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ABSTRACT 

Betty P. Lyke 

A LIFE OF ONE'S OWN: A NOVEL EXAMINING 

A STRUGGLE WITH SUICIDE 

DECEMBER 1991 

This purpose of this study is to examine, through the 

creation of a novel, how relationship problems like those 

contributing to the suicides of Virginia Woolf, Anne 

Sexton, and Sylvia Plath, might be incorporated into the 

life of a present-day protagonist. 

Procedures included a review of the authors' 

relationships from works and biographies in order to create 

similar roles in the novel and to determine how the 

protagonist could relate to the authors. Procedures also 

included examination of works which discuss the role of 

mental illness in writers' lives, and other works about 

novel writing. 

This study concludes that women still face emotional 

problems and relationships which can affect their various 

roles. However, today's women can develop support systems 

drawing on feminist perspectives presented by writers like 

Woolf, Sexton, and Plath. They may use these writers as 

feminist models while refusing to succumb to the emotional 

pressures which plagued these famous literary figures. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In his book The Savage God: A Study of Suicide, 

A. Alvarez speaks of an acquaintance, "an English 

novelist," who had twice attempted suicide: 

Although ... well into middle age, the 

injured and rejected child she had once 

been still lives powerfully on. Perhaps 

it is this element which makes the closed 

world of suicide so inescapable: the 

wounds of the past, like those of the 

Fisher King in the legend of the Holy 

Grail, will not heal over--the ego, the 

analysts would say, is too fragile-

instead, they continually push themselves 

to the surface to obliterate the modified 

pleasures and acceptances of the present. 

The life of the suicide is, to an extra

ordinary degree, unforgiving. Nothing 

he achieves by his own efforts, or luck 

bestows, reconciles him to his injurious 

past (121). 

In researching the lives of Virginia Woolf, Anne 
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Sexton, and Sylvia Plath, I have found that experts in 

the fields of literature, biography, history, psychiatry, 

and psychology would agree that these three writers, like 

Alvarez' acquaintance and others who attempt or commit 

suicide, also suffered unresolved traumatic personal 

experiences in early years of life. My research indicates 

that these types of experiences, coupled with dysfunctional 

familial relationships, possibly contributed to Woolf's, 

Sexton's, and Plath's decisions to commit suicide. 

Looking first at the life of Virginia Woolf, I found 

that Lyndall Gordon, in her biography Virginia Woolf: A 

Writer's Life (quoted in my novel), indicates that Woolf's 

early years had a direct bearing on her mental health. 

Through various ups and downs her mental condition 

eventually led her to suicide: 

Contributing to the internalized childhood/young adult 

wounds which affected Woolf's mental state, the sexual 

advances by her two half-brothers appeared to have had no 

small effect. Gordon discusses this idea in "Twenty Dark 

Years," the chapter of her biography which discusses the 

"embraces" of Woolf's half-brother, George Duckworth, 

"which went beyond the bounds of decency but which he 

masqueraded, even to himself, as overmastering brotherly 

affections" (45). 

Phyllis Rose, in Woman of Letters: A Life of Virginia 

Woolf, also says of the advances of George Duckworth, 
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.. although she never ... accused him of actually 

raping her, she regarded his behavior as sexually criminal 

and called him (with relish) her 'seducing half-brother'" 

( 8) • 

Rose also reports sexual molestation of Woolf, at the 

age of six or seven, by her other half-brother, Gerald 

Duckworth. She indicates that this experience also affected 

Woolf in later life: "When Woolf writes about sex in her 

novels, the elements present in this childhood episode are 

usually repeated--male advances as aggression and 

exploitation, the woman's chief response a fear of violation 

and a desire not to be touched, the shame and disgust 

represented by an animal" (8). 

In addition to sexual molestation, Woolf suffered 

other experiences which had a bearing on her mental state 

as an adult. Tracing other events in Woolf's early years, 

Gordon quotes from Woolf's final memoir which indicates the 

traumatic effects she endured at an early age from her 

mother's and sister Stella's deaths: "I shrink from the 

years 1897-1904--the seven unhappy years . . Mother's 

death: Stella's death. I am not thinking of them. I am 

thinking of the stupid damage that their deaths inflicted" 

(49). Gordon says these two deaths of the women closest to 

Virginia Woolf "set off her hunger for women's love and it 

set off a pattern of mental breakdowns" (49). 

Moving from Woolf to Anne Sexton, I found the editors 
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of Anne Sexton: A Self-Portrait in Letters stating, " . 

an early sense of rejection was to haunt Anne throughout 

her life and shaped much of her poetry" (Sexton 3). The 

two editors, one a daughter of the poet, indicate that 

Sexton lived her life with memories of "a childhood studded 

with physical and mental abuse" (3). Even "at one point, 

her teachers and the school authorities urged Anne's 

parents to get psychiatric treatment for her ... 

[indicating that she] might experience emotional problems 

later in life." Significantly for their daughter, "Mary 

and Ralph Harvey decided to wait" (5). 

In a personal interview, Anne Sexton once said, 

" . behind everything that happens to you, every act, 

there is another truth, a secret life" (Marx 503). This 

secret life of Sexton's, filled with unresolved pain, 

eventually led her to suicide. 

The third author studied, Sylvia Plath, also committed 

suicide. She tells her own story of descent into madness 

in her autobiographical novel The Bell Jar. And in spite 

of its success, the success of her poetry, and her love for 

her two children, this author could never seem to overcome 

her wounds of the past, particularly her obsession with the 

death of her father when she was eight. 

In her poem "Daddy," Plath ·expresses the idea of her 

conflict regarding her father's death; biographer Edward 

Butscher calls "Daddy" a "poem spoken by a girl with an 



5 

Electra complex. Her father died when she thought he was 

God" (375). But in spite of the poem's resolution of the 

conflict with her father's abandonment, and its "inevitable 

repetition" (376) by her husband Ted Hughes at their 

separation, these traumas were never fully resolved. 

Using this idea of unresolved traumas and 

dysfunctional relationships, evidenced in these three women 

authors' lives, I will develop a modern-day woman protagonist 

who experiences similar situations and identifies with 

these writers, particularly Woolf. 

The novel will show a thirty-year-old's life unraveling 

into madness as she experiences traumatic personal losses 

as an adult and recalls childhood problems which include 

abuse. The "voices" of Plath and Woolf will beckon her to 

join them in ending the madness she suffers by committing 

suicide. 

In my conclusion, I would like to point out that 

although it might appear that "madness is the impasse 

confronting those whom cultural conditioning has deprived 

of the very means of protest or self-affirmation," 

(Showalter 5) it need not always be the end for a woman so 

disturbed. As Elaine Showalter points out, "Until women 

break them for themselves, the chains that make madness a 

female malady, like Blake's 'mind-forg'd manacles,' will 

simply forge themselves anew" (249-50). 



Chapter I 

Mustn't break the spell. Mustn't break the spell. If 

I turn the light on, I'll break the spell, and I mustn't 

break the spell. 

Mike will be happy if I don't break the spell. He'll 

pat me and say, "See, Melissa, I told you everything would 

be all right. All you have to do is take that medicine, 

and you won't have any more of those fits like yesterday." 

If I break the spell his eyes won't be blue anymore. 

They'll be black with all those little tiny anger chips. 

Chips like knives. Chips like sharp corners on razor 

blades. 

Those chips hurt me when he glares. They cut my skin 

when Mike is mad. They burn, hot like bleeding cuts; then 

my skin gets all red, and I itch. My scalp even itches, 

and I have to scratch my head hard, till it bleeds. 

Mustn't break the spell. 

The cat ... the cat ... I've got to find out about 

the cat. 

But that's funny. We don't have a cat. Mike won't 

let me have a cat. And I know why, too. He thinks I don't 

know, but I do. He thinks I won't take care of it. He 
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thinks it would be just like the baby. I know he thinks I 

didn't take care of the baby. And I guess he's right ... 

I guess I didn't take care of it. I just let it sleep in 

that room all by itself and didn't watch it. I didn't 

watch it. I should have watched it. 

The doctor said it wasn't my fault, but I know it was. 

It died because I didn't take good care of it. I was 

playing cards. I wasn't a good mother at all. I was 

playing cards with the girls. We were playing with those 

pretty Egyptian cat cards, and I didn't watch the baby. It 

died because I didn't watch it. 

Oh, no! The spell is breaking. The spell is breaking. 

I'm not supposed to think about the baby. I know that 

always breaks the spell. 

I know. I'll take the pills. The pills ... the 

spell won't break if I take the pills. Damn! I forgot. 

Mike hid them. I remember he said I can't take them by 

myself anymore. I could, though. Maybe. No, no, I 

probably couldn't. I wouldn't do it right. I would take 

three instead of two, or two instead of three, or seven 

instead of thirty-nine, or fourteen instead of ... 

Maybe if I sit in the dark the spell won't break. 

That's it. I'll sit in Aunt Ellen's sewing chair and pet 

the cat. 
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Oh! How funny! We don't have a cat. We've never had 

a cat because cats die. 

"What did you do with the cat when he died?" 

I saw Valerie's look. She didn't think I saw it, but 

I did. Her glare pinned Jim against the wall when she 

heard me asking about the cat. 

"Melissa, Hon, I haven't been paying any attention to 

you," she said, waltzing across her living room, coming 

over to take me away from Jim. "What can I get you, 

Sweetie? A beer? One of those nice wine coolers?" 

"No, I want to hear about the cat." I jerked out of 

her grasp and moved closer in to Jim's face. I wanted to 

see his eyes when he answered me. I wanted to know what 

they did with the cat. "What did you do with the cat when 

it died, Jim? What did you do with the cat?" 

I could see him drawing into himself like that man did 

when he took the baby away. I wasn't screaming at Jim, 

though. I just wanted to know what he did with the cat. 

"The vet . . " he said. "The vet did something with 

it• II 

He wanted to get away from me, but I wouldn't let him. 

I leaned in closer to his face. "What did the vet do with 

the cat, Jim?" 

He was looking around for Mike. He eyes were 
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searching the room for his rescuer. My husband, the man 

who saves people from me. He'd saved the ambulance man 

that day. Mike pulled me away. He gave me pills. He was 

always giving me pills. Maybe he'd give Jim a pill. How 

funny it would be to see Mike making Jim take his pill. 

"Take it goddammit, and you won't have to listen to her. 

You can create the spell. You won't have to worry about 

cats and babies. You can sit in your rocking chair and 

watch the razor blade cuts disappear." 

It took a long time for them to go away, though. He 

was so angry. "If you'd take your goddamn pills like that 

goddamn expensive doctor tells you to, then you wouldn't do 

these goddamn stupid things, Melissa! What the hell's 

wrong with you anyway? When are you going to snap out of 

it? When are you going to straighten up?" 

Ohhh, I wish he hadn't taken the pills away. Aunt 

Ellen's chair isn't working. The spell is breaking. I 

just know it is. And I wanted it to last today. I didn't 

want it to break today. 

But that's okay. I can handle this. After all, I'm a 

grown woman, and like Mike says, I need to straighten up. 

That's it! I'll straighten up. I'll straighten up 

the house! I'll pick up things. I'll pick up this book 

and move it over here. I'll pick up this pillow and fluff 
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it three times. Then I'll pick up something else. And 

something else, and something else, and maybe I'll get 

dressed. This robe is stained. There's juice on the 

front, and here's some jelly. 

I know! I'll put on some make up. I haven't done 

that in years! I'll fix my face and fix myself. I'll put 

on eyeliner like the Egyptians did. Like Elizabeth Taylor 

does. And Cleopatra and Little Richard. 

Oh! This is fun! I'll use lipstick and draw some 

lines down my chin like I've been eating pomegranates like 

the Egyptians did. They thought they had magic powers, you 

know. I learned about it when they had the Egyptian stuff 

at the exhibit hall. All those ripe, red, juicy seeds were 

magic. They made babies, you know. Oh! This is fun! 

Maybe I'll draw a cat on the mirror. That's it! A 

red lipstick cat with gold earrings like the Egyptian cat. 

Egyptians worshipped cats, you know. Ramses probably had 

lots of cats in those boxes with him when he died. 

Oh! I wonder if they were really dead when they put 

those cats in the tomb? Had they already stopped breathing? 

If they weren't dead, how long could they breathe? 

Oh, they had air. I know that. They had lots of air. 

Not like cats that get buried in the ground. Did Jim say 

he buried his cat in the ground? No, he said the vet did 
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something. 

See my cat. See my red cat. See him breathe. 



Chapter II 

Six months later, I sit staring at Dr. Labrie's 

waiting room table. Next to the huge arrangement of silk 

flowers is a neatly-arranged display of all the best 

magazines: OMNI, THE SMITHSONIAN, THE ATLANTIC, TIME. It 

would appear that she subscribes to every kind of 

publication about science, art, or anything up-to-date one 

could want to know, but they hold no interest for me. I 

know that magazine information is temporary. You can't 

hold on to it. 

I started coming here when the psychiatrist at the 

hospital told Mike I would need more psychotherapy as soon 

as I left hospital care. I sat quietly that day, a few 

feet from them, in a tall black leather chair. I watched 

their faces. I listened as they had another discussion 

about me. 

The doctor, in his clean white coat with clean white 

shirt cuffs showing underneath, maintained the serious 

lines of wrinkles across his brow. "It's imperative, Mr. 

Lane. Without it, she could have another relapse." 

Mike, in his unironed chambray shirt and jeans, also 

had wrinkles in his brow. But I knew his wrinkles were 
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from stress and tension. I knew he was struggling to keep 

from getting mad. He talked about deductibles, work 

schedules, and his hopes that the hospital would have found 

the cure for me. 

It didn't. So six months later I sit here on Dr. 

Labrie's mauve couch, staring at slick magazines, wondering 

if this is the place that will finally find the miraculous 

cure for me. 

At least it's a lot prettier than the hospital ward. 

The couches and things are nice. Mike and I have furniture 

we got from Mom's apartment when she died. We'll never 

afford furniture like this. I've run up too many hospital 

bills. 

I felt uncomfortable the first few visits. Clunky 

brass bells on the entryway made me jump. Every time some 

new patient came in, the receptionist and people in the 

waiting room kept staring at me. 

I'm more relaxed now, though. No more jumping at all. 

I stare at the waiting room picture of red birds. It 

hangs on the wall opposite where I always sit. From the 

first time I looked at it, I knew the picture meant 

something to me, but I couldn't quite figure it out. It 

drove me crazy for a month. Then suddenly the memory came 

clear: 

"Mama, come look at this crazy bird!" 



"What is it, Melissa? I'm busy fixing supper." She 

tries to ignore me, but I won't give it up. 

"But you have to come see, Mama. And you have to be 

real quiet. If you're not, you might scare it away." 

14 

I remember begging her for a long time. Finally she 

comes into the living room, and we stand watching the bird. 

It's a cardinal. Drab, obviously a female one. She's 

sitting on a limb of the crepe myrtle tree outside the 

window. Then all of a sudden, she flaps up and smacks her 

head right into the window pane. She does it over and over 

while Mama and I stand there watching. It's the craziest 

thing. 

"Look," Mama says after we watch for a minute or two, 

"there's the male--over there on that fence post." 

Sure enough. There he is. His feathers are bright, 

bright red. He doesn't seem to mind that his mate's 

banging her head. He just sits there like he's waiting for 

her to get through. When she finally stops, they both fly 

away. 

It's funny remembering that incident after all these 

years. 

Dr. Labrie comes out of her office with the client she 

always has before me. 

"See you next week, Darlene." 

Poor little Darlene bobs her head up and down. She 



reminds me of those plastic dogs you used to see in the 

back windows of cars. 

"Five minutes, Melissa." 
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I nod. I know the routine. Dr. Labrie has to go back 

to her office to look at my records. She has to see what I 

talked about last week. 

The string of bells on the door clanks again. The 

handsome man walks in. I pick up a magazine and pretend to 

read, but I watch the man over the page. 

He unbuttons the jacket to his pin-stripe suit then 

puts his British-looking hat in an empty space on a book 

shelf. He sits down on the couch across from me and starts 

reading one of the books he always has. Today's is 

something about Japan. 

