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SWINGING SPIDERS

I can see the cream colored chair with dark blue patterned flowers as clearly as I can see Charlotte’s children swinging from their webs in the spring.  I can feel my dad’s arms around me, extending E.B. White’s Charlotte’s Web in front of us both as well as I can remember the feeling I got when I realized Wilbur would never truly be alone.  These images and feelings have become an unconscious part of my life.  Before I knew the definition of symbolism, I knew that there was something important about Charlotte’s children, Joy, Aranea, and Nellie, swinging in that barn door that Wilbur looked to so often for the friendship that he found in Charlotte.  That image of the baby spiders, swinging on their newly formed webs would reappear later in life to comfort me, as it did for Wilbur.  

In second grade, I could read about Charlotte, Wilbur, and Fern by myself, but I didn’t want to.  I wanted my dad to read to me, and his deep, but soft voice still echoes in my strongest memories saying, “‘You have been my friend,’ replied Charlotte. ‘That in itself is a tremendous thing’” (164).  Perhaps it was the added comfort of my dad that made me surrender the actual reading of the words.  Perhaps I needed to listen and search my thoughts for my own Charlotte or the swinging baby spiders who showed up at the most needed times after my first disappointment with friendship.  
“But Anne is my best friend, dad.”

“I know, sweetheart, but all friends go through phases.  Everyone changes. Before you know it, everything will be back to normal, or maybe you will have made another great friend.”

I was the little girl caught up in having best friends.  I’ve always had a few very close friends rather than many.  I remember being heartbroken when my first best friend and I started to go our separate ways for no apparent reason.  Anne was a small girl with long brown hair and thick, clear, plastic glasses.  We both faded into the background: maybe that’s why we spent so much time together.  She eventually realized that there were many swing sets and groups of girls to play hopscotch with on the playground, and she decided to take advantage of that.  The voice of my dad reading Charlotte’s Web took away some of the loneliness of one of those first experiences that you never want to relive, but always remember.

Over ten years later, the friend had a different face and a different name, but the idea was the same.  Many times the memory of her harshly toned words take over my dad’s deep, but soft voice.
“Meghan, I never really considered us friends,” my closest friend and roommate said to me.


“What?” I peeped as she proceeded to list a number of my flaws: one after another.

I can so clearly picture the image of this conversation.  I was sitting on the edge of my bed in tears, holding my pillow, as she stood tall and stoic on the other side of the room.  This was so much more than a fight between friends.  I had no idea what I had done.  I knew, deep down, though, that I hadn’t done anything.  Something about her had changed: something that she did not want to share with me. 

“What did I do to make her hate me so much; what did I do to make her hate me so much?” I repeated to my mom as I cried into my pillow that muffled the sobbing sounds through the paper - thin dorm walls.
I lost so much confidence in myself during this time, and it has taken a long time to claim its place inside of me again.  It wasn’t the loss of friendship that affected me as much as the loss of faith and trust in people and in myself.
Last year, after all of this happened, I almost left school.  I didn’t want to be part of a place that contained so many horrible memories like this one.  Every moment I wasn’t in class, I was on the phone with my mom, because when one friend left they all seemed to fall in line: one behind the next, all following the same person.  Tears clogged my cell phone.  The experience was surreal.  


During this difficult time (the first semester of what I thought would be a great sophomore year), the image of the swinging spiders was cued from those early childhood memories - those memories you forget because they are locked so deeply inside of you.  I didn’t see the image immediately, but after I saw a commercial that reminded me Charlotte’s Web would be airing on T.V. in the coming weeks, the image seemed to flash in front of my eyes: a picture that had been hiding for over 10 years.  The comfort that these storybook spiders radiated was real.  I can still hear them saying “salutations” (180), to Wilbur in their high pitched voices, while the breeze pushed them back and forth on their thin webs.  
The new friends I made second semester, almost by coincidence, became those comforting swinging spiders that filled my mind.  Unknowingly, they rescued me from a dark place that I never want to revisit.  There they were, standing in the doorway when I needed to know that I was not alone.  They gave me a reason to stay at school.  
The picture in my mind and the new friends, of course, were not an immediate fix.  It did not take away my loneliness, or shove it into the back of my mind, but I suddenly felt the same comfort that I had felt in that cream colored chair with the blue patterned flowers.  I could feel my dad’s arms around me even though he was now four hours away.  I could feel the warmth of the fireplace that was next to the chair, and I could hear my dad’s voice reading: 
“As time went on, and the months and years came and went, he was never without friends.  Fern did not come regularly to the barn anymore.  She was growing up…But Charlotte’s children and grandchildren and great grandchildren, year after year, lived in the door way.  Each spring there were new little spiders hatching out to take the place of the old” (183).  
I haven’t stepped inside my old house that holds these voices and memories for over 14 years, but that doesn’t make them any less real.  Charlotte’s Web allowed me to create images both inside and outside of the book that have proven to be a comfort throughout my life.  I think we all should be lucky enough to see Joy, Aranea, and Nellie pass before our eyes every now and then to remind us that we are never alone.
*White, E.B. Charlotte’s Web. New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1952.

