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CHAPTER ONE

Little Girl in the Dark

It was a warm summer evening in the sleepy little town of Tuscumbia, Alabama.
A light breeze rustled through the ivy leaves and brought the fragrance of roses into

the living room of the vine-covered Keller house.

Captain Arthur Keller laid down his newspaper and peered thoughtfully over his
glasses at his six-year-old daughter Helen, curled up in a chair with a big, shapeless

rag doll.

“Her mind—whatever mind she has—is locked up in a prison cell,” he said sadly.
“It can’t get out, and nobody can open the door to reach it. For the key is lost and

nobody can find it
Helen’s mother looked up from her sewing. Tears filled her eyes.
But the child’s aunt spoke up spiritedly in her defense.

“I tell you, Arthur,” she said, “Helen’s got more sense than all the rest of the

Kellers put together.”
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Captain Keller shook his head and picked up his newspaper.

“She may have the brain of a genius,” he sighed. “But what good is it, to her or

anybody else?”

Although they were talking about her, Helen showed no interest. For she had
not heard them. An illness, when she was not quite two years old, had left her deaf,
dumb, and blind. This meant that she must spend the rest of her life in silence and

darkness. It was like being shut up in a black closet. No sound, no light could get in.

Helen slid off the chair and groped her way along the edge of a table to a cradle at
her mother’s feet. This had been Helen’s cradle when she was a baby, and she loved

to rock her doll in it.

But recently there had been a change in the Keller household that she could not
understand. It disturbed her greatly. A baby girl, not much bigger than Helen’s doll—
but different, because it had arms and legs that moved—had come to live with the

Kellers.

Since she could not hear anything, Helen did not know the word “baby,” nor any
other words. She thought of her baby sister as “It.” And she did not like “It,” because
often, when she tried to climb into her mother’s lap, “It” would be there, and her

mother’s soft, slender hands would push her gently away.

Now, as she reached the cradle and ran her hand inside, she found “It” there,
snugly tucked in. Growling like an angry puppy, Helen ripped back the covers and
tipped the cradle over, dumping the baby out. Fortunately, her mother caught the
baby before she hit the floor. Quickly Captain Keller grabbed Helen by the shoulders
and jerked her away, shaking her soundly.

“That settles it,” he said sharply. “We’re going to have to send her away to an

institution!”
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Helen’s mother, still trembling with fright, began to cry.

“No—no—no!” she pleaded. “We can’t do that to her! I've heard of those places—

they're for feeble-minded children. They won'’t even try to teach her anything!”

Captain Keller, still holding on to Helen as she kicked and fought like a little wild

animal, spoke more gently now.

“We’ve tried to teach her,” he said, “but it’s no use. And we can’t keep her here.

She’s getting too big and strong. She’s dangerous. She might have killed the baby!”

And Helen, in her rage and despair, kept crying to herself, over and over again,
“Why are They doing this to me? Why? Why?”

To Helen, since she knew no words, the people about her were all lumped
together as “They”—her father, her mother, and the little colored girl, Martha

Washington, who was her playmate.

And mostly “They” meant hands. Hands that pulled her back when she was about
to run into something. Hands that caught her when she stumbled over something
and kept her from falling. Hands that gave her things—and took them away from
her. Hands that sometimes stroked her tumbled curls and comforted her. Hands that
sometimes held her in a powerful grip, as her father’s hands held her now, and would

not let her get away:.

She had to depend on her own small hands, too, to be both eyes and ears. Already
she had learned many things through her sensitive little fingertips. They could find
the first violets in the springtime, shyly nestling in the grass. They knew the round,
smooth surfaces of eggs in a nest, and they had taught her not to drop the eggs or
squeeze them too hard, for they would break. They knew the soft fur of a kitten and

the silky coat of her setter dog, Belle.
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Her restless, questioning little hands had explored her mother’s face and had told
her that sometimes those soft, smooth cheeks would be wet with tears. Helen did not
know the word for tears—only that when she was in trouble and unhappy her own

cheeks would be wet like that, too.
“Have They been doing bad things to you, too?” she would wonder.

Standing between her parents with her hands on their faces, she had felt their
lips move. To her, it seemed that They were playing some queer sort of game They

never played with her. She would move her lips, too. But They paid no attention.

“What are They doing?” she would ask herself. “Why don’t They do it with me,

too?”

She wanted so desperately to make them understand! But since she couldn’t, she
had learned to grab a thing when she wanted it, to push it roughly away when she
didn’t. And to fight like a little wildcat when big, strong hands tried to control her.
Sometimes, because she was shut off from things and lonely, she would fly into rages

which, as she grew bigger and stronger, really made her dangerous.

“Let me out of here!” she would cry inside herself. “I've got to get out of here! I've
GOT to!”

Now, when Helen’'s mother and father had finally succeeded in quieting her,
they put her to bed. Returning to the living room, they sat down to talk about her,
thoughtfully, sadly.

“It’s no use,” her father said. “We can’t teach her anything.”

“I know,” her mother sighed. “We're letting her have her own way too much.”
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“But how can you punish a child,” her father asked, “when you can’t get through

to her and make her understand why you’re doing it?”

Her mother shook her head. Then she asked: “Why don’t we write to that man in

Boston that Dr. Bell told us about?”

Some months earlier Helen’s parents had taken her to a famous eye doctor in
Baltimore. He had not been able to help her, but he had suggested that they take her
to Dr. Alexander Graham Bell in Washington.

“Perhaps Dr. Bell can do something about Helen’s deafness,” the eye doctor had
said. “It was while trying to find some way to help deaf children that he invented the

telephone, you know.”