I can't help wondering what his problem is. I wonder 

why he's coming to a therapist. I don't understand why 

someone who reads so many books can't figure things out for 

himself. 

Dr. Labrie comes to get me. I notice that, like 

always, her blonde hair falls precisely to the padded 

shoulders of her navy blue suit. She looks very nice. 

My hair is still short from the time that I cut it. 

It doesn't come anywhere near the shoulders of the plaid 

cotton dress from Montgomery Ward that Mike's mother sent 

me. 
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We pass the receptionist then walk down a long hallway. 

As always I read the door signs: Accounting; Dr. R. E. 

Simms, Counseling Psychologist; Dr. Marsha Meadows, Family 

Counseling; Ladies; Private: Employees. 

At the end of the hall, we enter the office titled, 

Dr. Cynthia Labrie, Counseling Psychologist, and I walk 

over and sit in the same blue leather chair I sit in every 

week. She sits in her same blue one across from me. 

I watch her get ready. She crosses her legs at the 

ankles. She straightens her jacket, smooths out her skirt. 

She puts her right elbow on the chair arm and puts her chin 

on her hand. She looks at the clock. 

I had planned to start talking immediately. I had 

learned not to waste time. When I first started coming, I 

wasted a lot of time. I always waited for Dr. Labrie to 

tell me what to do. Then I noticed she wanted me to start 

saying whatever was on my mind, to just jump in and start 

saying anything. But today, she surprises me and says, 

"Melissa, we need to talk about winding up these sessions. 

We need to see about bringing your therapy to an end." 

For a moment I can't say anything. I realize that I'm 

probably wasting time, but I stare at Dr. Labrie, thinking 

that surely I must have misunderstood. I haven't been 

coming to see her long enough for the sessions to end. 

Surely I must be mistaken. Surely that wasn't what she 
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said. 

Thinking that I'm probably going to feel foolish when 

I realize what she actually did say, I ask her, "Excuse me. 

Did I misunderstand you? I don't understand." 

"Well, Melissa, you know as well as I do that you've 

made fantastic progress. Just think, a few weeks ago you 

could barely sit here without crying. And now look at you. 

If a stranger looked into this room, he could hardly tell 

which one of us is the client and which one is the 

therapist." 

Thinking that I know better, I look down at my Ward's 

dress and say, "But I've only been coming to see you for a 

few months." 

"And you've worked so hard," she says, recrossing her 

legs at the ankles. "It's really amazing what you've 

accomplished." She sits there, quietly staring across the 

short space, looking directly at me. 

I stare back at her, trying to figure out what's going 

on, trying to get some idea of what she thinks I've 

accomplished. I know that I can dress myself now. And I 

can comb my hair. I can put on makeup without getting it 

all over the place. Is that what she's talking about? Is 

that what she means? 

My voice is shaky, but I say, "I feel like I'm just 

getting started, Dr. Labrie." 
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I watch a shadow of a frown move across her face. She 

asks me. "What do you mean?" 

Suddenly from out of nowhere, I hear my mother trying 

to interrupt. You shouldn't be here anyway, Melissa. It's 

all just a waste of time. 

I ignore her, trying not to let Dr. Labrie know that 

my mother's voice is bothering me. 

"Dr. Labrie," I continue, "There are still some things 

I want to talk to you about." 

She seems surprised, but says, "Yes?" 

I want to blurt out my new idea, but suddenly I'm 

feeling like a little child. I feel like a six-year-old 

baby- child struggling to deal with first grade: "Look, 

Mommy! Look at the pretty picture. Look at the picture I 

made. 

"Why won't you look at it, Mommy? Why won't you tell 

me, Mommy? Why won't you tell me how pretty it is?" 

I close my eyes. I know I'm not a little kid. Sit 

up. Look at Dr. Labrie. Answer her. Try to act like a 

thirty- year-old. 

No, no! I'm not thirty. I'm fifteen. That's it! 

I'm fifteen, and I'm going to try out for the track team. 

You? Don't be ridiculous, Melissa! You'd trip over 

your . . 

"Melissa?" Dr. Labrie's voice breaks in. "Are you 
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with me? Are you okay?" 

"Yes, I'm fine. I'm fine." She looks concerned so I 

just tell her, "I've been wondering about the possibility 

of going back to school, and I wanted to ask you .. " 

"Oh, Melissa, that's wonderful!" she interrupts, 

reaching over to pat me on the knee. "I'm so happy you 

shared that with me." 

Then she leans back in her chair. Her face clouds 

again. 

She's making me nervous, and I wonder why she's 

looking like that, why she looks so concerned. 

Finally she smiles and says, "This is just fantastic, 

Melissa." 

I must have looked puzzled because she leans over 

toward me very seriously and says, "Don't you see? 

Unconsciously you knew it was time to end our visits too. 

You knew you were ready to move to a new plateau. Your 

plan to go back to school just proves it." She bounces her 

doubled-up fists against the chair arms looking like her 

concern had suddenly been resolved. 

But in my mind, everything doesn't seem so resolved. 

Even though I want to do it, going back to school scares 

me. I don't know if I can do it if I'm not seeing Dr. 

Labrie. 

I tell her, "I really hadn't intended to stop seeing 
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you." 

But I can tell she's not paying much attention. She's 

staring at a painting on the wall, looking as though she's 

trying to help the painted figures understand: "Of course 

you wouldn't intentionally stop seeing me, Melissa. But 

don't you see? Your unconscious is telling you that you 

need to get on with your life without me. That you can do 

all of these things on your own." 

Watching her talk to the picture, I realize how much 

she sounds like Mike. Last year when he would come home 

from a job and find me lying on the couch, he'd say 

something like that. He'd say something about my doing 

things on my own. 

Mike hated me then. He never said he did, but his 

eyes sure made it real. They cut at me like razors. They 

turned almost black when he lowered his eyebrows and 

glared. 

And he always got angry. He always said, "You can get 

up and do something if you want to, Melissa. All you have 

to do is try!" 

I wanted to. I really did want to try. But I 

couldn't. I couldn't make anything happen then. I didn't 

know what to do. I didn't even know how to begin. 

"What are you thinking, Melissa?" She was looking at 

me now instead of the print. 



21 

"I was just thinking that you sound a lot like Mike." 

She leans forward a bit and asks, "What do you mean?" 

"He says I need to do things on my own." 

She nods. "Mike's been very supportive, hasn't he?" 

I look away from her for a moment to think about what 

she's said. I suppose if I'm honest, I have to agree. He 

really has been supportive. Sure, he gets mad, but I know 

he has the right. I know I've been sick for an awfully 

long time. I know he's had to put up with a lot. 

"Yes," I finally answer, looking back at Dr. Labrie, 

"most of the time he has. But he gets tired. He thinks I 

ought to be fine by now. He thinks I ought to go to work, 

or have another child." 

Oh, damn it! Why did I say that? Now she's going to 

start on the baby thing again. 

I don't want to talk about it, so I quickly add, "I 

never want to go back to work in an office again. Never! 

I hated that kind of job." 

I try to talk some more about clerical work, but I 

know she won't let it pass. And she doesn't. She doesn't 

wait a second before she interrupts. 

"But don't you see, Melissa, Mike really is only 

interested in your well-being. He probably thinks that if 

you had a job, or a child, you'd be in less emotional pain. 

I'm sure he realizes how hard it is for you to be home 
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alone. He's only trying to help when he talks to you about 

a job or a child." 

I choose to ignore what she says about the child. "I 

don't want to go back to that kind of work. And I can't do 

anything else." 

"Well, what about having another baby?" 

That does it. Now I'm ready to scream. I want to 

scream and scream and scream and scream. 

I could do it, too. I did it before. It brought on 

the spell. Oh, it would be so nice to go back to the 

spell. 

My spell. My spell. My beautiful spell. How nice 

it would be back in the spell. 

It's safe there, you know. They can't reach me in the 

spell. Nobody can talk about babies in the spell. 

I reach up to feel my face. I know it's getting red. 

Why did she have to say that? Why do I have to go 

through all this again? I don't want to. I don't want to 

do it anymore. 

this pain! 

I hate talking about babies. I hate all 

And I won't! I won't do it. I won't go through all 

this again. 

I know . I know what I can do. I know how to shut 

her up. I know exactly what to do. 

Finally, I tell her. "Well, Dr. Labrie, I'm afraid I 
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just can't do that. I can't have another child." 

"Why not?" 

Her voice suddenly gets real soft and quiet. But 

she's not fooling me. I know that even when she's talking 

that way, she's not going to stop. I know what she's 

doing. She's just trying to keep me calm. The nurses at 

the hospital did that. They did the same stupid thing. 

When I got excited, they would always get very quiet. Then 

they would whisper it over and over again, the same old 

stupid thing: "It's okay, Melissa. Everything's okay now. 

You can be calm now, Melissa. You can be very calm." 

Sure, everything's okay now. I can be calm. I can be 

very, very calm when I tell this nosey doctor something 

that will shut her up. 

Then I say it. And I'm very, very calm. Very slowly 

I tell her, "I can't have another baby, Dr. Labrie. I 

can't have any more babies, ever, don't you see? My body 

can't have them now. It's fixed. They fixed it. They 

fixed it so I can't have babies anymore. All the little 

babies are safe from me now, don't you see? My body's okay 

now. It's safe. It's been sterilized." 

The look on her face is pretty funny, but I expected 

that since she's the first person who's been told. No one 

else knows. In fact, they don't even know that I know 

.. But I know ... And I know why they did it, too. 
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They think I didn't take care of Jason. They think I just 

left him by himself all the time. They think I didn't pay 

any attention to him. They think I left him in there all 

alone ... They think I just let him die. 

It takes a few seconds for her to answer. Finally she 

gets a grip on her voice. "Melissa, I didn't realize you 

had had that sort of procedure." 

"I haven't told anyone." 

Quietly she says, "Does Mike know?" 

"No. I haven't told him. I haven't told anyone." 

"Do you want to tell me more about it?" 

No, damn it! I'm tired! I just want to go home. But 

you won't give it a rest. 

I might as well tell her everything. I might as well 

tell it all. 

"There's not much to tell you, really. They did it in 

the hospital. The one I was in ... well, you know. The 

hospital I went to after the breakdown." 

"I see." 

No, you don't see! You don't see anything. You don't 

know what it was like in there. You don't know about the 

things they made me do. You don't know about the stuff 

they did to me. 

My arms itch. My head hurts. I want to go home. 

She's looking at me. I stare right back at her. She 
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fidgets around in her chair. Finally she says, "Well, 

what about going back to school? What does Mike say about 

that idea?" 

"I haven't told him about that either." 

She looks even more puzzled. Then, of course, she 

wants to know why. 

I feel like a stupid little kid again. Probably look 

like one, too. I realize that my arms are folded up like a 

t wo - year - old's. But I don't care. I'm getting tired of 

her questions. I want to go home. 

"Because it's my idea." 

Her face is in a frown again, like she's even more 

concerned. 

"Well, of course it's your idea, Melissa. But don't 

you think that Mike would consider it a good one?" 

"Not really." 

"And why not?" 

Go ahead. Tell her, Miss High and Mighty. Tell her 

your waste- of-time plans. 

I don't pay any attention to Mother. 

"Mike doesn't think college is important." 

"And you don't agree?" 

"Not really. I took a couple of community college 

classes after high school. While I was working. I liked 

going to school. 
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"I was still living with Mom, and at first she told me 

she thought it was okay to go. But then, after I started, 

she laughed at me. She said I was high and mighty. She 

said it was a waste of time. 

"I'm pretty sure Mike feels the same way. I've heard 

him say anybody can get a job. Working people don't need 

college degrees." 

"But you certainly don't feel that way." 

"No. Of course I don't. I keep thinking there's so 

much to know. . that's how I felt when Mom used to tease 

me. 

"Then I met Mike. You know the rest." 

Dr. Labrie shifts in her chair, leans her chin on her 

hand again and says, "Do you think you would like to talk 

to Mike about going back to school?" 

"Yes," I say quickly. If I agree with her, I can get 

out of here. "I need to do that. I need to ask him about 

it. I need to ask him what he thinks." 

She looks relieved. "I agree. That's a very good 

idea, Melissa. And I just know he'll be pleased that you 

want to continue your education." 

"You're right. He'll be pleased." 

Who knows? Maybe he will be pleased. I'll be doing 

something on my own. He wants me to do things on my own. 

And I won't plan on going to school full time. I can still 
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take care of the house and everything. And we'll have time 

to visit his friends on week-ends. Sure. It makes sense. 

I'll go part-time. I'll have plenty of time for everything 

else. What was I thinking? Was I thinking he'd be mad? 

"Sure. Mike will be pleased. It's a great idea. I 

can start out with just a few classes. Later I can do 

more. It's a great idea. I don't know what I was worried 

about." 

"So you'll be talking to Mike about it right away?" 

"Sure. We can talk tonight." 

All of a sudden I feel wonderful. I have so much 

energy. I'm not tired anymore. 

We talk for a while longer. Dr. Labrie keeps bringing 

up my plans. Maybe she's right. Maybe my unconscious is 

telling me something. Maybe it is time for a change. The 

session becomes really interesting. Then Dr. Labrie tells 

me it's time to go. 

At her office door, she says, "Let me say that I am 

extremely pleased with your plan, Melissa. I'll be looking 

forward to next week. Hearing about your talk with Mike. 

Then I think we should plan on one, or possibly two more 

visits after that. By that time, you should be well on 

your way to beginning a wonderful new phase of your life. 

I think this is all very exciting." 

"Yes," I agree, smiling, "so do I." 
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She reaches out to shake my hand. 

I pay the receptionist and on the way out, I glance at 

the cardinal picture again. I think it's so funny, 

remembering that bird after all these years. That was one 

of the craziest things. 



Chapter III 

I have so much to think about on the way home. 

Driving through the light traffic, I'm still caught up in 

the excitement about my new school plans. I feel so good 

that I catch myself singing with Barbra Streisand on the 

car stereo. I have to laugh, realizing how long it's been 

since I've done that. God, I'm lucky that Mike picked Dr. 

Labrie. 

My mind seems so different. It seems fresh and new. 

I feel wonderful. I try really hard to remember everything 

Dr. Labrie said: She thinks I'm at a new plateau. She 

thinks I can do well in school. She didn't push me about 

the baby. She really didn't. She didn't push me at all. 

She thinks I should talk to Mike. We should talk 

about school. She thinks I can do it. She really thinks I 

can. 

And of course, I can. There are no problems now. 

There's no reason why not. 

It's a waste of time, Melissa. 

Oh, Mother. why do you keep saying that? It 

really isn't. Don't you see? I can learn to do something. 
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I can find the answers. I can figure things out for 

myself. 

Mike will love that. He wants me to do things for 

myself. 

You can't do anything right. You're such a stupid 

kid. 

No, Mother. That's simply not true. Dr. Labrie has 

helped me. Now I can see. 
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Oh, I was always scared of you, Mother. But not now. 

Not anymore. You can't make fun of me now, Mother. You're 

gone. You can't bother me anymore. 

I know that's you laughing. I recognize that sound. 

But I can tune you out now, Mother. I'm through listening 

to you. 

Mother, to tell you the truth, I think I'm even 

through with you. 



Chapter IV 

It's been only a few short weeks, and I'm actually 

walking up the steps to the Arts and Sciences Building at 

Central State. But somehow the excitement has faded. I'm 

so nervous. I'm feeling like a scared little kid again. 

Listening to two pretty girls giggling as they come 

out of the glassed-in lobby, I wonder if they're laughing 

at me. I glance at their faces, but they quickly pass by, 

yelling at somebody far across a campus street. 

A young man notices me and holds the door. "Thanks," 

I whisper. He nods his head. 

I enter the crowded hallway, dodging young people as I 

make my way through. I take deep breaths as I maneuver 

through the crowd. 

I really want to feel good. I want this beginning, 

my new plateau, as Dr. Labrie called it, to be special. I 

want to have a really fantastic day. I want to feel the 

kind of excitement I felt on my last visit with Dr. Labrie. 

