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“Shall we let them have a little music?” asked Emily, and she wound up the musical box. It went “tinkle, tinkle” and Darner stirred in his dreams.
Mr. Plantaganet could not tell one of its tunes from the other. “I have to have words,” said Mr. Plantaganet. “Words help me to know what it is. Like those carols, Tottie. Do you remember them?” And he began to hum “God Bless the Master of This House.” “Do you remember them, Tottie?”
“I remember everything,” said Tottie, listening to the music.
“Yes, I suppose you must, and for so long,” said Mr. Plantaganet. “Such a long time, Tottie.” 
“Yes,” said Tottie.
“Things come and things pass,” said little Mr. Plantaganet.
“Everything, from trees to dolls,” said Tottie.
“Even for small things like us, even for dolls. Good things and bad things, but the good things have come back, haven’t they, Tottie?” asked Mr. Plantaganet anxiously.
“Of course they have,” said Tottie in her kind wooden voice.
“Good things and bad. They were very bad,” said Mr. Plantaganet.
“But they come and pass, so let us be happy now,” said Tottie.
“Without Birdie?” asked Mr. Plantaganet, his voice trembling.
“Birdie would be happy. She couldn’t help it,” said Tottie.
And Birdie’s bright tinkling music went on in the doll’s house, and on her hat that still hung in the hall, and on her feather broom, and on her bird, and on her parasol, the colors and the patterns were still bright.
—RUMER GODDEN

The Doll’s House















Once upon a time, there was a little girl who liked to atone. She especially liked The Day of Atonement. Atoning, she felt at one.




On that glorious day every year, with the leaves in colors like fire, she got to feel bad while wearing her nicest outfit—a calico dress with lace collar, puffed sleeves, and nude nylons—and she also got to not eat. And not only did she get to not eat, but she got to do it in an auditorium downtown. There she would sit and stand and sit and stand and, not eating, become dizzy from the perfumed women around.




They were all not-eating downtown because on Yom Kippur many wanted to fast and pray together. The temple elders rented a hall in a fancy hotel. The actual temple, old and small, used to be a church. It had uncomfortable pews, making praying quite pleasing.




Discomfort is often a virtue. Nevertheless, the perfumed ladies atoned downtown happily, as did the girl.




Neither she nor the perfumed ladies were much interested in God. They were interested in forgiveness and, the girl vaguely understood, people who had been cooked inside ovens.




The girl was also extremely interested in her Catholic friend, Lizzie Murphy, who had perfectly freckled skin. She and Lizzie had identical rag dolls and a favorite game called Confession. They would take the dolls by their limp little hands and go into the bathroom. One girl would step behind the shower curtain and the other one would stand outside it, reach in, and take the doll’s hands and the girl’s hands. The girl inside the curtain was a priest. There was much talk of sin in general, but never in particular. All was forgiven in an elaborate ritual involving water and chants.




There was no talk of heaven or hell in the girl’s household. It was all about pogroms and rape. But on Yom Kippur she got to lean over and kiss her older sister’s dry cheek in the auditorium-temple, upon command of the Rabbi, and say intensely, “I’m sorry I said I hate you this year.” Dizzy, she’d stare into the sister’s cold eyes.




The sisters shared a bedroom and often the younger sister dreamed that a life-sized doll sat on the edge of her bed and scared her. She would whisper, “Help me!” to the cold sister. The cold sister offered no help, just as no one had helped the family up in the attic after they had been discovered, the family with the girl who kept the diary, the girl the younger sister admired and loved, and wrongly envied.




On Yom Kippur the father watched football while the mother prepared breakfast for dinner. Pancakes and bacon, matzoh ball soup, angel food cake. A mysterious name for a cake. She heated the food in the oven until it was night, and when it was overcooked, then they would eat.




The young girl was scared of the oven, and there was a reason for that, which was that her grandmother had told her stories of children who got shoved into ovens and of families that were so overcrowded, the babies had to sleep in pots and pans on the stove. In some of the tales there was a witch who cooked little girls in order to eat them. “Mmm, I smell a Russian bone!” she’d say, and grab at their legs. One of these story-girls wanted to marry her brother. “Think of the sin,” her sister warns her. But they do marry, and then four little dolls are placed in the four corners of a room and they cry like cuckoos. Cuckoo, he takes his sister, Cuckoo, for a wife, Cuckoo, earth open wide, Cuckoo, sister, fall inside! After a while a witch shows up and says, “I smell a Russian bone!” She tries to cook the girl who has married her brother. (This sort of witch has quite a longing to eat sinners, you see.) Yes, then the woods become so dark that not even a fly can find its way home. The dolls’ heads are chopped off. Then the girl’s sister chases the witch into the sky, where she burns. The married brother and sister now are set free. The sister marries a different man, and the brother, his sister’s best friend.




As a child the girl would often not eat to get free of sin. Free of someone? That witch, she was always trying to get the dolls and roast the girls. Girls became doves to get away from her, even. And the dolls in the corners cried like cuckoos.




Cuckoo.















I was but a smallish bulb—a bulbette, really—sleeping cozily beside my mother, when quite to my horror I was wrestled from that safe, underground home and yanked into the face of an unblinking sun.




The shock of blue sky wide above frightened me, and I never grew to my fullest size. Too young for such solitude, I became forever sad.




No longer could I root happily into my mother’s company and find comfort in her rounded shape. There was no one to tell me the facts. How much nutrition to pull from the dirt? Would the beetles bring harm? And what of the worms? Friends, foe, or nevermind?




Is it any wonder I was always so silent? Always so small?




No, I was not ready to leave her at all. I was but a tiny bulb—a bulbette, really—quite at home beside my mother, when those wretched hands dug me out of my peaceful slumber and moved me into that cold plot of land. There I had no playmates to speak of, no playmates for miles. It was a bewildering journey from the very beginning.




I cannot say that I have appreciated it at all. No, not at all.




Then one day, nearly a hundred years after the trauma, I became blessed with a friend. She happened upon me and pulled me out of the ground. To me she whispered thoughts of great feeling: “Poor little thing, poor ugly thing,” she said. How those words brought me comfort!




