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GRACEPALEY

under the nose of a man who has been inie business for thirty
years, a man who dreamt of that fpeafichise as his reward for
America. If someone would

d not be ashamed to throw it. But

unceasing labor in the kitchens
hand me the first stone, [ w
at whom?
Living with Cjerdy has many pleasures. One acquires im-
portant knowledfe in the dwelling place of another generation.
First thingsfirst, she always has a kind word for the future. It is
my opifon that she will be a marvelous woman in six or seven -
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lwo Short Sad Stories
Jrom a Long and

Happy Life

1 The Q%&.-mo% Raisers

There were two husbands disappointed by eggs.

I don’t like them that way either, I said. Make your own
eggs. They sighed in unison. One man was livid: one was pallid.
There isn’t a drink around here, is there? asked Livid.

Never find one here, said Pallid. Don’t look; driest damn

house. Pallid pushed the €ggs away, pain and disgust his es-
cutcheon.

Livid said, Now really, isn’t there a drink? Beer? he hoped.

Nothing, said Pallid, who’d been through the pantries, clos-
ets, and refrigerators looking for a white shirt.

You’re damn right, I said. I buttoned the high button of my

‘powder-blue duster. [ reached under the kitchen table for a brown

paper bag full of an embroidery which asked God to Bless Our
Home.

[ was completing this motto for the protection of my sons,
who were also Livids. It is true that some months earlier, from
a far place—the British plains in Africa—he had written hos-
pitably to Pallid: I do think they’re fine boys, you understand. I
love them too, but Faith is their mother and now Kaith is your

wife. I'm so much away. If you want to think of thern as yours,
old man, go ahead.
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Then Livid said, Yes, magnificent, but [ just wanted to warn

you, Faith.
FHe pushed his eggs aside finally and remembered Clifford.

Why, thank you, Pallid had replied, airmail, overwhelmed.
Then he implored the boys, when not in use. to play in their own -

room. He made all efforts to be kind. _ M | V

Now as we talked of time past and upon us, [ pierced the ii::407% 1A mystery wrapped in an enigma . . . [ wonder why he wants to
ranch house that nestles in the shade of a cloud and a Norway | v marry. |
maple, just under the golden script. AR « o [ don’t know, it just ties a man down, [ said.

Ha-ha, said Livid, dripping coffee on his pajama pants, you'll - - h (O And yet, said Pallid seriously, what would I be without mar-

i.. - rlage? In luminous recollection—a gay dog, he replied.
useio At this moment, the boys entered: Richard the horse thief
and Tonto the crack shot.

i pee Daddy! they shouted. They touched Livid, tickled him, un-
irai:= o buttoned his pajama top, whistled at the several gray hairs col-

——
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never guess whom I met up with, Faith.

Who? I asked.

Saw your old boyfriend Clifford at the Green Coq. He looks -
well. One thing must be said—he addressed Pallid—she takes i+ ¢
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good care of her men.

-,

= : True, said Pallid. Sl 5 oring his chest. They tweaked his ear and rubbed his beard the

2 How is he? I asked coolly. What’s he doing? I haven’t seen © . wrong way.

- him in two years. R e Well, well, he cautioned. How are you boys, have you been

Oh, you'll never guess. He’s marrying. A darling girl. She J i20 well? You look fine. Sturdy. How are your grades? he inquired.

g was with him. Little tootsies, little round bottom, little tummy— - ‘1% 117l He dreamed that they were just up from Eton for the holidays.

= she must be twenty-two, but she looks seventeen. One long yellow 149 I don’t go to school, said Tonto. I go to the park.

3 _ braid down her back. A darling girl. Stubby nose, fat little un- .M 5k I'd like to hear the child read, said Livid.

w derlip. Her eyes put on in pencil. Shoulders down like a dancer - - rm R Me. I can read, Daddy, said Richard. I have a book with a

... slender neck. Oh, darling, darling. w - hundred pages.