I want to hold on to how I felt when she worked her miracle 

for me: 

"Melissa, when you left last week, I decided to make a 
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few phone calls. I spoke with a man at a rehab center, and 

if you want to go see him, he's agreed to an interview. I 

can't promise anything, but he sounded very encouraging. 

If all goes well, funding for your college tuition might be 

available right away." 

For a minute, I can't speak. I can hardly move. Then 

I begin to understand what she's telling me. She's saying 

something wonderful. She's saying that my dream might 

actually come true. 

Then I remember the conversation with Mike and shake 

my head at her. She looks confused, but I can't say 

anything. All I can do at this point is cry. 

When I finally calm down, I explain why I can't do it. 

"Mike won't let me go. 

tried to talk to him. 

to school." 

He wouldn't even listen when I 

He said he can't afford to send me 

Her face clouds with that look she gets sometimes, but 

she doesn't interrupt when I tell her about our conversation. 

Eventually she says, "Would you like for me to call him and 

tell him about the possibility of having your tuition 

paid?" 

She really is very nice, but I have to tell myself 

that I know it won't do any good. Mike would just get mad. 

I know Mike. I know him so well. He probably wouldn't 

speak to me for a week. 
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Oh, God, I feel my stomach knotting. I visualize the 

razor blades. Mike can be so scary when he's mad. 

But, damn it, Melissa, some voice in my brain pounds 

at me, this is what you want to do. Let her call. Let her 

call. 

The voice does make me wonder what Mike would say if 

Dr. Labrie did call. I can't help wondering if there's any 

chance her calling would make difference. Maybe the money 

might. Who knows? Money just might be the key .. 

I finally ask, "Would you do that?" 

She answers, "Of course I would." 

In the evening I wait trembling till the telephone 

rings. Mike answers, and in a few minutes he turns to 

glare at me. I look away from him and just sit on the 

couch, listening. I know he thinks I asked her to call. 

I flip through a magazine. Mike listens, asks a few 

questions, mentions once that he has no extra cash. Then 

he gets quiet as I assume she's telling him everything she 

told me. 

After several minutes I hear, "Are you saying it's not 

going to cost me anything?" 

Dr. Labrie must have told him that this was true. 

"Well, I guess she can try it then," he says. "But I 

sure don't have any money to send her to school." 
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He listens to Dr. Labrie for a few more minutes, then 

says, "Yeah, I guess it's okay," before he hangs up the 

phone. 

After he cradles the phone, he says, "Did you ask her 

to call me?" 

"No!" I insist. "I didn't know anything about this 

till today." 

Without saying anything else, he walks back to the 

chair where he had been watching TV. 

I wait. I don't know if he's mad or if he just plans 

to ignore me. He's ignored me plenty of times before. 

He pushes the remote control button a few times, 

changing channels until he finds a baseball game. Finally 

he speaks. Without looking up from the TV, he says, "It's 

about time somebody gave us a break." 

Thinking about Mike isn't making me feel any better. 

Glancing at students talking and laughing, I feel alone 

again. I notice all the tank tops on gorgeous bodies with 

perfect tans. I see masses of carefully-crimped long 

curls. I feel like a dowdy old woman, and a scared one at 

that. For a moment I can't remember why going back to 

school held such appeal. 

I finally find the stairway to the second floor. 

After the short climb, the hallway seems to circle around 
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forever before I find the right room. 

I see that I'm early. Only two or three others are in 

the classroom. They look up; then their conversations 

continue when they see that it's only me. 

What am I doing here? What am I doing here? I keep 

questioning myself as I head for the last row of seats. I 

take a desk by the window and stare at another building 

across a short space. Inside those rooms I can see more 

tank tops. More crimped hair. More perfect tans. 

Sarcastic laughter seems to echo between the buildings 

as I face the reality of school once again. 

I put a new spiral notebook on the desk. I drop my 

purse twice rummaging for a pen. 

An ugly room, I think. Dirty, too. I've seen cleaner 

floors in service stations. I hate to think what the 

restrooms look like. 

Obviously I'm the only person concerned with the 

condition of the classroom floor. More students walk in. 

Most are young. Most are talking with friends. 

Then at last, among the eighteen-year-olds, a woman in 

a rumpled khaki jumpsuit enters the room. Her flaming red 

hair attracts several young men's attention. Her age loses 

it at once. 

Thank God, I say to myself. There's at least one 

older person here besides me. 
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She walks across the room and chooses a desk in the 

next row. "Hi," she says, holding out a hand. "I'm Susan. 

Who're you?" 

"Melissa," I answer, and we shake hands. 

Susan pulls some things from a backpack, then drops it 

on the floor. "You know Madison?" she asks, pointing to 

the professor's name in the school catalogue. 

"No. I don't know anyone. II 

"Oh I you're new then?" 

She seems to pay no attention as I tell her this is 

my first class. She keeps staring at the catalogue. 

I turn away from the mass of hair and freckles. Not 

very pretty, I decide. 

"Slim pickings," she says all of a sudden, stashing 

the catalogue beneath the desk. "Thank God for this 

class." She turns to me then and asks, "So, what're you 

doing here?" 

I don't say anything for a moment, not quite sure what 

she means. "I'm taking classes," I finally say. 

"Well, I knew that," she says sarcastically. "I 

mean, what are you majoring in?" 

"Oh, I don't know that yet. I'm just starting back. 

I've been out for a long time." 

"What made you take this class? You a feminist?" 

I had to smile. "No! Of course not." 



She looks at me with a grimace and snaps, "Well, you 

oughta be." Then she turns away. 
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Great, I tell myself. One woman out of hundreds, and 

I wind up next to a bra-burner. I thought that kind of 

stuff ended a long time ago. 

The classroom fills. Noisy students take up every 

s eat. The majority are female. Not surprising since the 

class is Women's Lit. 

The instructor walks in, and everyone gets quiet. 

"Madison" looks quite interesting. Her black hair's 

in a French braid to her beltline, her outfit's a Santa Fe 

d r ess with silver conchos around the waist. 

Funny- looking dress, I'm thinking. Looks out of date. 

She has bracelets on both wrists, and I find it 

surprising that her finger and toenails are painted bright 

red. 

"Good morning," she says in an unexpected little-girl 

voice. I watch her speak personally to several students. 

Susan the red - head is one. 

After introducing herself to the rest of the class, 

Dr. Madison talks for a short time on the works we'll be 

reading and what she's expecting from us. She assigns the 

first readings, then within thirty minutes dismisses the 

class. 

I pick up my purse and notebook and follow some other 



students out. Susan and one or two others are chatting 

around the professor's desk. No one speaks to me as I 

leave. 
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I walk to my car and decide it wasn't a great beginning. 

But not too awfully bad, I tell myself. 

Not really what I wanted, though. I wanted it to be 

better than this. I watch some people laughing on the way 

to their cars. 

So? What were you expecting Miss High-and-Mighty 

Melissa? 

I don't really know, Mother. But I know it was 

supposed to be better than this. 



Chapter V 

Too much in my head today, I tell myself, practically 

springing from the couch. My mind keeps jumping. My 

nerves won't be still. 

Feelings from the hospital, they keep coming back. 

I pace the house, touching things, telling myself that 

something's wrong. 

But what is it? What? 

"Nothing, Nothing, NOTHING," I say out loud, then take 

deep breaths to try convincing my racing brain. 

But, there is ... yes, there's something ... I 

just can't figure out what it is. 

Talking to myself, I decide I need to read. "That's 

all," I decide, heading back to my books on the couch. "I 

need to study if I'm going to be a student. College takes 

a lot of work. I haven't been in a long time, but I can 

still remember. I remember it takes a lot of work." 

It's hard, though. It's hard to get started. 

Depression's coming back. I can feel the darkness. I feel 

alone. 

Someone to talk to. That's what I need. I wish I had 

someone. A friend. 
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Dr. Labrie. I do miss her. I really do miss Dr. 

Labrie. 

But I can't call her. I can't go back there. That 

would mean things are bad again. 

And they're not! I'm fine. I really am. Yes, I'm 

fine. 

Tired. That's it. I'm really just tired. New 

routine, new plateau. new plateau ... 
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That's nice. I like saying it, "New plateau . new 

plateau . II 

Things are just different, that's all. Not used to 

reading so much. All the concentrating. It's been a long 

time . . such a long, long time. It's hard. It's really 

very hard. 

Enough, Enough, ENOUGH! I have to do it. I have to 

do this and do a good job. Mike'll keep pushing. He might 

even get mad again. You know what he said, Melissa: 

"If you're gonna do this, Melissa, you'd damn well 

better do it right. You'd better do a good job. You can't 

just waste all that money, Melissa. You can't waste all 

that time." 

Yes, I have to do it. I have to do a good job. 

but it's hard. It's very, very hard. 



Chapter VI 

Dr. Madison's class is my favorite. The others are 

interesting, but Women's Lit is different. Discussions are 

exciting, sometimes even strange. I attend every session. 

I wouldn't think of missing one. I never say anything in 

class. I don't feel that comfortable yet, but I love 

hearing what everyone else has to say. 

It's weird how this class has divided into camps, 

though. The main reason is Hedges and his little group. 

Hedges is this real seedy-looking guy with half-frame 

reading glasses hanging on the middle of his nose. He and 

his group manage to rile somebody in every single class. 

"All I can see," he says one day, talking about the 

writers in our assignment, "is a bunch of neurotic, whining 

women. When things don't go their way, they either kill 

off their characters or stick their heads in an oven and 

kill off themselves." Then he leans back in his desk with 

an amused expression on his scraggly-bearded face. 

Nobody says anything for a minute; then a whole bunch 

of women get mad and start jumping all over him. 

He's such a jerk, I think to myself as I watch all the 

fuss. He sits there like some kind of literary expert. So 
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damn smug. And he probably doesn't have any idea what he's 

t alking about. 

I'm always glad to see Susan and some of the other 

women blast him. When they get going, it's hard for Dr. 

Ma dison to make them stop. 

After Hedges' remark about neurotic women, one of the 

women on Susan's side yells, "Females have been oppressed 

for years, and their literature shows it. You can just 

feel the pain in their works. 

"You would seem neurotic too, Mr. Hedges, if you had 

to take care of the house and the kids before you could 

e ven start to write. And, furthermore, these women's 

voices are not whiney, as you suggest. They're just 

telling the truth. Women were oppressed!" 

Hedges listens with that same smug look on his face. 

Then he says, "Fine, I'll even concede your points. But we 

all know this isn't really great literature." 

"I'm really sorry you feel that way, Mr. Hedges," Dr. 

Madison finally cuts in. "We obviously have quite a 

difference of opinion here." 

By this time, I'm mad, too. I wonder why she doesn't 

do something about that jerk. Why does she let him get by 

with stuff like that? 

I look over at Susan and notice the motion of her jaw. 

I figure the way she's gritting her teeth, the enamel won't 



last till the end of the semester. 

Several other women are glaring at Hedges, but he 

doesn't even flinch. He reminds me of a teasing father, 

playing mean tricks on unsuspecting kids. 

"Come on in Melissa! I'll hold you up." 

"But I can't, Daddy. I'm scared." 

I watch Daddy from the side of the pool, trying to 
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decide whether he's playing with me. Then I see his smile 

go away. His face gets real dark, and his eyes start 

glaring at me. 

Oh, he's got the mean look on his face. He's getting 

mad. 

"There's nothing to be scared of, Melissa. Come here! 

NOW!" 

I don't want to. I don't want to, Daddy. Please 

don't make me do this. 

Big arms reach out and snatch me off the edge. Then 

he holds me on top of the water for a while, swinging me 

round and round. 

After I catch my breath, I start to think maybe this 

is fun. For a moment I enjoy the water. I kind like being 

spun round and round. This is fun. It's really not so 

scary. He's holding me. Daddy's got me real tight. 

Daddy's holding me up out of the water! Wheeee! 
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I watch his face while we're playing. It's changing. 

I know what's going to happen next. 

He glares at me. His eyes dare me to say anything. 

Daddy! No! No, no, Daddy! Please, no! Please don't 

let me go, Daddy! Please! Nooo! 

Susan reaches over and touches me. I jump, but 

realize I've been tearing a page. 

"You okay?" she whispers. 

I quickly nod, then turn my notebook to another page. 

I glance at the man on my other side. I know he 

thinks I'm acting strange. 

Dr. Madison is back into her lecture. I quickly start 

taking notes again: 

"No one can really say why someone chooses to commit 

suicide. That's a question that we who are left behind 

will never be able to answer, although it will always 

linger to puzzle and frustrate. But about all we can do as 

we study some of these famous women of literature who did 

kill themselves, is look at their histories and speculate 

about why so many seemed to live in such fear and pain. We 
can only guess at why they finally succumbed to that last 

desperate act." 

She paces in front of her desk as she talks; her 
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sandals make awful squishy sounds. 

"For instance, if we look at the life of Anne Sexton, 

what do we know about her that would give us some clues 

about her anguish?" 

Hands go up immediately. Everybody wants to talk. 

"She was a manic-depressive," somebody says. "That 

had to be the main reason. Doctors didn't know as much 

about it in the Fifties. That had to be the biggest 

thing." 

Another woman adds, "And the fact that she spent so 

much of her adult life in mental hospitals. The idea of 

facing another one must have been unbearable. I know I 

wouldn't want to spend any time in one. They sound terrible." 

says. 

room. 

"And problems she had being a mother," somebody else 

"She even threw one of her little girls across a 

"And one of them lived with a grandmother for so long 

that she never even thought of Anne as her mother." 

Dr. Madison stands in front of her desk, nodding at 

the answers, then asks, "But what about earlier problems? 

Have you read about experiences from her childhood that 

might have contributed to her problems as an adult?" 

I know some, I tell myself. I've read the assignments 

on these people. I've read about little Miss Anne . . I know 

about all her stupid teenage problems. Her acne and her 
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father leaving the table one day saying it made him sick to 

look at her face. But I don't care. She deserved it. She 

was a sick-o. She threw her little girl across the room. 

"Her mother accused Anne of plagiarizing a poem when 

she was young," one woman is saying. "Since her mother 

considered herself a poet, Dr. Madison, do you think maybe 

she was jealous?" 

"That could be a possibility," Dr. Madison answers. 

"But, regardless of the reason, it must have been terribly 

traumatic for a young girl to hear her own mother accuse 

her of stealing someone else's work. Why do you think she 

had the will to continue writing poetry after that?" 

One of Hedges' cronies says, "Maybe to get back at her 

Mom. Most of her poems complained about somebody." 

"I'm not certain that you could say she was complaining 

about people in her poems, Mr. West. But I would agree 

that some of them were cathartic. She worked through a lot 

of emotional and personal pain. 

"But of course we know this type of therapy didn't 

begin with Anne sexton, though her therapists did encourage 

it. Other writers have been working out their problems on 

paper for years. Maybe even on rocks long before paper was 

invented." 

Then of course Hedges has to get in another word~ 

"I think it's just plain and simple. She was a 



whiner. She had no self control." 

His remark sets off another argument. Dr. Madison 

tries to keep the class under control. 

I hate that man, I decide as I watch him egging the 

others on. What a total jerk. 

Then I think about Anne Sexton and her children. 
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Those poor kids ... all that pain. As I think about the 

poet and what she did, I decide I dislike her even more. 

God I hate to admit agreeing with that stupid Hedges, but 

damn it, this time I think he's right. 



Chapter VII 

The weather quickly changes. Fall barely has time to 

turn the leaves when rain blows in, then suddenly turns to 

sleet. 

But in spite of the crummy weather, my classes are 

good. And even with dear old Hedges in the class, I 

especially look forward to the discussions of women in 

literature. Each week I seem to discover some new writer. 

Each week I discover another woman's pain. And I'm 

continually amazed that their works help me discover things 

about myself. What they say seems so real. The writers' 

feelings are so much like mine. I'm reading about feelings 

I can actually identify with. 

This is stupid, I sometimes tell myself. How can you 

possibly know what some famous writer felt like? And a 

voice rattling around in my mind keeps saying: Don't you 

think you're something, thinking you know how somebody like 

Emily Dickinson felt? Just who do you think you are? 