She said she could see I had a difficult life, never allowed to see the sun. With my best effort, I communicated agreement. This was not easy because my skin was tough and quite immobile.




She continued, “And we will not pretend to ignore that you are misshapen. Just as my mother taught me when I was young to accept my homeliness, so must you accept yours. My mother and father love me despite the plain features on my face. But none has a plainer face than you! Oh my dearest and ugliest friend!”




When my friend found me, she covered her heart with one hand and rested the other tenderly against my hard little body. She told me that her childhood memories were like those little boxes containing dried nuts, or fruit, that her mother sometimes received from guests she did not seem particularly eager to greet. The guests were men in black garments, clutching tiny books. This was an elaborate narration that she ended simply by trailing off her words, and stroking my spindly roots.




And then my pretty friend put me in such a box, for her to keep. At times she opened the box and licked me. Why, she loved the taste of my dirty skin! And I liked my little box, that wooden box lined with pink paper. It fit in her apron pocket. Unlike heated potatoes—surly relatives of mine—I did not keep her warm.




She kept me from missing my mother too much.




This was all in the town of Sneek, near the Wadden Zee, just north of the Zuder Zee.




Her father was a fishmonger, her mother a fishwife. Though her father’s family trade had been in diamonds, the family was of the Jewish kind. The Fishmongers Guild did not restrict, so he made the switch. From glinting stone to lively flounder!




There is more life in fish than in jewels, though diamonds do glint.




And indeed, her father loved everything alive. It was this love that eventually brought him to ruin, but through no fault of his own. And she, the girl who suffered most badly for his tender spirit, never blamed him. Yes, he and her mother had provided well for the girl from north of the Zuder Zee, a pleasant life that they designed in the meticulous manner of the era.




The mother kept the home as clean as perfection itself. The mother also labored long and hard as a bleaching maid.




(The smell of bleach and fish made the girl swoon for all her days, and still would if she were living.)




When first she found me, my friend and I and her sisters slept in a drawer. The drawer pulled out from underneath the parents’ small bed. Together the sisters huddled through hard winter nights, and the sister clutched me in her hand. And the mother, so rosy-cheeked and kind! She kept the drawer warm by piling hot potatoes inside. The potatoes she would remove just before bed. Then the girls would clamber into the drawer and whisper stories and poems.




When you hear the Cuckoo shout, ’tis time to plant your tatties out.




While they slumbered, their parents sat by the fire and ate.




As her sisters and mother and father slept, she would open the lid of the wooden box just a crack and whisper to me. Her hot breath against the pink tissue paper moved it a bit, making a nice, wrinkling sound that made me swoon.




We shall discuss your amusement in time. It interests me because otherwise you appear so small-headed, as I appeared as a child.




My friend had several friends who had to sleep in the oven. Yes, the oven! Poor little Anneke K——, whose mother forgot she was in there when she fired it up in the morning! But they all rather liked her singed hair. It had the most unusual crimps and curls!




And just because poor little Anneke K——slept in the oven does not mean her life was bad. Oh no, her life was good, my friend related. Her family lived well, and kept their wooden floors clean and their tiny home scrubbed and finely sparkling. At night there was much drinking of wine, much cheer all around in poor little Anneke K——’s fine house.




Just like my friend, Anneke K—— eventually was auctioned. This took place at midnight, in the town square. My friend came home for the very last time and she told me.




“There was little interest in me,” she said sadly, “I am dried up like a prune at thirteen: they said my face was sour, though inside I feel fine.”




“In the end, I was taken for a moderate fee,” she told me. “Now I’ll be taken to my new home, and to this man who I fear will beat me.”




And then she left me.




So now I feel death coming closer each day—’tis time, I almost can hear him say. But I am here for your comfort. I am here to make sure that you grow. I was surprised to see you sprout from my withered body, but sprout from me you did.




Lying beneath a man—I don’t mean to shock with that phrase, it was common in the time to lie with men, you are so sensitive for such a rough one!—I believe she must have often thought of her parents’ house. And of me?




The home in which you reside is not forever.




That swept front stoop. That waxed oak door. Even the mother’s feet had brushes upon them, on their soles! This pursuit of cleanliness was performed by all of the husbands and all of the wives in all of the homes on that small and oak-lined street.




From the time my friend was five, she created a ruckus. Her poor mother, trying to clean off the door! Always, my friend insisted upon rushing outside, shoving aside her poor mother. And upon her return she always forgot to remove the straw covers that covered her shoes. The filth. What reprimands she received. And deserved.




She cared not so much about cleanliness. I believe this was part of her attraction to me—indeed part of her country’s fascination with my type.




It was a pity they auctioned her off so young. But it was a pity for her parents most of all. The Jewish fishmongers. They were not allowed in many trades. They could have made a bundle in tulips, but how could they know?




But they had no idea of our worth, nor of hers.




I was inside the trundle, inside my box, wrapped in pink tissue paper just as she’d left me. They received news of her death. This arrived in a letter she had sent before tossing herself into the icy cold sea. The letter gave strict instructions to plant me in earth.




It has been a long, cold winter. Will the spring never arrive? My dear Jewess, my beautiful friend!




Come back.




Come back.




Come back to me.















Once there was a musician who played ukulele, fiddle, accordion, and banjo with a group specializing in country tunes for weddings. At one such wedding, Jewish in style, he met his future bride. Sitting between a spread of lox and onions and another of herring and cream, she watched him play. He had longish blond hair, a pale blue suit, and an ironic gaze. He looked like a cowboy-cum-criminal-cumangelic deceiver. How they actually got introduced is unknown; and in fact, this is not their story. It is the story of the future bride’s sister, who was neither at this wedding nor at their own. This Astrid herself never married.




As a very young child, Astrid had enjoyed many activities along with her sister. They shared a bedroom and had twin beds, and with a sheet draped over the space between the two they played Runaways in Tents. In summer they gathered frogs in a pail, left them in the sun, and shellacked their dried bodies in the basement. They used a tiny oven to make tiny cakes on numerous occasions. They also had great fun playing Little Matchbox Girl, fake-starving.