So the Kellers had taken their daughter to see Dr. Bell. He had held Helen on
his lap and let her play with his watch while he sadly told her parents he could do

nothing for her.
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“But there’s a man up in Boston, named Mr. Michael Anagnos, who runs a school
for blind children,” Dr. Bell had said. “It’s called the Perkins Institution for the Blind.
There’s a woman living at the school, named Laura Bridgman, who is blind, deaf, and
dumb, like your little girl. I understand the people at the school have found a way of

talking to her by spelling out words with their fingers in her hand.”

“Maybe Mr. Anagnos could do something for Helen. Here’s his address. I'll write it

down for you.”

Remembering all this, Captain Keller now looked at his wife doubtfully. He could
not bear to think how heartbroken she would be if this, too, failed. But he could not

resist the pleading expression in her eyes.

“All right,” he said slowly. “We’ll try. I'll write to Mr. Anagnos tomorrow.”
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The Stranger

Helen had no way of knowing that this day, March 3, 1887, would be the most

important day in her whole life.

Six months had passed since the evening when she had tipped her baby sister
out of the cradle. As he had promised, her father had written to Mr. Anagnos. And
today Miss Anne Sullivan, only twenty years old and just out of school, was arriving

from Boston to live with the Kellers and be Helen’s teacher.

Of course Helen knew nothing about Miss Sullivan’s expected arrival. But she had

sensed for several days that something unusual was going on.

For one thing, she had noticed that one of the rooms upstairs, usually kept closed

and smelling musty, had been opened and aired.

Martha Washington’s mother had been in there, too, with broom and dustcloth.
And this morning the bed had been made up with clean sheets. Fresh towels,

smelling sweet, like the linen closet, had been placed on the rack.
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In the kitchen Martha Washington’s mother was busy with extra cooking. She
baked a cake and let Helen lick the pan in which she made the frosting. But even this

treat failed to bring much pleasure to an anxious, unhappy little girl.

Round and round inside her head raced the questions she could not put into

words.
“Something’s going to happen. But what? Why can’t [ know? Why? Why? Why?”

And because she could get no answers, she was restless and cross and badly
behaved.

Now she had followed her mother out onto the porch and was standing beside

her, tense and worried.

Mrs. Keller was about to go to the station to meet Miss Sullivan. Helen of course
did not know that. But her mother had on her hat and coat. That meant she was

going somewhere. And Helen wanted to go along.

Soon Helen’s father came out on the porch, holding a letter from Mr. Anagnos,

which he had read over and over again.

“Mr. Anagnos writes that Miss Sullivan was blind, too, when she was a child,” he

said, “but they were able to operate on her eyes.”

“I wish they could operate on Helen’s eyes,” his wife remarked wistfully as she

drew on her gloves. But Captain Keller sighed and shook his head.

“This is a different kind of blindness,” he said sadly. “An operation would do no

good.”

Suddenly Helen stiffened. She knew that the horses and carriage were being
brought around from the stable. The clump-clump-clumping of horses’ hoofs shook
the porch ever so slightly. Not enough so that the average person would notice it. But

Helen could feel it in her feet. She had learned to be alert for signs like this.

= 16
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She grabbed hold of her mother’s coat and tried to follow her into the carriage.

But her father’s big, strong hands pulled her back.

Sobbing and making little sounds like a hurt puppy, Helen broke away and
stumbled down the driveway after the carriage. Her father hurried after her and
caught her. Reaching into his pocket, he brought out some peppermint drops. Helen
ate them, but they did not make her any happier. Slowly she found her way back to
the porch.

She was hardly an attractive little girl as she stood there in the spring sunshine,
waiting. Her light brown hair had not been combed that day and was full of tangles.
Sometimes, when she was in a bad mood as she was today, she would not let anyone
comb her hair or wash her face. Her mother, who hated to spank her, because she was
so sorry for her, would just give in to her. And now her grimy little face was streaked

with tears.

Finally after what seemed to Helen a very long time, she felt the porch shake
ever so slightly again under her feet. The horses and carriage were coming up the

driveway.

Then Helen felt someone coming toward her. Nearer. Nearer. With a little growl

she lunged forward—into a strange pair of arms.

Desperately she jerked herself loose. This stranger was no bigger than her
mother. But the arms were stronger, the hands more firm. And the smell. It was
not the sweet smell of those little silk bags her mother kept in her bureau drawers.
Helen remembered this smell from the time her parents had taken her on the train to

Baltimore to see the eye doctor—the smell of cinders and coal smoke.
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“We are glad, Miss Sullivan, that you have come to be our little girl’s teacher,”

Captain Keller was saying.

But Helen of course could not hear him. If she had known any words, she would
have called this newcomer The Stranger. For that was what she was to Helen. And
she would continue to be The Stranger for what would seem to both of them a long,

long time.

Helen brushed against a traveling bag and grabbed it. Sometimes there was
candy in traveling bags! The Stranger gently started to take the bag away. But Helen
hurled herself at her with such force that they both would have fallen, had not

Captain Keller caught them.

Curious now, in spite of her resentment, Helen followed The Stranger upstairs
into the room that had been made ready for her. The Stranger opened the traveling

bag, firmly pushing Helen’s dirty little hands away.

She brought out a doll and placed it in Helen’s arms. Smiling, she watched as

Helen delightedly ran her fingers over it and held it lovingly against her cheek.

Then she gently led the child across the room and placed her small right hand,

palm up, on a table. Slowly she moved her own fingers inside Helen’s palm.

She repeated the motions several times while Helen waited, curious about this
new game. Then she guided Helen’s small fingers through the same motions, spelling
the word over and over: D-O-L-L, D-O-L-L, D-O-L-L. Then Helen tried it without help

several times, clumsily at first, then perfectly.

Next, The Stranger started to take the doll away from Helen. She intended to give

the doll back again if Helen spelled the word once more with her fingers.