I never mention this to anyone. I have no one to talk 

to really. I still miss Dr. Labrie. I started to call her 

a couple of times, but I didn't. I want her to think I'm 

doing okay. 
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Mike doesn't want to hear about Emily Dickinson. He 

doesn't want to hear about anything. I tried mentioning 

writers a few times, but he just glared at me and 

eventually walked away. 
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I understand, though. Winter always makes him that 

way. Construction business slows down. He rarely ever has 

enough work. 

But one night when he was watching TV, I got so 

excited about the woman I was reading about that I just had 

to say something: 

I begin telling him about the woman we're studying, 

and he suddenly slams his fists on the arms of the recliner 

and jumps straight up out of the chair. Then he starts 

yelling, "Melissa, I've had enough! Why in the hell can't 

you just get a job like other wives? Why are you wasting 

your time reading about those stupid women and taking those 

goddamn math and history classes again? You already had 

all that stuff in high school. What is the point to this 

nonsense? Why can't you just go out and look for a job?" 

At first I'm terrifed. I watch his face get red, his 

words explode. He walks over toward me, then he walks away 

again. 

My hands are trembling, but I sit still for a minute 

to calm down. Then I turn to another page in my book. I 

rub all the beautiful words I see printed there. 
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I blink hard, and swallow, trying not to cry, but a 

few tears make the words disappear. 

I keep rubbing the book. I'm trying to find the 

answers. I know if I read enough words, the answers will 

be there. If I rub the pages hard enough, my fingers will 

find the right words. 

I turn another page. And then another. I know the 

answers are in here. I know they're right in here. 

I don't know how long I sat there searching the pages. 

I remember finally looking up. Mike is kneeling beside me. 

His voice is quiet like the nurses'. It's very quiet and 

kind of sad. 

"Stop it, Melissa. You have to stop this now. You're 

tearing the pages, Melissa. 

school books." 

She's right, you know. 

were right all along, Mother. 

You're tearing up one of your 

I'm only wasting time. You 

I tried to be high and 

mighty, but it was a stupid idea. It was stupid to go to 

school. 

"You'll have to let me go, Mike," I tell him. "You'll 

have to let go of my hands." 

I pick up some of the pages. Mike watches me, but 

doesn't say anything. He doesn't have to. We both know. 

I decide to say it anyway. "There are no answers 

here, Mike. r thought there were. But now I see that you 



were right. I have to get myself together. I need to 

forget the whiney women, Mike. I need to straighten up." 
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Chapter VIII 

Later Mike apologizes. I tell him he doesn't need to, 

but he does. "Sorry I yelled," he says. "It's just not 

having any work. I worry about paying the bills and all. 

"But you go on to school. It's not costing us anything. 

You keep going, Melissa. It's not hurting a thing." 

At first I try arguing with him. I say that I agree 

with what he'd said earlier, that I need to get a job, need 

to quit. 

But he shakes his head, grasps one of my arms, and 

stares at me with a look I haven't seen in years. He says 

firmly, "No, Melissa. You keep going. I think it's been 

helping you. I really think it might be doing you some 

good." 

I'm surprised. Glad, of course, but even more I want 

to know what he means. What does he see that's different 

about me? How can he tell that school might be "doing me 

some good"? I'm almost aching for the conversation to 

last. I want to ask how he can tell ... but I know Mike. 

Just as I expect, he turns quickly and walks into the 

kitchen for a beer. He's said more than enough about what 

he's feeling. I know he won't talk anymore. 
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I continue classes. Dr. Madison has traded her 

sandals and cotton dresses for winter clothes, but I can 

still tell by her warmer outfits that she doesn't care any 

more about the latest fashions than I do. I like seeing 

her daily selection: old hippie ponchos or flannel shirts 

and pants. Sometimes she even wears army-surplus green. 

Her clothes make the class almost as enjoyable for me as 

the literature we read. 

I find it odd, though, that some of the women who hang 

around her after class look like they floated out of a 

fashion magazine. But then no one appears to care what the 

others wear. Standing next to the well-dressed women are 

young girls in jeans. And of course Susan is always there. 

Susan, in one of her jumpsuits. She must own a hundred. 

Some days, after class ends, I take a long time 

getting my books together, and I eavesdrop on their 

conversations. 

in. 

I guess I'm hoping they'll ask me to join 

On one cold dreary day, I decide that the lecture and 

discussion in Dr. Madison's class fits the weather exactly. 

The topic is Sylvia Plath. 

Our professor spends a long time telling us about the 

poet's mixed-up background, then reads some of her works. 

I don't like it at all. In fact, I hate Sylvia Plath. Her 

poetry's dark. Too dark. Too full of black images. Too 



full of pain. 

Everyone else in the class seems to enjoy it. The 

discussion goes on and on. 
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She had no right. She had no right to feel sorry for 

herself. She had everything. She was good-looking. She 

had talent. She had pretty clothes. She had everything. 

She won all those prizes, you know. She won all those 

awards. 

I don't feel a bit sorry for her. It's the mother. 

It's the mother who needs the sympathy. That poor woman 

scri mped and saved. She did everything for that girl. She 

paid for all those lessons. And then she had to pay all 

those doctor bills! But she loved that girl. She loved 

her daughter. She gave her child everything. 

Sylvia was spoiled. She was just a spoiled brat, 

that's all. The more she had, the more she wanted. And 

she already had everything. 

She had a family, you know. She had the children 

. two beautiful little children. Precious children. 

But she left them. She left her precious babies. She 

left them all alone. 

She was horrible. Those children were there! Right 

there in that house! 

What if her babies had found her with her stupid head 

in the oven? Did she think about that? Oh, no. No, she 



was selfish Sylvia. She was only thinking about herself. 

She left them, you know. She left them ... all 

alone. 

The children the poor little children .... 

She left them all alone 

"Melissa! Melissa, stop that! Stop it, now!" 
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Susan is holding my arm, shaking it, and without 

raising her voice to disturb the class, she's begging me to 

stop. 

I stare at her for a moment before I realize what's 

happened. She's trying to stop me from tearing another 

page out of my book. 

I look away from her quickly, then glance at the man 

sitting on my other side. He's all fidgety as once again 

he stares at the crazy woman. His face even has that look 

I've seen on faces before. His eyes tell me loudly that he 

can't wait to get away. Finally, since I keep staring back 

at him, he looks down at my mutilated book. 

I look at it too. Then I shrug my shoulders at the 

guy as if to tell him, "Yeah, we both see that the book and 

its owner are a mess." 

When he's finally too embarrassed to stare at me any 

longer, I look back down at my desk and realize how 

methodically I had ripped Plath's poems from my book. 

Another couple of minutes and I would have eliminated them 
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all. 

While I stare at the book, I can clearly hear Dr. 

Labrie's voice saying to me, "Yes, Melissa, your 

unconscious is telling you not to accept her. You can't 

accept Sylvia Plath's words into your learning. Sylvia 

Plath can't help you. She doesn't have the answers. There 

is no way she could possibly help you. She couldn't even 

help herself." 

Dr. Madison talks on and on. Then the arguments begin 

as soon as she gives Hedges a chance. Again, I find I'm 

agreeing with him, though. In fact, I think it's kind of 

funny when he comments on "the whiney Sylvia Plath." 

After class Susan doesn't waste a minute. She stands 

close by while I stuff torn pages into my bag, then she 

says, "Come with me. We're going to go get some coffee. 

You definitely need some help." 

I start to say something, to protest, but she shushes 

me, and I find myself following her through the throng of 

noisy students to the coffee shop. 

As we walk across the windy campus, our jackets pulled 

tight against the cold, I begin to feel grateful that 

someone is concerned about me. But before we reach the 

busy student hangout, my thoughts change. I feel 

embarrassed and resentful. I even start to get mad. 

Why am I following this woman? Who does she think she 
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is telling me I need help? It's none of her damn business. 

I must have slowed down because Susan gets in step 

with me. She takes my arm and practically pushes me 

through the crowd. 

Trying to appear normal to all the staring people, I 

think about Mike. He would really be mad if he knew what 

happened in class. He always gets so angry when other 

people see me doing crazy things. He tries so hard to keep 

people from knowing. If he knew about my ripping the book, 

that would be the end of my college days for sure. 

I feel the pressure of Susan's hand guiding me through 

the doors of the coffee shop, and I recall the number of 

times I've thought about what it would be like to have a 

friend at school. I've wanted to go have coffee with 

someone. But not like this. I don't want someone feeling 

sorry for me. 

But, why am I doing all this stuff? Why can't I just 

be normal like everybody else? Where are the answers I'm 

trying to find? What am I going to do? 

Almost as though she was reading my mind, Susan leads 

me through the coffee line, then over to a corner table. 

After we sit down, she says, "Now tell me, what's going on 

with you?" 

I'm not used to such bluntness. I guess I sit without 

saying anything for quite a while because she continues, 
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"Look. I'm not trying to meddle into your business or 

anything, but I can't sit next to someone who keeps tearing 

up her literature book without wondering what's going 

through her mind." She pauses, then says, "Melissa, I 

truly mean this. I would love to try to help you, and I 

want you to understand that if there's anything I can do, 

I'm here. I'm even available if you just need a friend." 

I'm even more surprised at her sudden offer than with 

her bluntness. 

I sit quietly again, allowing what she said to sink 

in. Then I think back over all the acquaintances I've had 

since getting out of the hospital. Mostly they're Mike's 

friends, or at least people he introduced me to. And I 

can't remember anyone, except maybe Dr. Labrie, who has 

ever offered to help. All of Mike's friends and their 

wives seem embarrassed to say anything to me. They're 

polite and friendly, sometimes overly so, but that's all. 

No one ever calls when Mike isn't around. Not one 

volunteers to be a friend. I can't quite accept that this 

straightforward red-head is serious. 

"Why do you care?" I finally ask. 

"Because you're obviously in a lot of pain, and I 

don't like to see someone hurt." 

She looks straight into my eyes. She doesn't blink. 

She doesn't attempt to turn away. 
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I stare back at her, searching for some ulterior 

motive, looking for some reason why she's being so nice to 

me. 

There's nothing I can see in her face or eyes to 

indicate she isn't telling the truth. 

Finally I look down at my coffee cup and begin 

struggling to find the words. 

I tell Susan all about Jason and my stay in the mental 

hospital. I even tell her some things about Mike. Before 

I realize it, over an hour has passed. 

She's quiet, listening with sympathetic nods and 

looks. She reaches over once or twice to pat my hand. 

Then suddenly, just as I'm getting ready to tell her about 

Dr. Labrie, she looks at her watch, gasps and says, "Oh my 

god, Melissa! I have a test in five minutes. I'm so 

sorry, but it's all the way across campus. I'll have to 

run." 

She grabs her bag, pulls out a pen and quickly writes 

something on a napkin. "Here," she says and heads for the 

door. "This is my phone number. Call me tonight." 

I take the napkin and nod, but of course I'm thinking, 

she's leaving like everybody else. She really doesn't 

care. 

Grabbing my arm she says, "Melissa, you call me," then 

she runs quickly through the coffee shop door. 
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Yeah, sure. Just don't hold your breath. 

Sitting alone at the table, I notice the shift in the 

conversations all around. I notice right away how everyone 

starts to change. It happens the second Susan goes through 

the door. I see all the pretty young couples, the guys 

with their tans, the girls with their long blonde, crimpy 

curls. They're cutting their eyes around, staring at me. 

And I know it's me they're talking about. Like all the 

other times, they think I don't know, but of course I do. 

I always know what's going on. 

I try not to let them catch me looking, but I glance 

at the people on both sides. They're pretending, as usual. 

They act like they're talking to each other, but they're 

wasting their time. I know. I always know what's 

happening. I know they're talking about me. 

My face is flushed. I know it's red. It always gets 

red when people are staring, when people are watching me. 

It's the coffee, too. They always put something in 

it. It's the poisons in the coffee and the people staring. 

That's why I'm feeling so hot. 

And they're laughing. I know they're laughing. 

They're pretending they're not, but I know. I've seen 

those sneaky looks before. I know how they all stare at me 

when I'm not looking. They know all about it. They saw 

Susan walk out. They know I've been dumped. 



Of course they do. That's why they're staring. 

That's exactly why they're staring at me. 

Oh no . now even she knows. 

I knew it! 

it, too. 

I knew it! She's going to rag me about 
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Oh no . she's coming. I knew it! Here she comes. 

She won't ever leave me alone. Leave me alone, Mother! 

But she won't. She can't stand to leave me alone. 

So this is what going to school is all about, Melissa. 

You sit in class and tear up your books, then you go for 

coffee with your "friends" who leave you all alone. How 

exciting! Now I can see why you wanted to come here so 

much. 

Very funny, Mother. Very cute. 

Oh I hate it when she does this. I hate when she's a 

sarcastic bitch . 

But wait. 

witch. 

. I know! I know how to fix the old 

I use my most sarcastic voice: And I suppose you 

never got dumped, Mother? 

She's quiet for a moment, but of course the whole 

world knows it would take more than that to shut her up. 

That's a ridiculous thing to say, Melissa. Of course 

I've never been dumped. 

Oh, but I'm gonna get her this time. I know just what 
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to say: 

And what about dear old Daddy, Mother? He never 

dumped us? He never left you and me? Of course he did, 

Mother darling. He left us all the friggin' time. He was 

always dumping us, taking off on another one of his 

wonderful trips. And finally there was the last one. You 

remember, don't you, Mother, when I was seven? The time 

when he never came back again? 

She was quiet for a moment. But naturally not long 

enough. 

Now you're being ridiculous, Melissa. You know he 

drove a truck. You know he had to be gone for long 

stretches of time. You know he had to do it to make a 

living. I told you and told you. I told you that a 

million times. 

And, besides, we're not talking about me now, are we? 

We're talking about you. You and your ridiculous ideas. I 

told you this school thing wouldn't work, Melissa. I told 

you it was a stupid idea. 

"Thank you, Mother!" I shout out loud and bang the 

table until my coffee spills. 

The people at the next table are really staring now, 

but I don't care. I stare right back at them and bang my 

fist a few more times. 

A girl walks over and puts her hands on my shoulders. 
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I must have jumped because it startles us both. 

"You okay, lady?" she asks. 

I snatch my things off the table and stand up quickly. 

"I'm fine," I tell her and grab my chair before it turns 

completely over. 

They're all staring now. 

I have to get away from them. I have to get out of 

here. 

I look at the girl and say, "I'm fine." Backing away 

from her and all the staring people, I keep telling them, 

"I'm fine. Yes, thank you. I'm fine. Fine ... yes 

. thank you . . I'm fine . " 



Chapter IX 

In the afternoon before Mike is due home, I smooth 

the torn pages as much as possible and try sliding them 

back into my literature book. That doesn't work, so I 

arrange them in numerical order and stuff them into a 

manila folder. At least I didn't rip them so badly that I 

can't still read the words. As much as I dislike Plath's 

poems, I know I'll have to read them all again before the 

final exam. 

I stash the book and folder back in my bag. Mike 

doesn't need to find out that his crazy wife has been 

tearing up textbooks. If he does, that'll be the end for 

sure. 

A short while later he yells from the front door, 

"Melissa, guess what!" He keeps calling, "Where are you?" 

as he walks through to the kitchen, but he stops dead still 

as he enters the doorway. I'm standing there wiping away 

some tears. 

"Only onions," I tell him as I see a frown begin to 

wrinkle his face. 

"Oh," he says, but doesn't look totally relieved. 

"Really!" I laugh, holding up a large yellow onion and 

64 



65 

a knife. 

"Yeah, yeah, okay," he says, tossing his car keys onto 

the counter and walking to the refrigerator with a six-pack. 

"Well," he finally continues, unbuttoning his denim 

jacket and throwing it across one of the kitchen chairs, 

"aren't you gonna guess?" 

"Well, what?" I say, but I know immediately from his 

expression that he's got a new contract. Someone must have 

called him about a job. 

"You got another job today!" 

"Yep," he says proudly, popping the top of a Miller 

Lite. "It's a remodel on a house in a real nice 

neighborhood. And the best thing is these people have 

plenty of bucks. They even gave me a thousand to start." 