Yet this all came to a halt on Astrid’s ninth birthday, when she received a life-sized doll from which she quickly became inseparable. Astrid named the doll “Astrid,” too, though Astrid the doll was far less plain than Astrid the girl. The doll had blond hair made from a horse’s mane, pink undies made of silk, and lengthy limbs of Plasticine. Astrid found the Astrid-doll rather haughty and mean. Confused by this feeling—for Astrid was a kind and gentle being—her ambivalence became a kind of devotion. “Oh, my doll! My precious friend!” she’d say, and press her lips on Astrid’s own.




However, after not very long, Astrid the doll was lost in a hotel on a family trip. This loss was perhaps Astrid’s own fault: a laundry chute was involved. As her mother phoned Miami Beach from home, Astrid held onto the telephone cord, sticking her finger into its coils and drawing it out, keening after the doll. She listened suspiciously as her mother described the scene of the crime as Astrid had described it to her. “She was in the bed,” Astrid’s mother said. “She is a big doll, the size of my girl.” But although Astrid’s mother attempted quite valiantly to retrieve the lost doll from Housekeeping’s hands, it did not work. Poor Astrid, left alone to swelter in Florida. Poor melting Astrid, Astrid desperately thought, smiling.




Then, out of guilt, or perhaps mere childish loneliness, Astrid soon invented an imaginary friend in exactly the same form as the beautiful doll. This new Astrid accompanied Astrid everywhere she went. Hand in invisible hand, they trundled along in the snow. Eye to unblinking eye, they told tales in bed, tales of madmen and beasts. How Astrid adored this new, imaginary friend! Silently she fell in love. “Oh, Astrid,” she would mouth, nearly writhing with joy. Pressing a little ear to an absent voice, she listened as her very own Astrid mutely crooned of love.




Quite disappointingly, Astrid’s new and fragile happiness only served to bring about the most unfortunate of consequences. For Astrid’s sister now had her own room with a green shag rug and intercom. After listening through the white box affixed to the wall one afternoon, she’d broadcast, “Now entering the Astrid Freak Zone” through the house over and over again. It was no surprise that soon, a tragedy inexplicably occurred: Astrid ran away quite without warning. Not the girl, but the friend. Invisible to begin with, she vanished again. Frantically, Astrid told her parents about the disappearance. “We were lying in bed, and you tucked us in, and when I fell asleep she leapt out the window, I think.” She paused, gasping for breath. “She’s afraid of the dark,” she said. “Of the men that come in,” she added, elliptically.




Astrid’s parents responded to the disappearance with reason. Her father masterfully guided their luxury sedan throughout their small town, down each and every narrow alley and unpaved road in search of this invisible friend who had been—indeed!—the very best friend for his delicate, odd little girl. Astrid watched her father’s hands on the shift, so strong, so masculine. For a long time he steered them around and around. But at dusk he brought Astrid home, completely forlorn.




This second loss proved too much for her, really.




Doll-less, invisible-friend-less, finally more comfortable in fear than in gladness, Astrid began to live in her head. Or rather inside a small tunnel—a hole—in her head, through which she watched everything gaily depart. She nodded this head and pretended to listen. “Bye-bye,” she would hear from within, even when grown up and schooled. To outsiders, this inside-conversation lent her a remarkably pleasing air, since she never had reason to interrupt anyone’s talking. “Bye-bye” she heard over and over. “Bye-bye, little doll, little friend.”




And as you perhaps have gleaned from this story, our Astrid didn’t much thrive.















This story takes place in a small house, not too different from any other. From outside, the house looks sweet and simple. Made of wood, poppies growing all around. Painted white. Dog on rope. Though plain, this house, like its couple inside, has a charismatic feel. Often people stop to gaze. Day and night they pause and stare and don’t know why. Do you want to know? No one else does.




The girl of the house has built a petting zoo inside. Though the zoo is a secret, not being legal, it lends the house a certain air.




So far the girl has two laying hens, a miniature pony, a goat, and three rabbits. Partitions made of chicken wire separate the animals, yet allow ample socializing. To offset the look of the wire, the girl has painted the walls various shades of pink. She has draped sparkly gauze over the windows. From the ceiling hang strand upon strand of Christmas lights. These electric bulbs have many settings: blinking, fluttering, glowing, traveling, and the chickens’ favorite, a syncopated combination of all four.




Each morning, before the husband comes to breakfast, the girl goes down the basement stairs to feed the pets. At sunrise animals must be fed. She remembers this from school. Patting the goat’s head, she admires its melon eyes. Finding the rabbits in hiding, she scolds. “Bad rabbits!” she says brightly, putting them back in their pen. They do have fun. Yet the miniature horse seems unhappy. This worries the girl to no end, because the entire zoo has been planned around his small majesty.




Each dawn since his arrival she has braided his mane carefully and tenderly brushed his legs. In a closet sits a tiny saddle, which occasionally she places upon him. She perches a stuffed monkey there for rides; she leads him around the room. This takes place in the afternoon when the husband is gone. The girl had—and continues to have—plans to construct an exit from the basement to the yard so the pony can get appropriate exercise and exposure to fresh air. But how might she do so without arousing the suspicions of that kind husband?




Each day, the husband is away at work, “litigating” and “trying,” and probably wouldn’t notice. Of course he pays his girl much good attention. He tells her in an absorbed and charming tone each evening about his cases, which have a language of their own she finds amusing. Slip-and-falls. Emotional claims. Pierces in the corporate veil. Because his work is so involving, the husband never ventures into the basement, the domain of “ironing” and “washing.” In fact, the girl has had the washer and dryer removed to make room for a water trough. She goes to the Laundree-Mat on Division Street for all such needs. The Laundree-Mat is a wonderful place, but not a place he’d want her to frequent. There you exchange your money for tokens. They have pinball machines with women that moan!




The husband is really a delicate man. But she could get away with a lot more than a petting zoo, it seems. So very mindful inside, he doesn’t notice a thing. How chicken feed is delivered each week. How catalogs to order live monkeys pile up by the bed. How the girl daily carries two perfect eggs from the basement in her hands, and takes them to the fridge and pretends to remove them from a tray. Bent over the newspaper, his shoulders droop.




