bang, bang, bang, frequent as firecrackers on the Fourth and whimsically named after women. This was a monstrous specialty, a leviathan. Our world might be eaten, blown to bits. We wanted to be in on it.

The sulfurous afternoon went black unnaturally early, as if what was to come could not be star-lit, torch-lit, looked at. The rain set in, one huge Noah douche. Then the wind. The world had become a drum. Beaten, it shrieked and shook. Pale and elated in our beds, my brother and I sipped our nightly hot drink. We would, of course, not sleep. We crept to a blind and hefted it a notch. On a mirror of rivery black our faces wavered like moths, trying to pry their way in. Nothing could be seen. The only sound was a howl, jazzed up by the bangs, slams, groans and splinterings of objects tossed like crockery in a giants’ quarrel. The house rocked on its root. It rocked and rocked and rocked its two small watchers to sleep.

The wreckage the next day was all one could wish—overthrown trees and telephone poles, shoddy summer cottages bobbing out by the lighthouse and a litter of the ribs of little ships. My grandmother’s house had lasted, valiant—though the waves broke right over the road and into the bay. My grandfather’s sea wall had saved it, neighbors said. Sand buried her furnace in golden whorls; salt stained the upholstered sofa and a dead shark filled what had been the geranium bed, but my grandmother had her broom out, it would soon be right.

And this is how it stiffens, my vision of that seaside childhood. My father died, we moved inland. Whereon those nine first years of my life sealed themselves off like a ship in a bottle—beautiful, inaccessible, obsolete, a fine, white flying myth.





SNOW BLITZ

Essay, 1963


In London, the day after Christmas (Boxing Day), it began to snow: my first snow in England. For five years I had been tactfully asking “Do you ever have snow at all?” as I steeled myself to the six months of wet, tepid gray that make up an English winter. “Ooo, I do remember snow,” was the usual reply, “when I were a lad.” Whereupon I would enthusiastically recall the huge falls of crisp and spectacular white I snowballed, tunneled in and sledded on in the States when I was young. Now I felt the same sweet chill of anticipation at my London window, watching the pieces of darkness incandesce as they drove through the glow of the streetlight. Since my flat (once the home of W. B. Yeats and so marked on a round, blue plaque) has no central heating, my chill was not metaphorical but very real.

The next day the snow lay about—white, picturesque, untouched—and it went on snowing. The next day the snow still lay about—untouched. There seemed to be a lot more of it. Bits plopped in over my boot tops as I crossed the unplowed street. The main road had not been plowed either. Random buses and cabs crawled along in deep white tracks. Here and there men with newspapers, brooms and rags attempted to discover their cars.

Most of the local shops still foundered in a foot or two of fluff, the customers’ footsteps like bird tracks looping from door to door. A small space in front of the chemist’s had been cleared. Into this I gratefully stepped.

“I suppose you don’t have snowplows in England, heh, heh!” I joked, loading up with Kleenex paddipads, black-currant juice, rose-hip syrup and bottles of nose drops and cough medicine (labeled The Linctus in Gothic script)—those sops and aids to babies with winter colds.

“No,” the chemist beamed back, “no snowplows, I’m afraid. We in England are simply not prepared for snow. After all, it falls so seldom.”

This seemed to me a reasonable, if ominous, reply. If England was due for a new ice age, what then?

“Shall I,” the chemist leaned forward with a confidential smile, “show you what I have found helpful?”

“Oh, yes, do,” I desperately said, thinking of tranquilizers.

The chemist lifted, shyly and proudly, a rough six-foot plank from behind a counter of Trufoods and cough pastilles.

“A board!”

“A board?”

The chemist closed his eyes and gripped the plank, blissful as a housewife with a rolling pin.

“With this board I simply push the snow aside.”

I stumbled out with my bundles. I smiled. Everybody smiled. The snow was a huge joke, and our predicament that of Alpine climbers marooned in a cartoon.

Then the snow hardened and froze. Sidewalks and streets became a rugged terrain of ice over whose treacherous crevices old people teetered, clutching dog leads or steered by strangers.

One morning my doorbell rang.

“Shovel your steps, lydy?” asked a small cockney with a vast canvas pram.

“How much?” I cynically wondered, not knowing the going rate and expecting extortion.

“Oh, thruppence. A penny.”

I melted and said all right.

Then, foreseeing slackness: “Mind you chip off the ice!”

Two hours later the boy was still working. Four hours later he rang to borrow a broom. I glanced out of the window and saw a pram full of tiny icebergs. Finally he had finished. I inspected the job. He seemed to have cleaned between the railing struts with a chisel. “Looks like it might snow again.” Hopefully he surveyed the low gray sky. I gave him a sixpence and he vanished in an avalanche of thanks with the snow-mountained pram.

It did snow again. Then came the cold.