"Mike, that's great." 

I grab at the paper towel roll hanging next to the 

sink, but before I can get one to wipe away the onion 

smell, he takes me in his arms and we go two-stepping 

around the room. 

"Forgot about whatever it is you're cooking," he 

informs me. "Tonight, we going out to celebrate!" 

I can't help laughing. He's acting so different, so 

goofy, that I figure he'd already started the celebration 

before he got home. But I don't care, and I sure don't 

argue about going out. My mind's already racing ahead to 



66 

think what on earth I can wear. 

It's been so long since we've been out, just the two 

of us. I haven't bought clothes in ages. I know I don't 

have anything to wear. 

As Mike dances me around the room, the onion smell 

fills the air. Can't leave those, I remind myself between 

giggles. Too smelly. Better scrape them into the sink. 

Glancing up at Mike's face, I see what it is that's so 

different. There's no anger. He doesn't even look sad. 

To hell with the onions, I decide, and I lay my head 

against his chest. 

It seems ridiculous, but I suddenly feel this rush of 

romantic memories, a shiver of excitement like those from 

our younger days. Leaning against him, I'm thinking, this 

is how it used to feel. 

Then all of a sudden, before I have time to dwell on 

some of the crazy things we did in our first years of 

marriage, he pushes my arms away and quickly ends my 

daydreams. "Go get ready," he says. "I' 11 be just a sec 

before I take a shower. I wanna make a quick phone call." 

The magic has vanished. I stand there for a second, 

staring at Mike as he heads for the telephone. The onion 

smell permeates the air. For a fleeting moment, I think I 

should reconsider and clean up the mess, but quickly change 

my mind. I've got to go dig up a dress. 
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The excitement hasn't totally disappeared as I cross 

the kitchen to head for our bedroom. I still have a 

feeling this night will develop into something wonderful. 

I keep telling myself that, anyway. I envision a romantic 

evening, just like those in the movies, where we sit in a 

candlelit restaurant and talk and talk and talk. 

I can't believe something so silly, Mike dancing me 

across the kitchen floor for God's sake, has made me feel 

like this. 

Then I remember his moment of tenderness a few days 

ago when he told me to stay in school. 

I want to talk to him about that. I want him to tell 

me what he meant. God, I want so much to talk. I want us 

to be friends again. 

Hurrying down the hall toward the bedroom, I hear Mike 

dial a number, then hear him say, "Hey Jim! I got a new 

contract, and we're going out to celebrate. How about if 

you and Valerie meet us at The Steak House in about an 

hour. I'll call Ed. You call Luke and Sara to see if they 

can come too. Tell them I'm buying. We'll get together 

around 8:00." 

I turn toward the kitchen, but instead of moving, I 

stand there listening in the hall. 

I don't care what's in the closet anymore. The 

magic's gone now. This time the magic's really gone. 



68 

I listen for a minute, leaning against the wall. Mike 

gives Jim all the details about his job. 

I look at the floor and remember the onions on the 

cutting board. 

I really should have cleaned them up. 

The hallway's getting smaller. I rub at a dirty 

fingerprint on the wall. I can hear a voice from somewhere 

laughing, telling me, This is you, Melissa. Just a little 

insignificant smudge on the wall. I listen to the laughter. 

I know who it is. 

I shake my head then, and try not to hear. It doesn't 

have to be true. 

Maybe Susan really is serious. Maybe she really does 

want to be my friend. 

I slip off my shoes and sit down. 

The hallway's getting even smaller, but that's okay. 

It feels nice like this. It feels like a little bed. It's 

nice and warm. I like it this small. 

Mike, why don't you tell me things? Why don't you 

tell me things like you're telling Jim? I can listen, too, 

Mike. I can. Mike, why can't I be your best friend? 

Who's being whiney now, Melissa? 

That's when I hear her for the first time. She's been 

trying to say something for days, but I haven't been 

listening. Actually I pretended I couldn't hear her 



because her voice was too soft. But now she's stopped 

whispering and is speaking out loud: 
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Now who's the whiney one, Miss High and Mighty college 

student lying on the floor? 

I know who she is. I can't see her, of course, but I 

can just imagine her tossing that bleached blonde hair. I 

know she's preening, and flouncing about for anyone who 

happens to see. 

Aren't you something, Melissa! Judging me. But, mark 

my words, you'll change, dear girl. You'll see. Very soon 

you'll change the way you feel. You won't be so quick to 

judge me, and accuse, when you come to realize. 

She stops suddenly, then she's gone. 

Realize what? What will I realize? What do I need to 

do? What do I need to see? Help me! Help me see! 

I try several times asking her. I really do. I try. 

I ask the questions over and over again. 

But I'm only talking to the smudges on the wall. She 

probably heard Mike coming. She must have. When she heard 

his footsteps, she must have been frightened. 

Mike reaches me, she's gone. 

By the time 

In a little while Mike leaves, too. He says he's 

tired of taking me places where he has to pretend I'm not 

weird. He says he has something to celebrate, and he's 

damn well going to do it. He's going to celebrate, and I'm 
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not going to get in his way. 



Chapter X 

I see Susan outside our classroom the following 

Monday. In the middle of students hurrying to classes, her 

red hair stands out like a torch guiding lost souls. I 

know she's waiting for me. 

As soon as I walk up, she says, "There you are. What 

happened to you this weekend? I waited for you to call." 

I'm embarrassed to tell her I'd spent the week-end in 

a fog, even though I know she doesn't care anyway, so I 

lie, "My husband got a new job, and we went out to celebrate. 

Then I just got busy and forgot." 

"Oh, I see," she says. "Well, I guess you had fun." 

"Yeah, it was great." 

"Good. I'm glad." 

She hesitates for a moment, then takes my arm like she 

did when we went for coffee. She leads me over to the side 

of a Coke machine. Out of the crush of stampeding students, 

she says, "I'm glad you had a good week-end, and I just 

want to tell you again how much I hated to run out on you 

Friday. But I really had to leave. That test was in a 

counseling class I'm taking, and it counted a third of my 

grade. 
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Counseling class? While she goes on to tell me how 

hard the test was, I'm beginning to think maybe she had 

been telling the truth. 

When she finishes talking, I say, "You're really 

taking a counseling class?" 
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She looks puzzled but answers, "Yes. Of course I am. 

Psychology's my major. One more semester and I'll be out 

of here. Applying for graduate school." 

Now I'm thinking maybe, just maybe, this Susan's on 

the up and up. She's full of surprises, anyway. A psychology 

student. Imagine that. 

"I thought all this time you were an English major . 

You know. 

everybody." 

. you're so friendly with Dr. Madison and 

"Oh that. No, I just know several people from other 

classes we've had together, and I met Madison a long time 

ago. The main reason I'm in the class is to get some 

women's studies on my transcript." 

"I see." 

"Here she comes," she says, pointing out our professor. 

Then she laughs, "The woman's never on time, so we've got 

to be really late for class." 

"Look," she says as we cross the hall to the room, 

"I'll tell you more about it after class, but I want you ·to 

come to a support group I'm in. I know you'll like the 



women, and I'm sure that it'll help." 

Inside the classroom, we reach our seats just as the 

professor drops her things on the desk and starts talking 

to the class. 

"I'll tell you more about it later," Susan whispers. 

"Don't want to miss any of this." 
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Dr. Madison promised research paper assignments and is 

ready to talk about them, so I don't have time to think 

about the conversation with Susan. But in the back of my 

mind, I keep wondering about the group she mentioned, what 

it's all about. Also I'm wondering, since psychology is 

her major, whether she might know Dr. Labrie. But all that 

has to wait . 

II . and you'll each be reading a biography of one 

of the women, or one of her significant works. Then you'll 

write a summary of the book and give about a twenty-minute 

oral report to the class. I have a list of some things I'd 

like you to cover." 

Dr. Madison passes out instructions and continues, 

"And since we've only discussed a few of the writers, and 

all of you aren't familiar with all of them, I've written 

their names on slips of paper and put them in this box." 

She holds up a cigar box and goes on, "You'll each select 

a woman's name. There'll be a few duplicates 

unfortunately, but since there are numerous books by, or 
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about, these women, there shouldn't be too much duplication 

in your work. So let's get started." 

She walks up and down the aisles, and each student 

picks a name. 

Hope I don't get Sylvia Plath or Anne Sexton, I'm 

thinking. Good, I say to myself as I see that my slip 

reads "Virginia Woolf." 

I don't know anything about Virginia Woolf, but I 

remember something about a movie with Elizabeth Taylor. 

That'll be nice, I decide, printing the author's name in 

big letters across a notebook page. It'll be great if 

there's a movie about her life. 

After the assignments the class starts to drag. I try 

to listen as Dr. Madison drones on about something, but now 

that I know my assignments, and know that Susan has something 

to tell me after class, I can't keep my mind on the lecture. 

Actually that's not totally true. I'm only kidding 

myself. Those aren't the reasons I can't pay attention. 

In truth, my mind is racing like a runaway zigzag. It 

keeps jumping back and forth. I listen to Dr. Madison for 

a moment, then suddenly I'll remember some tidbit from the 

week-end's fog: 

"There's no reason for this anymore, Melissa." 

Mike's eyes are cutting me with razor blades. "You're 

doing exactly what you want to do. There's no reason for 
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this anymore." 

A woman's voice interrupts, You'll change, dear girl 

. when you come to realize. 

What does she mean by that? What's she trying to say? 

So this is what going to school is all about. 

Finally a chill in the air knifes its way through the 

voices. I shiver, turn toward the window, and look out. 

Maybe a storm is on the way. 

I stare for a moment, but there's no storm. Only 

gray. All I see is the blur of a cold winter afternoon. 

I fight a deepening depression. I realize how much 

time I've already lost. 

I gaze across the campus and try to focus on something 

solid, something strong. If I can reach across the space 

and grasp something, I can handle things. I can hold on. 

I shouldn't have come today. I should have stayed at 

home. 

No, damn it! I wanted to come. I want to be here. 

This is where I belong. 

Mike's right. He's exactly right. I'm doing what I 

want to do. 

Then why are you fighting it, Melissa? Why are you 

making it so hard? 

There's no answer, but I feel a moment of relief when 

the class finally comes to an end. 



"Here," Susan says as she stands next to her desk. 

"I've written everything down, but I'll quickly tell you 

that we meet tonight at 7:30 in the Student Center. Room 

8. You come, Melissa. I know it'll help." 
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"I'll try," I say, taking the note. I tell myself 

that I have to do something. Maybe this is what it should 

be. 

Susan packs her book bag and starts toward the door, 

but I stop her for a second before she leaves. "I was just 

wondering," I question her, "if you happened to know a 

psychologist, Dr. Labrie?" 

"Oh yeah," she says. "I knew her. In fact I asked 

her to speak to our group quite a while back. I should 

have asked her sooner, though. By the time I got around to 

it, she was moving out of town. 

"Gotta run," she says and quickly heads for the door. 

"An appointment. Don't forget about the meeting tonight." 

I stand motionless for a moment then start to feel 

pain like when they took Jason away. I feel stabbing in my 

stomach. Something's stabbing me. 

It really hurts. I feel it all over my front. 

My stomach. Oh God, it hurts. Oh God, how it hurts. 

But it's hollow. Everything's gone. How can there be 

so much pain. 

I feel so weak that I have to sit back in my desk for 



77 

a moment. I really need to lie down, I tell myself. I 

don't want to think that it's true, but I realize what I 

need is some pills. I need the mind-numbing pills. The 

pills and a place to lie down. I need to curl up and clutch 

at my front. 

That's it, I decide. Mike took the pills, so I'll go 

lie down and try to grab the pain. I'll try to stop it 

with my hands. 

But the pain is so awful. I know it won't go away. 

"Everyone leaves me," I finally say. Then I realize 

I'm talking out loud in an empty room. 

At first I'm surprised that everyone has left. Then I 

begin to laugh. I hear the strange chortling sounds before 

I realize that it's me. 

I look around, hoping no one has heard. 

"No one hears you, Melissa, and no one will," I hear 

myself saying. "No one ever hears you. They all just go 

away." 



Chapter XI 

At home, I drop my books in the middle of last night's 

popcorn and the selection of TV GUIDES on the coffee table. 

I stand still in the middle of the room for a minute, 

looking around, but not really seeing anything. 

I feel numb. I don't even remember driving home. 

Mother's voice tries to chide me, tries to tell me 

that everything in my life is a waste of time. But I don't 

listen. Some tiny cell deep in my brain tells me this 

isn't the time to listen to her. 

That tiny cell that's still working also tells me not 

to let it register that Dr. Labrie is gone. I know she's 

gone, but some foreboding feeling tells me that I mustn't 

let that thought interfere. If I listen and really know 

that she's no longer available, something terrible will 

happen. So I have to stay numb. I have to keep my mind 

blank. I can't let the thoughts or the voices get through. 

I stand in the middle of the living room, next to the 

old plaid couch with the stuffing peeking out, feeling 

numb. I take off my jacket, throw it across the couch and 

let my arms hang like weights at my side, pulling the rest 

of me down. 
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Using all the effort I can muster, I push off both 

shoes and plod slowly down the hall to the bedroom. 

Standing beside the bed, I don't have the energy to 

pull the covers down. My arms feel like they're paralyzed. 

There doesn't seem to be anything I can do to make my hands 

cooperate. 

I don't think about it. I just fall limply across 

the bedspread, not really feeling the soft-padded surface 

under my skin. Painstakingly I work my legs up to my 

chest. 

Finally I curl into a secure position, not thinking, 

just trying desperately to cover the awful hollow place in 

my front. The only thought I allow my mind to connect with 

is, God just let me die. 

I don't know how long I lie there, trying to keep out 

all the thoughts. But of course I can't. They all come 

flooding back. Like a computer sorting through an endless 

file, my mind keeps pulling them up ... the optimistic 

little girl who keeps watch over the vacant lot where daddy 

parks his big truck. Playacting the mommy, she relates to 

her dolls the same fanciful stories her mother always tells 

her, "He's away on a long, long trip, you know. He'll be 

coming home soon." 

Then I think of beautiful little Jason, the perfect 

baby boy. Blue-eyes, handsome face like his dad. He 
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stays only three months before he's gone. 

Dr. Labrie's face edges in. The pretty blonde doctor, 

the touchstone I could go back to if things got too rough. 

The person I could count on if I really needed someone. 

The one individual who seemed to care about me 

Why couldn't she tell me she was moving away? 

But no one ever tells me, do they? No one ever gives 

me a warning when they're leaving me. 

I lie on the bed for hours. Finally, after holding 

the front of my body as tight and as close as I can for as 

long as I can, I admit that the painful hollowness has not 

even begun to fade. It's still with me. It hasn't gone 

anywhere. Slowly I begin to loosen the grip on my raised 

knees, realizing that waiting and hoping in a fetal 

position isn't going to make it magically disappear. 

Stretching my body out full-length on the bed, I stare 

at the landscape of ceiling-mortar bumps, and accept 

another jolting fact. There are no more mind-numbing 

potions from the generous psychiatrists at the mental 

hospital. There are no safe, hazy places where no one, or 

no thoughts, can get through. 

The pills were so easy, so safe, I tell myself. 

And now there's not even Dr. Labrie to go to if the 



pain gets too unbearable. No one to listen as I explain 

how much I need to escape the constant pain. No one to 

give me answers. No one to be there when I need to talk 

about the pain. 
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I think of Mike. My strong, dependable husband. It's 

crazy, but he's still here. But he seems to be waiting for 

me to do something. Waiting for me to leave him alone. 

Finally I realize that there's really only me. A 

weak, frightened, insecure person trying to keep going. A 

thirty- year-old woman who feels more like a scared little 

seven-year-old. Who really is that little seven-year old. 

A seven-year-old who's trying to make sense of everything 

in lonely grown up world. 



Chapter XII 

I finally see the digital letters of the clock move 

close to 5:00 and realize I need to pull myself together. 