No, the girl thinks. A revolving door to the yard, garlands of red roses on tiny wooden jumps, stacks of eating hay? It could take a while, but eventually the husband would look outside, see the frolicking pony, and become quite alarmed. The girl would never forgive herself for upsetting the husband’s sweet balance. He must try to keep calm, for how else could he daily don a button-down shirt, a checkered tie? Dress in a suit, as if to accompany an organ grinder through town? All he lacks is the little cap! “Look at me! A working man! Yeep! Yeep!” That sound you hear in the primate room at the actual zoo.




It’s just too sad. The girl must help him keep calm as best she can so they can pay for their excellent home, for her wonderful petting zoo, for her petting. The animals sleep well there at night, the animals in hiding.




All good animals have secret lives.















Once upon a time a girl of seventeen, or maybe eighteen, got a parakeet and kept it in her room.




The girl’s mother, with whom the girl lived alone, didn’t like this at all. The mother thought birds, whether herons or doves, peacocks or wrens, defined filth. Bird-hating was a strong, female tradition in this family, with a not very interesting history. For example, one old aunt had lost her mind and imagined birds everywhere. She’d yell “Birds! Birds!” and wave her arms around whenever anything—a branch, someone’s hand, even the wind—got too near her body.




And the girl’s grandmother had a vengeance for birds. (She had very bad vision and once, mistakenly, got a chair upholstered in a fabric that depicted garish birds. Strangely, the girl’s mother, whose mother this was, seemed to take some kind of wicked glee in the error, and never revealed it to her.)




The girl was against phobias both in general and in the bird particular. That’s why she got a parakeet and caged it.




However, she pitied the sky blue bird for being confined. It looked happy enough in its cage, staring with unblinking eyes, licking its wings, but could it really be happy in there? Soon she took to letting the parakeet out of its cage when the mother was out of the house. The bird knew not to soil the room, and only to soil the square of sandpaper that perfectly lined its cage, so the girl’s mother never knew the bird often flew willy-nilly. Furnished in pink, yellow, and green, the bedroom complimented the bird’s powdery blue.




Lying in bed, watching the pale bird toss itself through the pastel scene, the girl felt in the best way—pastoral, nearly.




The girl grew to love the parakeet so much it was painful. Sometimes she imagined roasting its sweet body, putting the poor thing onto a stick over a fire—it was so small and delicate, it was hard not to think this.




Previously, the girl hardly liked anything at all that could breathe, let alone talk. But thankfully, unlike human animals, the parakeet could only say what she let it. So far it could speak her name (Edith), its name (Pretty Eyes), and one saying: “You’re sexy.” Pretty Eyes was close to saying “hot lady” and “nice rack.” This was to scandalize the mother, who had phobias about words like sexy, lady, and rack. The bird was a loyal friend.




Sometimes, though, Edith became quite tired of her (though the gender of the bird was unknown, Edith thought of it as “her”). Edith was very moody, and many of her moods were not good. And when in a bad mood, Edith could stand nothing to see her. This presented a bit of a problem with Pretty Eyes, whose smooth bald head—despite those feathers, it was smooth as a tiny, little ball—was all eyes. “You’re sexy,” she said, making eye contact. When Edith was sad, this comment crushed her.




But Edith quickly discovered a solution to the trouble of juggling moods and the bird. All she had to do was cover the birdcage with a dark plastic shroud, shaped perfectly to the cage, and make the bird think it was night. Once covered, it shut up and slept. So, as the moods came often, Edith often covered the cage. She felt no guilt about it at all, however. Just as with her resistance to phobias, Edith had something against guilt, another devious maternal vice.




Yet Edith felt she owed Pretty Eyes something for having to so passively bend to her will. Thus, she began to allow Pretty Eyes free range of her room at all times, even when the mother was home. This meant the lithe blue creature got to flap through the room at very late hours, when it was dark outside and the lights were on. Then, the windows reflected the room back into the room, so the parakeet could not see the window pane that separated the room from the world. The pink-flowered walls and yellow rug and green curtains seemed to spread beyond where they did, into a whole other room identical to this one.




(There was thick glass and then dark woods, full of crows and mice and men who chased you home.)




But Pretty Eyes was just a bird with a small parakeet brain! She didn’t know. So, after not very much time had passed since Edith began letting her out of the cage when the outdoors had blackened, Pretty Eyes flew into the window and died. With horror, Edith quietly placed her back in the cage.




The next morning, she began to fake-weep when her mother entered the room (“Wake up, Piglet! Another day in which to excel!”). To Edith’s dismay, she soon found herself in actual mourning, pointing wordlessly, sobbing, at the dead bird. Her mother just stared, and then said with a frown, as if she’d rehearsed, “You may eat like a bird because you like the disgusting look, but you never fed this bird what birds ought to eat. No wonder it’s dead. You’ll probably be dead soon too. I don’t miss the bird and I refuse to miss you.”




Edith either misinterpreted this last phrase or not, and assumed her mother meant she wished Edith had never been born.




It took little hesitation for Edith to leave. She packed a bag, buried the bird, got on a bus, and moved on. Flew the coop, as it were.




So it was in diffident anonymity that Edith began to work as a topless dancer in a city far away where, suspended from a red room’s ceiling in a cage, she swung on a bench and tilted so that her long hair spilled down her back and flew out of the cage in wisps. All the girls had roles they played, and Edith’s was advertised as “The Cageling.” In her role she didn’t do much except stand around in the cage, or swing, or sometimes crouch in a bird-like manner at the edge of the cage and kind of lean against the metal rods of the cage, looking sad.




Between acts, she’d sip a beverage at the bar. In her pale blue bathrobe with its wide gauzy sleeves and with her small eyes, she looked rather like her poor dead bird.