The morning of the Big Freeze I discovered the bathtub half full of filthy water. I could not understand it. I do not understand plumbing. I waited a day; maybe it would go away. But the water did not go away, it increased, both in depth and dirtiness. The next day I woke to find myself staring at a stain in my beautiful new white ceiling. As I looked, the ceiling discharged, at various spots, drops of viscous liquid that plopped onto the rug. The ceiling paper sagged at the seams.

“Help!” I cried to the house agent from a puddle of black water in the telephone kiosk. I had no home phone because getting one took at least three months. “My ceiling is leaking and the bathtub is full of dirty water.”

Silence.

“Not my dirty water,” I hastened to add. “Water that floods up into the tub of its own accord. I think there is snow in it. Maybe it’s roof water.”

This last information was a bit apocalyptic. Had I seen snow in the tub water? It certainly sounded more dangerous.

“The water may well be from the roof,” the agent faintly said. Then, more sternly, “You realize there is not a plumber to be had in London. Everyone has the same trouble. Why, I have had three burst pipes in my flat.”

“Yes, but you know how to fix them,” I resolutely cooed. “There is no cold water in the cold water taps either. What does that mean?”

“We,” muttered the agent, “shall soon see.”

The builders and the agent’s assistant arrived within the hour, booted and puffing and tracking up black muck. With shovels and picks they crawled through the attic trapdoor and soon great masses of snow were thunking from the roof into the yard.

“Why does the roof leak?” I asked the agent’s assistant.

“These are old roofs. It’s all right when it rains, but when it snows, the snow piles up and up behind the gutters. It’s all right as long as it stays cold.” He smiled. “But when it melts!”

“But where I come from there is snow every winter and the roofs never leak.”

The agent’s assistant blushed. “Well, there is a faulty gutter just over your bed.”

“Over my bed! Hadn’t you better repair it? If it snows and melts any more I’ll wake up in a mess of wet plaster. Or maybe I won’t even wake up.”

The agent’s assistant didn’t look as if he had seriously considered repairing the gutter. After all, I could see him hoping, there might not be any more snow.

“You better repair it. I don’t want to have to bother you again!”

The men descended and began to swab the discolored and still dripping ceiling with a general air of having things fixed. I ran into the babies’ room in answer to a crash and a scream. My son, in an access of energy, had just shaken his cot apart, snapping all the screws. When I returned, coddling his sobs, I heard the men saying “Whoops” to one another. They were holding a yellow plastic bucket to a geyser of ceiling water with the embarrassed air of covering some obscenity.

“How long,” I demanded, “is this leakage going to go on? You know it’s like Chinese water torture, don’t you, drip drip drip all night. Can’t you put a bucket up in the attic?”

“Ooo, mum, there’s not room to stand a candle in that attic. The gutter lays straight atop your ceiling.”

They left the bucket on the floor, just in case, and with promises to repair the gutter before the weekend, stumped off.

I have not seen them since.

Then the agent himself arrived, with bowler and moisture detector, to see about my leakage, the failure of cold water and the tubful of Alpine fluid.

With the moisture detector he pricked the bedroom ceiling and assured me that it would not, in the immediate future, fall.

“You realize, though, that you are in danger of having no drinking water.”

I said no, I had not realized it. Why?

“The builders haven’t properly layered the pipes to the house and they are frozen. I would turn off your immersion heater in case it burns out the empty tank. When the water in the upstairs cistern is finished, that’s the end.”

I tried to recall some of the things one cannot do without water besides washing one’s face and making tea: There were many.

“I’ll try to get the pipes fixed by tonight,” the agent promised. “The drinking water situation is more important than your tub.”

He stepped onto the snowy balcony to survey the maze of ancient pipes against the wall, then went in to fiddle with the water taps in the kitchen. “Aha!” he finally said. “At first I thought the plumbers might have connected a pipe wrong and that the tub water could indeed be coming from the roof. But look!” He instructed me to stand and watch the tubful of water while he went into the kitchen and ran the hot tap.

Bubbles and rings plopped up from the open drain hole.

“You see,” the agent accused, “it is your own water filling the tub. You have a frozen waste pipe, so it can’t escape.”

Then he invited me out on the balcony.

With dazzling glibness he rattled off the sources and origins of the twining pipes. “That is your sink pipe, that is your bath pipe, those going up into the air are air pipes.” I stared in despair. The bath waste pipe alone ran some twenty feet down the wall and along the balcony before it bent to drop its load into an open drain below.

“Somewhere the bath waste pipe is frozen.”

“What happens,” I asked, “if you run hot water in the mb?”

“Oh, it just melts the top bit of ice and freezes again.”

“Then what can I do?”

“Hold candles to the pipe. Or pour hot water on it. Of course I could have the builders put a blowtorch to it, but you’d have to have it done at your own expense.”

“But you are responsible for the outside repairs, and the pipes are outside the house.”

“Ah, but,” the agent evilly gleamed, “the bath is inside. Have you been plugging your drains every night to prevent water escaping and freezing?”

“No-o. Nobody told me to. But I always turn off the taps very tightly.”

I felt cornered. “Granted,” said the agent loftily, “the Water Board should have
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