I need to at least try appearing normal before Mike gets 

home. I don't want him to know I've been fighting 

depression again. He's so tired of it, as sick of it as I 

am. And after the week-end, he's already distant. He's so 

angry. I need to keep him from knowing how I feel. 

Too tired to spend time with dinner, I fix hamburgers, 

the easiest thing I can find. Mike comes home with nothing 

to say. He eats his food in front of the TV. 

The food tastes like plastic. I toss mine in the 

garbage after a few bites. 

I'm determined to keep going. I have to. I have to 

hang on. 

As soon as I straighten the kitchen, I stand behind 

Mike's recliner to tell him I'm going to the library. "I 

need to find some books for a paper I've been assigned." 

Just as I anticipate, he mumbles, "Whatever," and 

continues watching a football game. 

I don't know why, but I decide not to mention that 

I'll probably go to Susan's support group as well. I tell 
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myself that Mike has no interest in what I'm doing anyway. 

There really doesn't seem to be any point in mentioning the 

group to him. 

Driving to the library I shiver from the evening's 

cold as my old car's heater sputters out its stingy amount 

of heat. I'm glad the first snow storm, late for this time 

of year, hasn't hit the area yet. 

At the huge library I feel tired and apprehensive 

walking across the wide expanse of white-tiled floor. I 

approach the information desk and inquire about the card 

catalogue. It's been years since I've been in a library, 

and I've never been in one this big. 

I'm instructed by a bespectacled young woman to go to 

one of the computer terminals. To follow the instructions 

printed on the screen. I tell her I'm not sure I'll know 

what to do, but she doesn't seem to particularly care. 

"It's very user friendly," she tells me. "Just follow the 

instructions printed on the screen. There's really nothing 

you can do wrong." 

Doubting that her statement's really true, I go over 

and sit down at one of the long tables holding several of 

the gray and beige machines. I'm nervous. I apologize as 

I bump elbows with a man sitting at the terminal next to 

me. He barely looks my way. 

I take off my jacket and gloves, read the printed 



84 

instructions, then hesitate. I'm close to telling myself 

to forget it, that I don't need this aggravation, that it's 

all a waste of time. I stare at the machine for a few 

minutes, thinking seriously about going home. Finally I 

decide to at least try my rusty typing skills. 

I enter information as directed by the "user friendly" 

screen, and within a short time I find the process isn't 

really all that intimidating. In fact, I have to admit to 

myself that it's actually kind of fun. After a few moments 

of directions from the screen, I find that I'm becoming 

fascinated with this ingenious product of the electronic 

age. 

Woolf, Virginia produces much more information than I 

could ever imagine. I follow a few more instructions, and 

a printer produces a duplicate of the information shown on 

the screen. 

Amazing, I think to myself. I tear off the printout 

and with a lot more courage than my first trip, I head back 

to the young lady at the information desk. "Where do I 

find these?" I ask, showing her my list. 

"Here's information to direct you," she says in a 

monotone voice. She sounds almost as though she's 

programmed like the electronic catalogue machines. "And 

here's a schedule of library tours," she drones on, "in 

case you want to find out more about our services." 
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"Thanks," I tell her. "That sounds like a good idea." 

It doesn't take long to find the stairway to the 

correct floor, and after threading my way through other 

students searching through the stacks, I find the huge 

assortment of works about Virginia Woolf. I browse through 

a number of them, then decide on several that look promising 

for my report. Because of their weight, I decide to look 

for the elevator. I take it back down then head for the 

check out desk. 

I watch a young student check out my books and realize 

that my depression seems to have faded. Suddenly I'm 

focused on the library, its computers, scanners, and other 

electronic gear. I try to follow what's happening as 

machines read everything from my student ID card to 

information printed on the books. 

As I leave the building, I feel more like I've been in 

a modern supermarket than the library of a university. 

Another scanner frisks me electronically as I pass through 

its invisible gaze. 

So weird, I tell myself as I go through the heavy 

front doors. So many things have happened, so many things 

have changed. I wonder if I can ever catch up. 

Outside I realize that my library visit has taken 

much less time than I planned. I have almost half an hour 

before the support group begins. There's plenty of time to 
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take the heavy books back to the car. 

Walking toward the campus street where I parked, I 

tell myself how ridiculous I sound, even to myself, but the 

visit to the library actually made me feel great. 

What on earth happened, I ask myself. What made the 
difference in how I feel? 

Thinking back through the last hour, I decide that it 

sounds even more ridiculous, but it had something to do 

with that computer. It's silly, I know. I haven't mastered 

anything as far as its mysterious workings are concerned, 

but I feel so good knowing that, for once, I was able to do 

what I needed to do. 

Hugging the books against the chill wind, I feel a 

sadness for all the time I've lost. But I decide that for 

someone who's spent so many months in a fog, being able to 

handle something like a computer catalogue is suddenly a 

really big deal. 



Chapter XIII 

The good feelings stay with me as I walk through the 

Student Center and find the room where Susan and her group 

are to meet. Several women are there already, although 

there's no one that I know. They smile and invite me in. 

Others arrive immediately, and soon Susan comes in, 

red hair flying in every direction from the windy night. 

She comes straight over to me. "Hi, Melissa. Glad you 

could come." 

"Thanks for asking me," I say, thinking that finally I 

might be finding a place where I could belong. 

As everyone comes in, taking off heavy coats and 

scarves, Susan introduces me to Elaine, the leader for the 

evening. She's an attractive young woman with large, 

dark- brown eyes. We shake hands as Susan explains that 

Elaine's a Ph. D. psychology student at the university, the 

founder of the support group, begun as one of her grad 

school projects. 

Like the other women, she's friendly and seems to mean 

it when she says, "I'm really glad Susan asked you to 

come." Then she adds, "And we'll try not to put too much 

pressure on you since this is your first time. You won't 
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have to give us your life story until next week." She 

accented her last statement with a wink. 

"Well it wouldn't be that interesting, anyway," I say. 

"Oh, it's probably a lot more interesting that you 

realize," she tells me, then welcomes me again before 

walking away to begin the meeting. 

A few minutes later, sitting with the ten or so women 

who had eventually come in, I half-way listen to a uniformed 

guard talk about improvements in lighting and security on 

the campus. As my thoughts stray away from his topic, I'm 

hoping this group will become what I need. I like all the 

women I've met so far. They're nice. And Susan seems to 

be serious about becoming a friend. 

Then, as if on cue, I hear, Don't believe it. The 

same old nagging voice begins. Forcing her way into my 

brain, she continues, She'll run out on you again. 

I don't want to hear it. I twist around on the 

folding chair, cross my legs, tilt back my head. I'm not 

trying to get comfortable, but to shake off my mother's 

hopelessly depressing voice. I hate her intrusions. I 

don't want to hear her again. 

Susan glances over, probably wondering at my 

restlessness. She looks away when I smile. 

The speaker cautions us in a painfully monotonous 

voice, "You can't be too careful." He says it over and 



over again. His voice makes it difficult for me to 

concentrate. 
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Finally I stare at his Adam's apple moving up and down 

over his dull gray tie. Pretending I'm following the 

bouncing ball in an old musical cartoon, I manage to sit 

still for the last few minutes of his talk. It's enough to 

erase my mother's voice. 

Elaine thanks the guard when he finally finishes. He 

takes time to put on his cap and leather jacket before he 

leaves. 

"I promise that this part of the meeting will be much 

more interesting," Elaine assures everyone when he's gone. 

Following her directions, we all stand to pull our 

chairs into a circle. She explains, particularly to me, 

that a discussion begun the previous week would continue. 

"We've been talking about families," she says, "and the 

roles that various members tend to play. But since this is 

your first night here, Melissa, you can feel free to enter 

into the discussion as little or as much as you like." 

This could be interesting, I think as I watch the 

faces of participants as the discussion begins. 

Like most groups, this one has several quiet women, 

some who barely say a word. Tonight I decide to be a part 

of them. 

There are others though, like Hedges from class, who 



seem to know all the answers. They're ready to provide 

them for everyone. 

I find it interesting to sit and watch. 
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Finally Elaine looks at a clock on the back wall and 

says that since time's running out, she wants to stop the 

discussion and do one other thing. "We're really lucky," 

she says, "to be here, going to school, learning, preparing 

for the future. And we owe a lot of thanks to the women 

who came before us, paved the way, so to speak, for us to 

be able to do what we do. And I think we especially owe 

thanks to our own personal foremothers, our mothers, 

grandmothers, great-grandmothers, all the way back. 

"So, tonight I thought it might be interesting to 

think about our foremothers, the ones we actually knew. 

I'm sure most of you can remember your grandmothers, and 

some of you may remember a great-grandmother or two. 

"Anyway, what I'd like for you to do is think for a 

minute about what each one of these women did for you, what 

she gave you to help you be here at the university. It 

might have been something as essential as money, or it 

could of course be something more personal, like a love for 

learning, or a desire to be whatever it is you're working 

to be. 

"So think about it quietly for a few minutes, then I 

want each one of you to tell who you remember and one thing 
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that you would like to thank each foremother for." 

As I listen to her, I feel my face begin to flush red. 

I feel a biting shame. I shift in my chair, wondering how 

I can sit through this. 

All the other women, all of them are smiling, nodding. 

One or two even have tears in their eyes. 

I know what they're thinking ... they're remembering 

all the nice things. They've got good memories of their 

mothers. And grandmothers. They had help, encouragement. 

Their mothers cared about them. 

Where are you now, Mother? Where's your voice, 

nagging and giving me a hard time? The shoe's on the other 

foot now, isn't it, Mother? Finally you don't have 

anything to say. 

Elaine starts to call on some of the women. They 

begin to talk about their lives. 

"My grandmother Catherine was really special. She 

used to . . II 

I can't listen to this. I can't. 

II when I was sixteen II . . once, . 
My face is burning. My hands are dripping with sweat. 

I know I'm fidgeting, but I can't help it. She'll 

ask me to say something. Elaine and Susan will expect me 

to speak. 

"Thank you, Jennifer. Now, Ann, what would you like 



to say?" 

She's moving around the circle. She's moving around 

to me. Two other women. Just two, then me. 

I can't do it. I can't do this. 

I feel the panic building. I know I'm acting weird. 

Where are you now, Mother? 

I feel the pressure. I have to get up and run. 
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"No, I have to," I say, brushing off Susan's hand. "I 

have to go home. I can't do this, Susan. Sorry. My 

mistake." 

I snatch my coat off the back of the chair. I glance 

around to see their looks. Astonishment on all the faces, 

but not a sound anywhere. 

I don't have time to explain. I don't even care. I 

have to get out. I bolt for the door. 

Susan runs after me. She grabs at me as we race down 

the hall. "It's okay, Melissa," I hear her saying. 

"Really, Melissa, it's okay!" 

"No!" I tell her, pushing her hands away. Hurrying, 

hurrying to find a door. "No!" I say as she tries to stop 

me. "I can't do this. I can't do it. No way!" 

She finally stops as I run outside. I turn quickly 

once and see her. She's standing there, watching me. She 

must be shivering in all that wind. She has no coat on. 

I'm sorry she's out in the cold. 



Chapter XIV 

I'm shivering from the winter temperature, and the 

support group experience, as I arrive home. I stop, seeing 

Mike as I walk in the door. He looks up from the television, 

sees me shaking, and turns in his chair to yell, "Where in 

the hell's your coat, Melissa? It must be near freezing 

out there." 

He looks even more astounded as I suddenly glance down 

at the books I'm clutching to my light pullover, realizing 

for the first time that I'm not wearing my coat. 

Standing in the doorway of our apartment, I agonize at 

the expression I see on his face, the one I've seen so many 

times before. Brow creased with worry. Eyes, not really 

angry, softer than anger ... puzzled, maybe. Sad. 

He doesn't have to speak again. I know what the look 

means: "Melissa, I don't know what to do about you." 

The hollow feeling comes back to my stomach. My hands 

sweat, heart pounds, echoing back in my ears. His look 

accents my own despair. 

What will he say if I explain what happened? What 

will he do if I go off the deep end again? I'm hurting 

him, I know it, but I don't know what to do. 
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I stand for a moment, watching him, needing him, 

scared to say it, but knowing I have to. "Mike," I 

finally plead, "Don't give up on me. Please help me. I 

don't have anyone else to talk to. I need you so much. 

Help me, please." 

I cringe as his eyes flash an angry laser, the look 

that always scares me. 
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I know he's fed up. I know he wants a normal wife. 

Then as quickly as the anger flashes, I see it 

disappear. He looks at me with sadness again and says, 

"Come here, Melissa. You're freezing. Close the door and 

come over here." 

Like a child, I do as I'm told. I close the door, 

drop the books on the coffee table, then sink into his lap 

as he holds out his arms. 

I maintain my composure for a moment. Clench my 

teeth. Try desperately not to cry. 

But the warmth and comfort prove too powerful. Mike's 

arms are too strong, too welcome around my waist. In his 

arms, I find I can't control the tears. 

He doesn't say anything for a long time. He holds 

me, pats me on the shoulder, rubs the chill bumps from my 

arms. He listens to me cry. 

Finally the shivering ends. The tears are gone. I 

need to wipe my nose. 
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"Here," he says, twisting around slightly to reach his 

handkerchief from the back pocket of his jeans. He places 

it to my nose and says, "Blow." 

"Thanks," I say, taking the handkerchief from him. 

"But this is at least one thing I can do for myself." 

When my sniffling finally stops, Mike brushes away the 

last tear and says, "Okay, what happened tonight?" 

I'm not sure I want to tell him. I feel stupid 

thinking about how I ran. 

How will he react if I do tell him? What if he 

doesn't understand. 

But it feels so good, sitting in his arms. I've 

wanted this moment for so long. And he did ask what 

happened. He must care about what's going on. 

He might get mad though, my mind argues, when he 

realizes I did something stupid. But I know I have to tell 

him. At least I have to try. 

"It was really pretty silly," I begin. "You' 11 

probably think I'm crazy. II 

The moment I make the statement, I realize how absurd 

it sounds. We look at each other and lose it. The room 

explodes with my giggles and snorts. 

At first Mike shakes quietly with laughter, then he 

roars out loud. I laugh so hard the tears come back 

again. 
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We fall all over each other for several minutes. 

Can't look at each other without starting the hysteria all 

over again. We laugh till we can hardly breathe. 

At last we're both exhausted. We wind down to a point 

of speaking and Mike wheezes, "Thanks, I needed that." 

I fight one final giggle and tell him, "I know. I 

think we both did." 

Relief from the pent-up emotions feels wonderful. 

Like my sudden elation when I left the library, I'm feeling 

good again. I feel normal. I'm alive like a young woman 

is supposed to be. 

"I love you," I tell Mike impulsively, then kiss him 

with passion like I used to feel. 

His response takes away any hint of former tears. 

With perfect timing, the telephone rings. 

"I'd better get it," Mike says reluctantly as he slips 

out of our embrace and pecks another quick kiss on my nose. 

"I'm expecting a call from the guy who owns the house I'm 

working on." 

I slide off his lap, and he hurries through the 

kitchen door to answer the phone. In a few seconds, he 

turns in the doorway and says, "Melissa, it's for you." 

I'm really surprised since I rarely get calls. As I 

walk over to find out who it is, Mike puts his hand over 

the receiver and says, "Don't stay on too long. I'm 
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expecting that important call." 

I nod. He hands the phone over to me. 

"Melissa!" a familiar voice says as soon as I answer, 

"This is Susan. Are you okay?" 

"Susan?" I say with surprise. "How on earth did you 

get my number? You don't even know where we live." 

"Easy," she answers. "You mentioned once that your 

husband's name is Mike and that he's in construction. I 

didn't figure he'd have an unlisted number, and I was 

right. Anyway, I didn't call to talk about that. I called 

to say how sorry we all were about the meeting. We had no 

idea it'd be so uncomfortable for you. 

"Elaine's really upset. Of course she didn't know 

that talking about mothers would be something you didn't 

want to do, but she's still really sorry. And naturally we 

all want to know if there's anything we can do to help." 

"No, no," I say without hesitation. "It really didn't 

have anything to do with that. I ... uh. . . " 

I hesitate to continue as Mike comes back into the 

kitchen. He's motioning for me to get off the phone. 