You certainly observed her, said Pallid. AF Well, well, said Livid. Get it.

i I have a functioning retina, said Livid. Then he went on. .pi fisre I kindled a fresh pot of coffee. I scrubbed cups and harassed
Better watch out, Faith. You'd be surprised, the dear little chicks ¥¢ros' o Pallid into opening a sticky jar of damson-plum jam. Very shortly,
are hatching out all over the place. All the sunny schoolgirls. 1 .L what could be read had been, and Livid, r:ozmzw the tie strings
rolling their big black eyes. I hope you're really settled this time. | of his pants vigorously, approached me at the stove. Faith, he

T admonished, that boy can’t read a tinker’'s damn. Seven years

To me, whatever is under the-dam is in another county; however,
in my life you remain an important person historically, he said.
And that’s why I feel justified in warning you. I must warn you.
Watch out, sweetheart! he said, leaning forward to whisper

harshly and give me a terrible bellyache.
What’s all this about? asked Pallid innocently. In the first -

place, she’s settled . . . and then she’s still an attractive woman.

Look at her.
Oh yes, said Livid, looking. An attractive woman. Magnif-

old.

, Eight years old, I said.
4 2k Yes, said Pallid, who had just remembered the soap cabinet

. and was rummaging in it for a pint. If they were my sons in
‘guiio . actuality as they are in everyday life, I would send them to one
‘ of the good parochial schools in the neighborhood where reading
Wkrivn is taught. Reading. St. Bartholomew’s, St. Bernard’s, St. J oseph’s.
g ipd Livid became deep purple and gasped. Over my dead body.

;
au Merde, he said in deference to the children. I’ve said, yes, you
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icent, sometimes.

We were silent for several seconds in honor of that generous “x::vdio may think of the boys as your own, but if I ever hear they've
sl #4.0. " come within an inch of that church, I'll run you through, you
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GRrRACE PALEY

bastard. I was fourteen years old when in my own good sense [
walked out of that grotto of deception, head up. You sonofabitch, .
I don’t give a damn how au courant it is these days, how gracious -
to be seen under a dome on Sunday . . . Shit! Hypocrisy. Cor- ;.
ruption. Cave dwellers. Idiots. Morons. )

Recalling childhood and home, poor Livid writhed in his L

seat. Pallid listened, head to one side, his brows gathering the, .
onsets of grief. |

You know, he said slowly, we iconoclasts . . . we freethinkers ..
. . . we latter-day Masons . . . we idealists . . . we dreamers . . . ..
we are never far from our nervous old mother, the Church. She .
is never far from us.

Wherever we are, we can hear, no matter how faint, her
hourly bells, tolling the countryside, reverberating in the cities, '
bringing to our civilized minds. the passionate deed of Mary. "

Every hour on the hour we are startled with remembrance of ..

what was done for us. FOR Us.

Livid muttered in great pain, Those bastards, oh oh oh, those .- H.n..u.m.\...ﬂ.

contemptible, goddamnable bastards. Do we have to do the nine-

teenth century all over again? All right, he bellowed, facing us ' 5
all, 'm ready. That Newman! He turned to me for approval. ik
You know, I said, this subject has never especially interested - . -

me. It’s your little dish of lava.

Pallid spoke softly, staring past the arched purple windows _..,,
of his soul. I myself, although I lost God a long time ago, have '

never lost faith.
What the hell are you talking about, you moron? roared

Livid.

I have never lost my love for the wisdom of the Church of ¥

the World. When I go to sleep at night, I inadvertently pray. I
also do so when I rise. It is not to God, it is to that unifying -
memory out of childhood. The first words I ever wrote were:; .
What are the sacraments? Faith, can you ever forget your old
grandfather intoning Kaddish? It will sound in your ears forever.
Are you kidding? I was furious to be drawn into their conflict.
Kaddish? What do I know about Kaddish. Who’s dead? You know
my opinions perfectly well. I believe in the Diaspora, not only as
a fact but a tenet. I'm against Israel on technical grounds. I'm

§4]

Two Short Sad Stories from a Long and Happy Life

very disappointed that they decided to become a nation in my
lifetime. I believe in the Diaspora. After all, they are the chosen
people. Don’t laugh. They really are. But once they’re huddled
in one little corner of a desert, they’re like anyone else: Frenchies,
[talians, temporal nationalities. Jews have one hope only—to
remain a remnant in the basement of world affairs—no, I mean
something else—a splinter in'the toe of civilizations, a victim to
aggravate the conscience.