This job suited Edith well. It was easy, the men were nice, and she didn’t have to talk to anyone while she performed. “I can be any kind of bird I want in the cage, right?” she had asked the manager upon being hired. “I don’t have to be a talking bird?” to which he agreed with a scornful laugh. “My girls don’t talk,” he said in exactly the nasal drawl one expects such a man to use. So it didn’t matter if she was in one of her moods at this job. Bitterness, sadness, unpleasantness, horror—they were all the same to a girl in a cage, standing around with a bird’s blank stare in her eyes, feeling nothing but air on her bones.




Eventually, of course, Edith got too old for the job; the place preferred its girls young in addition to quiet, and when she turned thirty, they let her go. But like other girls who worked there, Edith had made the acquaintance of some men at the club and together, they pooled some dough and kept her up rather well. This was common. Some girls wanted swimming pools, some wanted diamonds and leather and pearls. Not Edith. She wanted a modest allowance—enough for food, which she barely required, electricity, and movies. She didn’t care for a phone, not wanting her mother ever to find her.




Grateful, Edith was kind to her men. Not prone to speaking, how could she fail to please them? Eventually she was able to afford a two-bedroom apartment. One bedroom was for sleeping and the friendships that paid. The other she kept closed to the men. Inside the room she began to build a cage for herself, the cage of her dreams. It was made of metal she found and lugged home, scraps of automobiles, machinery, saws. She’d stand in the room for hours at a time, welding that cage into perfect submission, with tools she’d received as gifts from her men.




She asked for tools such as blowtorches, vices, and saws. (Curiously, her gentle friends never asked why she’d want them.)




Finally, after many months of work, Edith has finished. The cage has round steel edges that nearly touch the sides of the room in which it’s contained. And when you open the door and look in, you can see through the bars and windows to outside, where spreads a thick, brick wall.




This cage is very helpful to Edith.




Though her life is nice enough, what with her income and her lack of phobias and guilt, those moods still come and go, despite her sweet men, despite how well things have worked out, when you really look at them. But if she didn’t know better, Edith would start talking aloud, staring too much toward the brick wall outside. For now, Edith simply enters the cage, closes the door, and sits down. Not moving, she feels calm. And when you really think about it, what makes that so wrong?















Graibaldi, Graibaldi.




When I was a child in Garibaldi I had few concerns.




Nothing could trouble me, morning or night. Mornings I spent with my aunt. Like me, my aunt was not sent to work. My mother worked. My father worked. My sister worked. My uncle worked. They worked on the docks. The men hauled and the women boned. Hauling boning, hauling boning, off they go to holy bones. I didn’t know why I didn’t go, I didn’t know why my aunt didn’t go, but I did know that my aunt and I deeply resembled each other.




In Garibaldi my aunt had few concerns and watching her through the days I learned to be the same. Like me she had a round face, partial deafness, and webbed toes. Like me my aunt liked laundry and dirt and bread smeared with butter eaten at the top of a hill on a cloudy day when the birds cawed often. Like me my aunt did not speak much and when spoken to like me my aunt only on occasion would respond. But my aunt went away early on in my story. Though I missed her, this did not overconcern me much. I knew of the resemblance but I was not certain I preferred the resemblance so when the resemblance was gone so was my uncertainty about it. While she lived everyone was kind to us. However I felt that they thought of me as a version of her rather than simply as me, the child with few concerns.




When I was a child in Garibaldi we were always referred to this duplicate way, as Auntie and Auntie. “Is dinner ready? Ask Auntie and Auntie.” “Are my long johns laundered? Ask Auntie and Auntie.” “Are we ready for church? Call Auntie and Auntie.” I was Auntie and Auntie and if I had any concerns at all, it was this repetition of names. Auntie and Auntie go to the moon, Auntie and Auntie died too soon, Auntie and Auntie see the birds, Auntie and Auntie know what we’ve heard. I made that up in my secret shack. It was there I wrote my best poetry. Auntie and Auntie times two.




Garibaldi, Garibaldi.




When I was a child in Garibaldi on weekends we went to the city nearby. Our schedules were otherwise smooth. Daily my mother and father and sister and uncle went to the docks. There the fishing and boning took place in a rough fashion full of odors. While this occurred Auntie and Auntie stayed home. The end of the days followed a straight line from the kitchen also with smells to the bed where I slept dreamlessly alone. But on Saturdays we drove to Tillamee to shop. On Sundays we drove to Tillamee for church. The city was where cheese was made and what my mother called “sundries” procured. Sundries, cheese, Sundays, church. I could not fashion a rhyme but believe me, the coincidence of the shared first letters did not escape me. Because I had no worries I could notice such things.




Scrutiny!




Tillamee, so blessedly near Garibaldi, was lovely lovely lovely to me. As an example: all the stores featured free cheese. My sister and I both admired the samples on toothpicks. While my father and uncle went to the barber and my mother and aunt went to the market, my sister and I admired the cheese, the opposite of fish. Yellow cheese and white cheese, cheese in strips, in cubes. Cheese with holes! Cheese with sausage in the holes! My sister and I would reach a frenzy of cheese and then we would take a long walk, a rather long walk down a lane, and admire the boys in the town. Apparently all of them worked in cheese. Oh, my sister and I shared many admirations. This was different from the sharing and liking I did with my Aunt.




Garibaldi, Garibaldi. In Garibaldi there were two shores and one had a smokestack and one had the docks. The smokestack did not go on working once I was born, but there is no relation between these events. The docks were our livelihood, they were our blood. This was obvious to all who happened to visit our good town for all of Garibaldi smelled like the docks—like brand-new fish just caught or killed or rotting fish left behind in chunks—or, if you went to the docks at four a.m., as I often did, to stare in the water and think, the smell was of swimming fish left living for the time being. Fish figured largely in our days and our nights and this made everything friendly. We ate fish for breakfast in the form of pickled herring. We ate fish for lunch in the form of a fry or a sandwich. We ate fish for supper in stew. We ate fish for snacks as dried jerky. When I was a child I liked all sorts of fish.