"Susan, I really can't talk right now. Mike's 

expecting an important phone call, so I have to go." 

"Melissa, I think this is a pretty important phone 

call, too. someone doesn't just get up and leave . " 

I have to cut her off. "Look," I say, "I've really 
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got to go. I'll talk to you Wednesday after class." 

She's quiet for a few seconds, then says, "Melissa, 

are you sure you're okay?" 

"Yes, I'm fine. Thanks. But I've really got to go 

now. Good-bye." 

I quickly hang up before she can say anything more. 

"What was that all about?" Mike asks, reaching in the 

refrigerator for the carton of milk. 

As I watch him take a glass from the dishwasher and 

fill it with the milk, I realize I still haven't told him 

what happened at the meeting. In fact, I haven't even told 

him about going to the meeting. And I still don't know 

whether I want to explain. 

"Well?" he insists. 

"It was just a friend from school," I tell him. "Her 

name's Susan, and we've been talking some after literature 

class." 

He gulps down the rest of the milk. "What'd she want? 

Why were you saying 'I'm fine'?" 

Like some ironic feat of construction, I suddenly feel 

a thick wall of resistance materializing between us. And I 

realize it's me who's piling on the bricks. 

I don't want to tell him about my about my conversation. 

Why should I have to explain? 

I know now that I'm not going to tell him about the 



99 

meeting. I'm not sure exactly why, but I do know that 

he'll most likely tell me I shouldn't have gone in the 

first place. Maybe I'm even a little scared that he'll be 

mad because I did. I don't really know why I decide not to 

mention the meeting; I just do. 

"Oh," I answer, walking to the dishwasher for a glass, 

deciding to also have some milk, "I'd been telling her that 

I was worried about the research paper I have to write. 

She was calling to see if I had any trouble finding books 

at the library tonight." 

"Did you?" he asks. 

I don't have time to decide whether to answer. The 

phone rings again. This time it's for him. 



Chapter XV 

I can tell from the beginning of Mike's conversation 

that he'll be on the phone for a long time. I also know 

that once he's involved in a discussion of construction 

plans, he won't give my problems another thought. 

That's okay, I say to myself like a little kid, I 

didn't want to talk to him anyway. 

Leaving Mike in the kitchen, I return to the library 

books strewn across the coffee table. I gather them up and 

head for the bedroom, deciding that this is a good time to 

start reading for my literature class report. 

I kick off my shoes and settle against the pillows on 

our bed. I sift through the pile of books, trying to 

decide which one to read. 

It's hard to get started, though. My mind doesn't 

want to focus on reading biography. Its focus is on 

keeping me embarrassed about leaving the support group and 

knowing that they're probably feeling sorry for me. 

I hate it when people feel sorry for me. I feel like 

such a failure, such a fool. 

But I force myself to stop dwelling on my latest 

failure. I have to forget it. I have to move on. 
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I pick up one of the books and begin, "Virginia Woolf 

said that 'if life has a base' it is a memory. Her life as 

a writer was based on two persistent memories: the north 

Cornwall shore and her parents. Early one morning " 

The book turns out to be more than enough to hold my 

interest. I read for hours, until Mike comes in to get 

ready for bed. 

What a fascinating woman, this Virginia Stephen Woolf, 

I think as I put away the books. It's so surprising to 

find out about her madness, the molestation by her 

half - brother, deaths that affected her so much. 

I'm bothered by her father's aloofness after her 

mother's death and how it affected the writer as a young 

girl. 

Once again I find myself identifying with the feelings 

of a woman I'm reading about. Incredibly, I somehow feel, 

with her, the emotional strain. There's no difference, I 

realize, in our fathers' abandonments; it's just that her 

father stayed at home. 

Mike and I are quiet as we undress, go to bed. We're 

both lost in private thought, worlds apart, as we pull up 

the winter quilt. The earlier closeness is forgotten. The 

passion completely gone. 

As I expected, Susan is waiting for me on Wednesday 
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before class. "Hi," she says, reaching out to touch my 

arm. "How're you doing?" 

"I'm okay. Look, Susan," I begin before she has a 

chance to say anything else, "I'm feeling really 

embarrassed about how I ran out of your meeting. 

I . II 

"No, you look," she say, almost angrily. "I'm sure 

you do feel embarrassed, but what you don't realize is that 

every one of us in the group has done something similar at 

one time or another. We've all had problems to overcome 

. that we're still trying to overcome actually, and we 

don't want you to feel embarrassed. We all want you to 

know that we're there as friends, and we want you to come 

back." 

Looking away from her for a moment, I ask myself, how 

am I going to react to this woman? She seems so sincere, 

but she must really think I'm very strange. They all must. 

Finally I say to her, "I'm sorry. I just don't know. II 

With a gentle pressure on my arm, she continues, "When 

you're ready, you can talk about what happened between you 

and your mother." 

She notices my sudden surprise. "It wasn't that hard 

to figure out, Melissa. We were talking about our mothers 

when you left." 

I nod. 
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"And in the meantime, why don't you come to the group 

to make some friends. We're all just people who've had 

problems. Problems very similar problems to yours. You're 

not alone, you know." 

"I really wish I could believe that," I tell her. 

"That's the hardest part," she says. 



Chapter XVI 

"The most daunting struggles, Virginia Woolf perceives, 

are not with external obstacles but with oneself, with 

those notions of self-defeating womanliness which have been 

so firmly ingrained. 

"The man, too, she suggests, is enslaved by his 

fictions. He has made himself a work-slave to protect his 

fiction of the helpless woman . " 

Funny, I sit thinking, she could've been writing about 

Mike and me. He's the perfect example of the work-slave, 

that's for sure. Don't think I've seen him more than two 

or three hours all week. Must be some kind of job .... 

I don't see myself as helpless, though. I'm trying to 

do something. I'm going to school. I'm trying to get on 

with my life . 

The phone rings as I start to ponder this question 

about myself. It's Mike telling me he'll be late again. 

"Tonight I'm meeting with the man I'm working for and 

another guy that he knows. I think they may offer me a 

real big job." 

"That's good," I say, wondering vaguely if Mike has 

always thought of me as helpless. "I'll see you later, 
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then." 

"Yeah, see ya," he says, ending our rather pointless 

conversation. I could have guessed he would be late. 

105 

I putter around the kitchen for a few minutes and wind 

up fixing myself a sandwich for supper. Taking it with me, 

I settle back down on the couch to read some more of the 

biography of Virginia Woolf. 

The apartment is quiet, kind of lonely, but the book 

interests me as the author explains how Woolf's life and 

works seemed to intertwine. 

After reading several chapters, I realize how young 

she was when she began writing. I muse for a while on what 

it must have felt like to write so many books. My mind 

even dares to wonder whether I might be able to write 

something, maybe something important someday ... 

A cackle of laughter interrupts the thought even 

before it's complete. I feel my anger coming, but I'm 

powerless to stop it. I go crazy with hatred the moment I 

hear her voice. 

Angrily, I throw the book across the room and jump to 

my feet, raving at my mother before her voice can get a 

firm hold. 

"Don't start, Mother," I hear myself screaming. 

"Don't you do this to me! I had to listen to you telling 

me how stupid I was when you were alive. I don't have to 



hear this now that you're dead!" 

I realize while it's happening that I'm stomping 

around like an idiot, marching up and down like a crazed 

soldier, crashing violently around the room. 
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My palms press into my head desperately. I feel them 

sweating into my ears as I press harder, trying to keep out 

the words. 

"I won't listen. I won't listen." The chant never 

stops as I go round and round. 

I march for what seems like hours, stomping with 

determination all around the room. Finally I feel my heart 

pounding with exhaustion, realize the futility of my 

one - woman parade. 

"You win, Mother," I say to her as I go to the bedroom 

and fall on the bed. I lie there, feeling tired, helpless, 

alone. 

In a few minutes I remember what started all this: 

But she wasn't helpless, I tell myself. She had it all. 

She knew the answers. She'd read about everything. She'd 

read all the books. 

Was this what Sylvia was trying to tell me? Was this 

the big secret? Was this what she meant I'd come to 

realize? 

Sylvia Plath knew the answers. Virginia Woolf read 

all the books. They'd all read, and re-read, the books. 
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But they all did it. All of the smart ones. All the 

ones who knew the answers. 

Even Virginia Woolf committed suicide. 

I went back into the living room to pick up the book 

from where I had tossed it. I had to read more about her. 

I had to find out why. 

The more I read, the more one of the the answers 

seemed to be abandonment. Virginia Woolf's mother didn't 

abandon her, but she died when the author was very young. 

Almost the same thing. Then her father abandoned her 

emotionally after her mother's death. 

Putting down the book for a moment, I also remember 

our literature class discussion about how Sylvia Plath felt 

abandoned by her father's death. 

A sudden chord strikes loudly in the consciousness of 

my own life: My father abandoned my mother and me; my 

mother abandoned me emotionally as soon as he was gone. 

The realization stuns. Like a volt of electricity 

surging through to the hollow place in my stomach, I almost 

double over with anguish and pain. And, oddly enough, at 

the same time I feel a strange excitement at the knowledge 

I've suddenly gained. 

It's true, I tell myself. I really can find some 

answers. And I honestly can relate to how these women 

felt. 



I breathe a long relaxing sigh. 

know that I've been right all along. 
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It feels so good to 

Somehow I had always 

known I would find the answers. Somehow I had always known 

they would be in the books. 

"Where are you now, Mother?" I whisper into the silent 

room. I know she won't answer this time, but I still ask 

her again, "Where are you now that I know what you did?" 



Chapter XVII 

The first snow storm of the season finally arrives, 

just in time to add to the trauma of mid-term exams. I 

slip and slide with other students as we arrive on campus 

shivering from nerves more than the cold. 

All of my tests are difficult. I feel confident, 

however, that I haven't embarrassed myself too badly when 

I'm done. 

Susan and I complete our essays for women's lit. at 

the same time and decide to reward ourselves with something 

hot. We bundle up for the walk across campus to the coffee 

shop. 

When we get there, the huge dining area is almost 

deserted except for a few lone students hunched over 

textbooks at various tables scattered around the room. We 

decide on hot chocolate and choose a table beside a window 

where we can watch other exam-crazed students struggling to 

stay upright as they hurry along icy campus walks. 

As we sit down I feel a chill from the memory of my 

last visit here. 

"What's the matter?" Susan asks. "You're frowning. 

Did you flub up on the test?" 
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"Oh no," I answer, "I think I did okay on that." I 

sit for a moment wondering whether I want to risk telling 

her what I was thinking, then decide it might feel good to 

get it off my chest. 

"I was just remembering the last time we came here, 

the day you had to leave quickly for a test?" 

She nods. 

"Well, after you left, I felt really weird. I thought 

you were just running out on me, and I think I may have 

made a fool of myself." 

"Oh really?" she says, looking interested. "What on 

earth did you do?" 

As usual, I'm a bit surprised by her bluntness, but 

finally realizing that's just Susan way, I tell her what 

happened . 

II . and the last thing I remember," I say, 

finishing my story, "was people staring at me while I 

banged my fist down on the table. 

"It's so embarrassing, remembering how crazy I acted 

that day." 

With her gentle side coming to the fore, Susan pats 

me on the arm and says, "Well, at least you didn't hit 

anyone. One of the women in our group, Wendy, met a guy 

here one day, and when he started giving her a hard time, 

d h . f '" she reached over and slappe is ace . 
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"You're kidding!" I have to laugh. 

"No, I'm not," she says very seriously. Leaning in a 

little closer, she says, "See, Melissa. This is what I've 

been trying to tell you. You aren't so different from 

anyone else. We're all just human beings, and when we feel 

threatened, we do what comes naturally. We lash out. 

"The trick, though," she continues, "is to learn how 

to control that anger. We have to learn how to use it to 

change things that don't always go our way." 

I look at her for a moment, then say, "But you're so 

smart, Susan. You always know the right thing to do." 

She almost spills her cocoa as she bursts out laughing 

at what I've said. Then she obviously notices my surprise 

and says, "That's really sweet, but after you know me 

better, you'll laugh too." 

She leans back in her chair and says, "If I knew all 

the answers, Melissa, I sure as heck wouldn't be going to 

school at my age. I'd be selling answers by the dozen 

instead of looking for them in textbooks while I finish an 

undergraduate degree." 

Now it's my turn to laugh. When she looks puzzled, I 

tell her about why I returned to school, how I'm always 

looking for answers too. 

"See," she says, slapping her hand down on the table. 

"We're all here in the same little boat." 
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Neither of us is in a hurry to leave, so before we 

realize it, an hour has gone by. Still wanting to talk, we 

go for cocoa refills then settle back in our chairs to tell 

each other more about our lives. We hardly notice the 

other students who file in and out. 

Finally Susan says, "Uh oh, that snow is really coming 

down. I guess we'd better get home while we still can." 

"This has been great," I tell her. "It's been a long 

time since I've had someone I could really talk to, a 

friend." 

"Well, you're going to have lots of them," she tells 

me. "I don't know anyone who has a perfect family, and 

once you tell the group about what you've been through, 

everyone will understand. 

"You are coming back to the group, aren't you? We 

meet tomorrow night, you know." 

I hesitate. "I'll be so embarrassed II 

"Oh, Melissa," she says, "that's what you have to 

realize about this group. We're all there to help each 

other, and I can assure you that your embarrassment will 

quickly disappear. Just give us a try. Okay?" 

"Okay," I promise finally. "I'll be there." 

As we stand to put on our coats, Susan suddenly 

reaches for her purse and fumbles for a pen. "I almost 

forgot again," she says. "I've been meaning to give you 



Elaine's phone number. She wanted me to give it to you. 

I'm glad I finally remembered." 

"Thanks," I say as she hands it to me. 
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"Hey, take care," she says, hugging me before we 

leave. Then quickly pointing out a guy taking a tumble on 

a patch of ice, she says, "And watch out for the storm." 

Mike is late again; this time he doesn't bother to 

call. I microwave a can of soup for supper, grab a Coke 

and a few crackers, then get back to working on my report. 

Once more I become immersed in the life of Virginia 

Woolf. The biography I'm reading explains how she used 

experiences in her life to write her works. 

This time, when I stop reading to daydream about 

whether I might be a writer someday, there's no voice, no 

laughter, not one snide remark. Only my own thoughts and 

fantasies as I even consider the possibility that I might 

be getting well. 



Chapter XVIII 

The next night Mike surprises me by getting home in 

time for dinner. Not knowing lately when he'll be home, I 

don't always cook, but for some reason, early in the 

morning before leaving for class, I decide to put a pot 

roast and some vegetables in the slow cooker. Tonight 

there's a nice meal ready, all steaming hot. 

I wonder, as I dish up the food and Mike sits down at 

the table instead of heading for the TV, whether he might 

have missed me the last few weeks. I wonder if tonight he 

might actually want to talk. 

Also thinking about the support group meeting, set to 

begin in a couple of hours, I wonder now if I should even 

consider going. I know I'd like to; it would be great 

having friends who could relate to some of my experiences 

... At the very least to have friends who'd be willing 

to hear about them. 

After thinking about it, though, I decide there's 

really no question ... if Mike wants to spend the evening 

with me, I'd much rather do that. I can always call Susan 

later to explain. 

"Oh, I forgot the catsup," I say after finally s ·itting 
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down to eat and remembering how Mike always likes catsup on 

his pot roast. 

As I push back my chair, he says, "Don't worry about 

it. I'm not really hungry anyway." 

I scoot back to the table, staring at Mike as he moves 

his food aimlessly around the plate with his fork. 

"What's wrong?" I ask. Then suddenly, as soon as the 

question is asked, I have a horrible feeling. I just know 

Mike's lost his job. 

"I don't know exactly how to tell you," he begins. 

"Oh Mike," I interrupt, trying to save him the 

difficulty of saying it, "did you lose the job?" 

He looks up at me, a strange, almost confused, 

expression on his face. "No, no." he says immediately. 

"No, I got the job. In fact, I start the new one right 

away." 

"Oh," I say, wondering now what could be so hard for 

him to talk about. "I'm glad it's not your job. You had me 

worried for a minute, the way you sounded so serious." 

Again he hesitates. He puts the fork down, takes his 

napkin out of his lap and lays it beside the plate. 

Finally, as I watch quietly, he gets up and begins to pace 

around the room. 

"This is hard, Melissa," he says. 

My heart begins a heavy pounding as I realize 



something is terribly wrong. 

I start to get up, to say something, but he tells me 

to sit back down again. 

"Oh God," he moans slamming his fist against the 

kitchen counter, rattling the pot of roast beef left 

congealing in its juices there. 

"Mike, you're scaring me," I say to him now. "Tell 

me. Tell me; what on earth is wrong?" 
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He takes a quick gaspy breath, then moves back to the 

table and sits down again. 

"Melissa," he says, not looking at me at first, 

speaking slowly as though choosing carefully each single 

word, "I guess the best way to do this is for you to just 

hear me out." 

Hear what? I'm wondering desperately, as he finally 

looks up, staring at me almost sweetly, sounding amazingly 

like someone addressing a retarded child: "Melissa, I'm 

sorry, Hon, but I have to tell you that I've met someone 

else." 

The room is quiet. For a few moments very still. I 

don't ... can't ... say anything, but I'm thinking how 

very odd that he didn't think I'd understand. Ridiculous! 

Of course I understand. Those are simple words . easy 

to grasp. After all, I've heard them thousands of times 

. All the movies, the afternoon soaps, every novel 
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I've ever read. The guys always say the same thing: "I've 

met someone else." Simple words. Easy words. No problem 

here, Mike. Real easy to understand. 

"Melissa," he says, breaking the cold silence between 

us. "Don't go freaking out on me now. I know this is hard 

for you, but if you'll just let me explain." 

I'm not going to freak out, I'm thinking. No, not at 

all. I'm just going to sit here quietly and be abandoned 

by another person in my life. No problem, Mike. No reason 

for me to freak out. This is what happens to me. I know 

it. You know it. We all fall down ... 

"Melissa?" 

"Yes?" 

"Are you okay?" 

I glance at his face and discover an odd expression, 

very odd. No razor blades from his eyes this time. 

not a single trace of anger. No sadness, either. A 

strange and different look. . What is it? Pain? Oh 

gosh, I hope not. I'd hate to think this was hurting him. 

"Say something, Melissa," he seems to be begging. 

Then louder, he continues, "For God's sake! Say something 

to me!" 

Oh, I decide, maybe there is some anger after all. I 

believe I just detected a razor blade chip or two. That's 

good. That means he hasn't changed. That's the old Mike I 
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know. 

I still don't feel like saying anything, though, so 

after another few moments of awkward silence, he clears his 

throat and asks, "Do you want me to leave?" 

"Yes," I decide very quickly. "I think that would be 

a good idea, don't you?" 

Looking at me like someone who doesn't know the 

answer, he finally says, "Will you be okay if I go?" 

What an odd thing for him to say, I tell myself. None 

of the others ever asked me that. How sweet ... how very 

kind. 

"Oh yes," I tell him with a smile. "Thank you for 

asking, but I'll be fine, Mike. I'll be just fine." 

Pushing back my chair and standing, I say, "In fact, 

I'd like to walk you to the door." 

I notice the look on his face is now even more 

difficult to decipher, but at this point I really don't 

care. I don't care that his eyes are searching my face, 

wondering what I'm thinking, wondering if I'm really going 

to 'freak out on him.' I just want him to leave. Yes, 

that's important right now. I really do want him to leave. 

The most important thing in the world at this moment is to 

get him out of here. 

I walk out of the kitchen. He follows me. I go to 

the door, open it, and wait. He puts on his jacket. Yes, 



he needs his jacket, I tell myself. It's really cold out 

there. 
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"I'm sorry. " H t t t es ar s o say more, but I shake 

my head. Quickly he leaves, and I close the door. 

Trying to think what to do, I move away from the door. 

Halfway down the hall, I turn and go back. I twist the 

deadbolt. Somehow I feel more secure. 

I don't want to lie down, so I go to the bedroom and 

sit in Aunt Ellen's sewing chair. I sit there rocking, 

telling myself that I'm not freaking out. "I'm really 

not," I say to the quietness. "It's happening again, but 

I'm doing fine." 

What is the point in trying to fool yourself? I hear. 

You're only prolonging what you know you'll have to do. 

It's Sylvia again. As usual I can't see her, but 

she's identifiable: the assuredness, the proper 

Massachusetts accent. I don't like her, but she seems 

determined not to go away. 

I know you don't like me, she says. 

I have to laugh, seeing how she can read my mind. 

And I know it's because of the children. I 

understand that. I know how much you wanted little Jason 

to live, and I know you hate me because I had two, then 

went away and abandoned them. But what you fail to see, 

what you don't realize . .. 
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There you go again, I snap. What is it that I don't 

realize? Why do you keep saying that, then not telling me 

what you mean? 

Sylvia? Where are you? Where did you go? 

Let her go, Madam. Another, even more refined, voice 

interrupts. It's difficult for her, I think, remembering 

the children and how she chose to end their short 

relationship. I'm certain that was, of course, the hardest 

part. It's always the most difficult component of the 

decision, leaving someone else behind. But, as you 

know- -for us- -there really is no choice. 

No choice? 

Alas, it is true. Even for you, there has been no 

change. 

Really? No change? 

My dear Madam, you do test my patience. Must you 

undergo a memory transfusion to understand one of your own 

kind? 

Men are still waging the wars, aren't they? They 

still sit at table--mouths full--while you bring the 

catsup bottle, do they not? And do not your freshly

starched linens still wipe the bloody stains away? 

No change. 

And are they not still molesting children, turning 

them into women who become afraid, through no fault of 



their own, of their sexuality, afraid of. 

No! No, he's not doing that anymore. 

I beg your pardon, Madam. 
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He's not doing that anymore. Mother sent him away. I 

heard her. She told him to get out. She told him never to 

come back again. 

I rock in Aunt Ellen's chair for a moment, then I feel 

like I have to explain: 

He would just come in there, you know. It was dark. 

It was always dark in there. 

When he was gone, after Mommy sent him away, I would 

walk to the big parking lot. I would tell my dolls, 'He 

can't do that anymore. Mommy told him. She told him not 

to do that anymore.' 

"Oh, my God! Oh, my God!" Long-buried memories start 

flooding back: 

My father ... the darkness. 'Yes, Daddy, I promise. 

I won't tell anybody! I'll be good.' 

trip. 

The dolls .... He brought me dolls from every 

"Oh, Mother . . . Oh, my God . . . . " 

She finds us. She comes into the dark. 

My arms itch. red marks ... scratching my arms 

with a bobby pin ... I find it on the pillow ... It 

scratches out blood while mother screams · · · red marks 



.. trying to scratch away the shame. 

Finally you know. Finally you've come to realize. 

Now you see, Madam, why you have no choice. Now you 

see, at last, that there's been no change. 
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The pills ... I've got to find out where he hid them 

... I've got to find the pills. 

Yes, that will be easy. Pills always help the pain. 

I tear up the apartment looking for them. I know 

they're here somewhere. 

Clothes are strewn. Furniture moved. It seems like 

hours pass. 

"Aha!" I finally find them. They're in one of Mike's 

dress shoes. 

I grasp the bottle in my hand and head for the kitchen 

for a glass. As I walk through the living room, I see the 

books. They're scattered over the coffee table, the couch; 

words lie empty, sterile. dead. 

I search the cabinets for the appropriate glass. 

This last drink should be something special, I tell myself. 

Something grand. 

Pulling a chair to the stove, I stand in it to reach 

the small, high cabinet which I remember holds the silver 

champagne glass Mike and I used at our wedding. The 

appropriate container, I decide. 

Pushing the unused, unnecessary items around the 
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cabinet, looking for the champagne glass, I find a small, 

blue plastic, baby cup. "Oh God," I moan once again, slowly 

removing it, feeling a weakness overtaking my body, 

stepping down quickly before slumping onto the floor. "Oh, 

God . . . my baby' s cup. " 

A long, agonizing sound fills the room as I try to 

tell him how sorry I am .... "I'm so sorry Jason," I 

explain. "It was my punishment ... don't you see? God 

was angry. He was angry at me for being a bad little girl. 

He wouldn't let me keep you because I kept all the dolls. 

Don't you see? I shouldn't have. But I was just a little 

girl, Jason. I didn't know. I didn't know what I was 

doing. I didn't understand what was happening to me." 

I sit on the tile floor, staring at the pills, holding 

on to my baby's cup, wondering why Mother was so mean to me 

after Daddy left. 

It's time, Sylvia tells me. It's time, Virginia 

adds. 

I stand and turn to the sink. I fill the cup with 

water, set it on the counter as I shake the pills out of 

the container, pour them into my hand. 

Picking up the water again, I hear him; I hear the 

voice of my son: You have the answer, Mommy, he tells me. 

You've had it all along. 

staring at the pills for what seems an eternity, I 
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hear over and over again, You have the answer; you have the 

answer, Mommy. You've had it all along . .. 

Then, as mysteriously as it appeared, the tiny voice 

trails away as I realize the answer is not in a handful of 

multi-colored capsules. 

Putting down Jason's cup, I experience a sudden 

pounding of blood at my temples. I cringe, feeling as 

though my head will literally explode. Then, as if facing 

a howling monster which has appeared behind me, I turn, and 

with all the force I can muster, deliberately hurl the 

pills at the invisible thing. I gasp in great buckets full 

of air as I encounter violent anger, a rage that had been 

buried, and building, for so long. 

Then, within moments, the realization of my anger 

brings about an unexpected calm. A blanket of understanding 

and determination seems to surround me. I realize the 

anger at all the unfairness in my world will be my undoing 

if I refuse to confront it rationally. Or, it could prove 

my salvation if I use it to finally gain control. 

Feeling shaky, but determined, I leave the kitchen 

with its uneaten dinner chilled on the counter and table, 

its pills strewn everywhere across the floor. I grab a 

coat and head for my car. 

Driving toward the meeting place for the support 

group, I struggle again with the voices. But I will myself 
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to believe their way is not for me. I make myself believe 

that I still have another chance to find the answers. I 

force myself to believe that Susan tells the truth. 



Epilogue 

"Melissa Ellen Lane, with honors, Summa Cum Laude." 

The tassel bounces jauntily across my vision as I hear the 

announcement heralding my turn to walk across the stage. 

Dr. Keller congratulates me as I accept the diploma. 

Walking away from him, I search the crowd for my cheering 

squad. I spot them in the balcony of the huge auditorium. 

I know it's them because they're holding a huge banner. I 

can't hold back the tears as I see it and read my name. 

I would never have made it without you, I tell them 

silently, holding my scroll aloft, waving it excitedly at 

them. 

Back at my seat, waiting for the rest of the class to 

graduate, I turn to wave again at Susan, here from her new 

university where she's attending graduate school; Elaine, 

who flew in from her job in Seattle; all of my other 

friends. we smile at each other and brush away a few more 

tears. 

Looking back toward the stage, watching other classmates 

accept their long-awaited diplomas, I wonder about their 

own stories, how they made it. Who were their saviors, 

waiting with love and acceptance, willing to cry 

126 



127 

along with them? 

I think back on the night Mike left and how I finally 

accepted the realization that I wasn't guilty of anything. 

Standing at my kitchen sink, ready to take a handful of 

pills, I finally realized I didn't have to give in to the 

voices. I didn't have to commit suicide. 

The group was there for me that night when I somehow 

made my way to them, collapsed in their meeting room in a 

desperately serious state. 

They were there for me through these last few years, 

showing me how to find the necessary help. 

It hasn't been easy. There were plenty of times when 

I wanted, even tried, to give it all up. But they were as 

stubborn as I was. They wouldn't give up on me. They 

never let me quit. 

Finally, as Lonnie Zignowsky receives his diploma and 

the university president announces our new status in life, 

I touch the outline of a little blue cup hidden in a pocket 

beneath my robe. I know that most people would think I'm 

crazy if they knew what a strange good-luck charm I carried 

there. But I just laugh to myself and say silently, 

Thanks, Jason. I'll do my best to make you proud. 



CONCLUSION 

In an article entitled "The Work of Women Writers: 

Archaeology of the Soul," Carol Becker states: 

The woman writer, like the woman therapist 

and the woman friend, has become essential 

to women's emotional awareness and to the 

subsequent alleviation of anxiety. She has 

demonstrated that the values to be gained by 

moving ahead through conflict and anxiety 

are greater than those to be gained by 

retreat or escape (150). 

Her statement is almost a summing up of my intent for 

the preceding novel. Having worked for several years in a 

woman's resource center, and having attended a woman's 

university, I have known the anxieties women face in their 

daily lives. I have heard numerous stories of trauma and 

abuse from women's childhoods. I have known women who 

attempted suicide. My aim for A Life of One's Own was to 

use the writing skills and literary knowledge I have 

acquired to present an "everywoman" who could represent the 

idea of empowerment for women to seek their own liberation. 

Works by the three authors (Woolf, Sexton, and Plath) 

mentioned in the novel were invaluable preparation for my 
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work. Like Nancy Burr Evans states in "The Value and Peril 

for Women of Reading Women Writers," I, too, "was 

self-conscious about doing what I thought should be most 

basic and natural: relating literature to life" (309). 

However, also like Evans, I felt reassurance when reading 

these women's works. I could relate to females like 

Plath's Esther Greenwood, identify similarities in 

experiences, and yet create my own character who works out 

her problems in a different way. 

I also read with interest the chapter entitled "The 

Female Experience" in Frederick R. Karl's American Fiction: 

1940-1980 in which he discussed the production of fiction 

about the female experience brought about by the Feminist 

Movement. He says that these books, by both males and 

females, present a rite of passage for women: finding 

oneself, not through careers, but through a type of 

"personal salvation" worked out in a masculine-controlled 

society (417). He also indicated that new books written 

about the women's experience must go beyond what has 

already been done into new areas of achievement and 

consciousness raising. I tried to incorporate that idea 

into my own work. 

Another writer whose ideas I found encouraging was 

Carolyn G. Heilbrun. Her book Writing A Woman's Life 

discussed how the real "truth" of women's lives has been 
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suppressed. I was particularly impressed with the 

statement "forbidden anger, women [in writings of the past] 

could find no voice in which publicly to complain; they 

took refuge in depression or madness" (15). An aim for my 

novel was to allow the protagonist to finally express her 

anger in order to escape the depression and/or madness 

which engulfed fictional characters of the past because 

women were unable to "confront power and control" (17). 

Three books which gave me insight into writing about 

mental illness were Mark Vonnegut's The Eden Express, 

Hannah Green's I Never Promised You a Rose Garden, and 

Marie Cardinal's The Words to Say It. These 

autobiographies were invaluable as models for my 

protagonist's descent into her own type of madness. 

Another important model for my work was Spence+ Lila 

by Bobbie Ann Mason. This brief work, a 1988 publication 

of The Harper Short Novel Series, was of a length and style 

which I found helpful in formulating my own story. 

Also helpful, less as model than as inspiration, was 

On Becoming A Novelist by John Gardner. Having been a 

writer for several years, I know that in spite of using the 

works of other writers for models, I must also follow 

Gardner's caveat that "as a rule, the more closely one 

looks at the writer one admires, the more clearly one sees 

that his way can never be one's own" (26). I must, as 



131 

Gardner states, work to create my own "good fiction [which] 

sets off ... a vivid and continuous dream in the reader's 

mind" ( 3 9 ) . 

And, finally, I took inspiration from "The Art of 

Fiction" by Henry James. In this 1884 essay, the famous 

novelist said that fiction must take itself seriously and 

that it must be accepted as "representing life" (24-6). As 

an artist uses canvas to portray life, so an author uses 

the novel. James asserted that the only "obligation" a 

novel had, to be considered good, was that it be 

"interesting" (29). Again, I worked to follow the advice. 

In the final analysis, the answer to the question of 

whether I succeeded in following James' counsel, or that of 

any of the other writers mentioned, must be left, I realize, 

for the reader to decide. 
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