Because of this affinity, I didn’t like to stray far from the sea. Not seeing the sea did concern me. But there was one place to be. Behind our house and beyond the hill where Auntie and I watched the birds before Auntie died was my shack. This shack was far from the fish. From there one could not view the sea but one could hear the waves on a windy day and from time to time in a strong hale breeze, smell the boning going on. Inside the shack I would put on my sack. My sister had pilfered the sack from behind the cheese factory in Tillamee. I had asked her to take it for me. Because I did not speak much, when I made a request it was always heeded. I would share this secret to persuasion with a select few if it would not take speaking to do it. Besides, I save my talking for things that will benefit me. Come now, don’t think that’s selfish. I never do anything unkind unlike others I see. Being a simple child of few concerns from Garibaldi, I was often confused in Tillamee when I saw people exchanging hard words with one another, shaking their heads and contorting their faces as if they were having fits. Right on the street corners.




Ever since being a child, I have preferred to sweetly gaze, to finger, to smell.




In Garibaldi I had few concerns, but people leave children alone, particularly simple children with round faces, partial deafness, and glorious webbed, beautiful webbed, those special webbed toes. I make no mistake this unconcerned disposition was an achievement of mine.




Before Auntie died as she sat nearby on watch I would dress in the sack that my sister had taken upon my request and kneel on the floor and spread out my poems in order to speak. I liked a poem especially I had done called “The Sea.” The poem went something like this: See what will be spent in the sea, See what will become of thee, See how my coins will weigh you right down, See how I’ve saved them see how you drown. This poem was based on a coffee can full of pennies, nickels, dimes, and quarters that I had been saving for several years. At first I had planned to spend the money on a pink dress I had seen in the Sears catalog, but then the catalog was discontinued. This made me so angry that I decided to write a poem about how, if I found the person who had discontinued the Sears catalog, I would offer him my coffee can full of coins while he stood by the sea. I would cry deeply but quietly as I told him the pink dress tale and it would sadden him so deeply that he would throw himself into the sea.




Weighed down by my can he would drown.




I remember that poem because of what happened with the sack, which had to do with the pink dress I had wanted.




When I discovered I could not have the pink dress because of the discontinuation, I was for the first time in my life distraught. I was in a bind, for once I had sidled up to a boy at the cheese factory while sampling a particularly gooey variety, which I’d taken with my finger. Under the pretext of wiping my hand on my pocket, I had taken the photograph of the pink dress out of my pocket, and held it toward him and raised my brow. He understood the question and smiled. He had nodded his head, with vigor, I might add. For several Saturdays that followed, I noticed him looking at me.




Garibaldi, forgive me! For in fact he had been misled. One should not flaunt a pink dress, the promise of a pink dress that is not owned. As penance for my deceit I wanted a burlap sack. If I presented myself in a burlap sack he would see the real me and he would not expect any other. With his eyes he would arrange to meet me at the edge of the docks and toss me around like a buoy and I would laugh loudly as the gulls got confused about the girl in the brown burlap sack who resembled their particularly ugly gull brother or aunt. All Garibaldi would hear my song. The song of a girl whose family smells like fish; a girl so simple she isn’t allowed to herself.




I never made it to Tillamee in the sack. My parents would never allow me. The first time I tried, I simply wore it and they sent me to change. The second time I tried to sneak it under my clothes but I was so slim, the bulges gave it away. The third time I put it in my purse but the clasp would not close. Finally I just gave in to pining away. I took to putting on the sack and going to the shack and lying on the dirt floor crying I love you, cheese boy, I love you, cheese boy,
I love you I love you I love you so bad. This was not one of my better poems. It had no rhymes.




Of course, I didn’t love him. I was a girl of few concerns, and love was not one of them. I knew that I liked the sound of the word. Words. I liked them all! But “love” I did not the boy.




To my great misfortune, my sister heard what I said. Auntie had gotten sick and could not keep watch while I spoke in the shed. My sister told the boy and he laughed hard. “She is tortured by the loss,” my sister said. My sister, a young woman of few concerns but not in the positive way, told me of what she had done. My sister liked to use the voice. This is how we differed. Of course soon I noticed a terrible thing. The boy stopped looking at me.




But because I was a child of few concerns I had no inclination to explain. “No, I am not tortured,” I would have to say. “I know that I don’t love you. I know that you don’t love me. Do let’s eat some cheese and go back to how it used to be.” But everyone knows that an insisted thing loses all meaning. The more I would say I did not, the more he would think that I loved him. And there was the lament to defy me, which had been overheard and translated. I got into fits in the shack in that burlap, but my sister, being the unfit kind, did not understand the difference. Perhaps she liked him better than me.




Is it any surprise that I decided to cease writing poems? This was not difficult at all. However I had trouble giving up the burlap sack because I had become quite accustomed to the rough feel it gave the skin. My aunt, who had not yet died but would soon thereafter from some kind of brain fever, who liked similar things, made me some nice brown clothes. She knit me a cap, and a poncho, and altered a flannel shirt of my uncle’s into a dress. In knee socks and the rest I looked serious and quiet and warm. I was dressed in this outfit when a nicer boy happened upon me in the shed. I laid down the burlap sack and kissed him. Then some other things happened. Though the things were unfamiliar they caused no alarm.




After that I didn’t stay in Garibaldi long.




When I was a child, I had few concerns. From most places I could see the water where most of my family worked. The fish that they caught and then boned flew through the air in a smell that entered my clothes. Because I smelled fish, I thought fish, and fish have no use for voices. I occasionally used my own, and occasionally I still do. But because I did not work in the rough trade of boning and calling out to the men, my voice was a seldom thing.




This is no one’s concern. They will learn, or drown.















Once there was a little girl and an older sister, and they had this game they played, and in the game they played Princess Leia and Darth Vader and Luke Skywalker. The younger sister played Princess Leia and the older sister played Darth Vader and Luke Skywalker. This all took place in the kitchen, papered metallic silver with yellow flowers.




First the sister who played Princess Leia rolled her hair into balls on the sides of her head and was locked in the pantry, but as the pantry didn’t lock, it was pretend-locked by the other sister who, at the time in the game when the locking took place, played Darth Vader.




The Darth Vader sister had a black plastic garbage bag over her shoulders like a cape and spoke with a raspy voice. This Darth Vader sister would say, “You must be locked inside this soundproof room because you were very, very bad and you will never, ever get to see the handsome Luke Skywalker again.” And always the Darth Vader sister would threaten the Princess Leia sister with “beating, rape, and other forms of torture.”




While threatening Princess Leia, the Darth Vader sister would sometimes close herself into the pantry along with her sister. She would stretch her arms imposingly across the door. This was a cue for the Princess Leia sister to throw her arms around the Darth Vader sister and cling to her in thrilled terror. Then the Darth Vader sister would tilt back her head and cackle in the raspy voice. She’d leave the pantry, fake-locking the door. Back in the kitchen she would pretend to pluck a yellow flower from the papered walls and stomp on its bloom. Rasping, she’d cackle again.




Now the sister playing Princess Leia became terrified, and screamed. “Help! Help me Luke!” and the sister who was playing Luke Skywalker, who had just been playing Darth Vader, would quickly, quickly remove the garbage-bag cape from her shoulders and put on a white shirt of the father’s (which the mother used for baking) and say, in a voice full of passion, “Princess Leia!” But because the pantry was sealed off from sound, being soundproof, Princess Leia couldn’t hear Luke Skywalker, even though Luke Skywalker out in the kitchen could hear Princess Leia calling for him. “Help! Help me Luke,” Princess Leia sobbed again and again. Yet Luke Skywalker, abjectly, only could listen.




Pacing the kitchen, Luke would wave his arms in their long white sleeves to the rhythm of Leia’s cries. That he could hear her at all was an auditory curiosity, a miracle of sorts, a fatal glitch Darth Vader had not predicted when he locked the princess in the room. At this very moment in the crisis, each and every time the game was played, Luke could hear Leia crying for help from inside the soundproof room. In fact, the game hinged on his hearing her. How else would he know to save her from rape, beating, and other forms of torture?




Yet as Princess Leia could not hear Luke from inside the pantry, telling her how he would save her (which would prove that he loved her), Luke Skywalker would make tapes for her to listen to on a cassette recorder. He would speak into the microphone as he paced around the silver kitchen professing his “deep and unfathomable love for you, Princess Leia, my only sister—I mean lover—who is locked away forever and can never hear my voice again and might be beaten, raped, or tortured!” He would then rewind to the beginning of his message and open the door to the soundproof room, hand Princess Leia the cassette recorder, and slam the door shut again, hard. The Luke Skywalker sister often forgot whether to be tender or mean, having to juggle so many roles.




Princess Leia, clutching the machine to her chest, would hit PLAY, listen to his message, and then record one of her own. She whispered close to the machine: “Luke Skywalker, I love you with all my heart, you are my one and only lover and I will love you for all time even from inside this soundproof room in which the wicked Darth Vader has locked me for all time, and where I will be punished again and again in so many unspeakable ways.” She would attach a yellow flower from the wallpaper to her message, placing the flower on the recorder with care. After rewinding meticulously to the beginning of her message, Princess Leia would open the door and hand the recorder to Luke. Sniffing the flower with great fervor, the young Luke would cry.




So it continued along. Back and forth Luke and Leia would pass the recorder and profess their love with only the occasional interruption by a garbage-bagged Darth and his threats of beating and rape. And though it made the sisters glow, no one ever got saved.















The cottage into which my companion had broken, rather than allow me, in my desperately wounded condition, to pass a night in the thick-wooded forest, was one of those miniaturized and hand-carved curiosities from the old German folktales that make people roll their eyes in scorn. This, despite the great popularity of a collection of German stories published the very same year of my birth! As to the justifiability of this scornful reaction: I cannot abide it, nor can I avoid it by altering the facts. This is where I found myself: in a fairy-tale cottage deep in the woods. And I had no use of my legs.




When we came upon the cottage we were certain, by its forlorn appearance, that it had long ago been abandoned to the wind and the night, and that we would be perfectly safe. Or rather, my dear companion was certain of this. As for me, I was certain of nothing—not even of my own name, which still eludes me.




There were but few details for my enfeebled mind to record, as if the cottage had been merely scribbled into existence by a dreamer’s hand. Tiny potholders hung from the wall in the kitchen, beside tiny dish towels embroidered with the days of the week. In each corner of each room was tucked an empty mousetrap—open and ready but lacking of bait. At the entryway, on a rusted nail, hung a miniscule locket, along with a golden key. As to whether the locket ever was opened, and what it contained, I have conveniently misplaced any knowledge. About the key I will not presently speak.




My companion placed me onto a bed, though I would not know it was a trundle bed until morning. I had only vague notions as to how we had arrived at the cunningly thatched cottage, but I believe we had walked through the forest in search of safety. Perhaps we sought some gentle corner where we would not perish at the hands of those who pursued us. Or had we been banished, from a kingdom I no longer recall?




The room in which my companion put me to bed was the smallest and least furnished of all. It lay, strangely enough, down a long hallway and up a stairway—I say “strangely” because the house was so diminutive from outside. I realized, upon waking in morning, that I lay in a turret. Yet from outside, no curved wall was visible. With its thatched roof the house had resembled a square Christmas package, a gift for a favorite stuffed rabbit—a perfect dollhouse of a cottage, the sort I had painstakingly, as a child, decorated with wallpaper, curtains, and beds.




Though there was scarcely any furniture in this turret room, the sparse pieces were exactly correct—nothing more, nothing less: the trundle bed, empty and open, and the walls bedecked with no other ornamentation or decoration save whitework, the same sampler embroidered with the same message over and over. It was embroidered in French, which I do not speak: Hommage à Ma Marraine. In the center of each piece of linen was sewn an image of a priest holding two blackbirds, one on each hand. The edges of all the whitework were tattered, and some even had holes. On these white-on-white sewings my foggy mind immediately fastened, with an idiot’s interest—so intently that when my dear companion came up to the turret with a hard roll and coffee for breakfast, I became very angry with him for interrupting my studies.




What I was able to discern, looking about me while nibbling the roll after my companion had left, was that some of the whitework contained a single gold thread as the accent over the a. Why the gold thread was used, I had no idea; and in considering this detail, along with the remarkable fact that blackbirds had been so expertly depicted in white, I finally asked my companion to return to the room. I called him and called him before he returned—disconcertingly, for it seemed he had only returned by accident, to fetch my empty teacup—and when he took it from my hand he gazed into it for a very long time without speaking a word.




At last, he closed the shutters of the windows tight, which was my wish, as it allowed me to see the whitework more clearly: I find I see better in the dark. A candle in the shape of a bluebird sat on the floor beside the bed, and I lit it and turned it just-so toward the wall. Luminous! I felt I had not, in many years, experienced such nocturnal bliss—even though the broad daylight shone outside the curtained windows, at least a day as broad as may shine in a deep and thickly wooded forest where real and grave danger does lurk.




This activity transfixed me for hours upon hours and days upon days.




In time, my companion and I so well established ourselves in the cottage that we felt we had lived there our entire lives. I presume we had not lived there our entire lives; yet of the event that drove us into the forest I cannot speak, and not only because I cannot recall it. But I can tell you that we had so well established ourselves in this cottage that I was shocked one morning to discover, under my feather pillow, a miniature book that had not been there before. It purported to criticize and describe the whitework on the walls.




Bound in black velvet, with a pink ribbon as a placeholder, the volume fit precisely in the palm of my hand, just as if it had been bound for me to hold there. Long—long I read, and devoutly, devotedly I gazed. Rapidly and gloriously the hours flew by and then the deep midnight came. (Not that I knew the day from night with the curtains so tightly drawn.) The bluebird was guttering—just a puddle of blue now, with yellow claw-feet fashioned from pipe cleaners protruding from the edges of the blue puddle. I reached my hand out to try to build the wax once more into the form of a bird, but I achieved merely a shapeless mass of color. Regardless, the candlelight flamed up and shone more brightly than ever upon the black velvet book with onionskin pages.




In my zeal to illumine the onionskin, the better to learn about Ma Marraine and so on, the candle’s light had illumined the corners of the room too, where sat the mousetraps. Yes, this turret had corners—quite a remarkable thing, as the room was a circle. If I failed to perceive the corners before, I cannot explain … truly this architectural marvel of corners was a marvel-inside-a-marvel, since even the turret itself was not visible from outside.




With the corners of the room thus illumined, I now saw very clearly in one corner, behind a mousetrap, a very small portrait of a young girl just ripening into womanhood. I don’t know how that phrase comes to me—“ripening into womanhood,” for I would prefer simply to describe the portrait as a very small portrait of a young lady. But, to continue, I could not look at the painting for long. I found I had to close my eyes as soon as I saw the portrait—why, I have no idea, but it seems that my injury was not limited to my crippled legs but had also crept inward to my mind, which had become more … impulsive or secretive, perhaps. I forced my eyes back on the portrait again.




It was nothing remarkable, more a vignette than an exposition. The girl was depicted from top to bottom, smudged here and there, fading into the background, reminiscent somehow of the Kinder- und Hausmärchen—yes, you could describe her portrait as an illustration. She was a plain girl, not unlike me. Her eyes were sullen, her hair lank and unwashed, and even in the face and shoulders you could see she was undernourished—also not unlike me. (It is not my intention to plead my case to you or to anyone else, now or in the future; I merely note the resemblance.)




Something about the girl’s portrait startled me back to life. I had not even realized what a stupor I’d lain in, there in the turret, but looking into her sullen eyes, I awoke. My awakening had nothing to do with the girl herself, I believe, but rather with the bizarre execution of this portrait, this tiny portrait—no bigger than that of a mouse, yet life-sized. And it was painted entirely white upon white, just like the embroidery on the walls.




Though I felt more awake and alive than ever before, I found that I was also suddenly overcome with sadness. I don’t know why, but I do know that when my companion brought me my nightly black coffee, I sent him away for a pitcher of blueberry wine. I asked for him also to bring me a pink-flowered teacup. My needs felt at once more urgent and delicate, and thankfully he was able to find articles in the cupboards that satisfied them.




For quite some time, drinking the wine, I gazed at the portrait of the sullen girl staring out of miniature eyes. At length, wholly unsatisfied with my inability to decipher the true secret of the portrait’s effect (and apparently unaware that I very nearly was standing), I fell into the trundle. I turned my frustrated attentions back to the small book I had found under the pillow. Greedily, I turned its onionskin pages to the girl’s portrait. “Flat, unadorned,” the page read. The rest of the description was missing—everything except a peculiar exclamation for an encyclopedia to contain:




SHE WAS DEAD!




“And I died.” Those are the words that came to my head—but I did not die then, nor did I many days and nights later, there in the forest, where I lived with my companion quite happily—not as husband and wife, yet neither as siblings … I cannot quite place the relation.




Soon, of course, I thought of nothing else but the girl in the painting. Nightly my companion brought me a teacup of blueberry wine, and nightly I drank it, asked for another, and wondered. Who was she? Who am I? I expected no answer—nay, nay, I did not wish for one either. for in my wonder I possessed complete satisfaction.




It was of no surprise to me, so accustomed to confusions, that one morning I awoke to find the painting vanished—and not only the painting but all the little priests with the little birds from the walls. No whitework, no turret, no companion. No blueberry wine. I found myself in a different small and dark room, again on a bed (not a trundle). An old woman and a doctor sat by my side.




“Poor Dear,” The old woman murmured. She added that i would do well to take courage. As you may imagine, the old woman and doctor were at once subjected to the greatest of my suspicions; and as I subjected them privately, I also protested publicly, for I knew I had done nothing to lose all I had learned to love there in that mysterious prison or home. No: I should have been very happy to be lame and blurred, to have my companion bring me teacups of wine at night, and in the morning my coffee and rolls. I never minded that the rolls were so tough to the bite that my teeth had become quite loose in their sockets, as loose as my brain or the bluebirds in the forest when their nests are looted by ravens.




Cheerfully, the doctor spoke over my protests. He said that my prognosis relied on one thing, and one thing alone: To eliminate every gloomy idea. He pointed toward a room I had not noticed before. “You have the key to the library,” he said. “Only be careful what you read.”
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