Livid and Pallid were astonished at my outburst, since I
rarely express my opinion on any serious matter but only live out
my destiny, which is to be, until my expiration date, laughingly
the servant of man.

[ continued. I hear they don’t even look like Jews anymore.
A bunch of dirt farmers with no time to read.

. They’re your own people, Pallid accused, dilating in the

nostril, clenching his jaw. And they’re under the severest attack.
This is not the time to revile them.

I'had resumed my embroidery. I sighed. My needle was now
deep in the clouds, which were pearl gray and late afternoon. I
am only trying to say that they aren’t meant for geographies but
for history They are not supposed to take up space but to continue
In time. |

They-looked at me with such grief that I decided to consider
all sides of the matter. I said, Christ probably had all that
trouble—now that you mention it—because he knew he was
going to gain the whole world but he forgot Jerusalem.

When you married us, said Pallid, and accused me, didn’t
you forget Jerusalem?

I never forget a thing, I said. Anyway, guess what. I just read
somewhere that England is bankrupt. The country is wadded
with installment paper. :

Livid’s hand trembled as he offered Pallid a light. Nonsense,
he said. That’s not true. Nonsense. The great British Island is
the tight little fist of the punching arm of the Commonwealth.

What'’s true is true, I said, smiling.

Well, I said, since no one stirred, do
get to work today? Either of you?

Oh my dear, I haven’t even seen you and the boys in over a

you think you'll ever

[85
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year. It's quite pleasant and cozy here this morning, said Liwvid.
Yes, isn’t it? said Pallid, the surprised host. Besides, it’s
Saturday.
How do you find the boys? I asked Livid, the progenitor.

American, American, rowdy, uncontrolled. But you look
well, Faith. Plumper, but womanly and well.

Very well, said Pallid, pleased.

But the boys, Faith. Shouldn't they be started on somethin
Just lining up little plastic cowboys. It’s silly, really.

They’re so young, apologized Pallid, the used-boy raiser.

You’d both better go to work, I suggested, knotting the pearl-
gray late-afternoon thread. Please put the dishes in the sink first.

Please. I'm sorry about the eggs.
Livid yawned, stretched, peeked at the clock, sighed. Sat-

urday or no, alas, my time is not my own. I've got an appointment
downtown in about forty-five minutes, he said.

I do too, said Pallid. I'll join you on the subway.

I’'m taking a cab, said Livid.

'l split it with you, said Pallid.

They left for the bathroom, where they shared things
nicely—shaving equipment, washstand, shower, and so forth.

I made the beds and put the aluminum cot away. Livid would
find a hotel room by nightfall. I did the dishes and organized the
greedy day: dinosaurs in the morning, park in the afternoon,
peanut butter in between, and at the end of it all, to reward us
for a week of beans endured, a noble rib roast with little onions,
dumplings, and pink applesauce.

Faith, I'm going now, Livid called from the hall. I put my
shopping list aside and went to collect the boys, who were wan-

dering among the rooms looking for Robin Hood. Go say goodbye
to your father, I whispered.

Which one? they asked.
The real father, I said. Richard ran to Livid. They shook

hands manfully. Pallid embraced Tonto and was kissed eleven
times for his affection.

Goodbye now, Faith, said Livid. Call me if you want any-
thing at all. Anything at all, my dear. Warmly with sweet pro-

g?

86 )

o7y attractive, shiny men in their thirties, wit

. ‘ . ~
wal o A .‘._,“
:‘l ' .“‘f}.\t_} '
e
-
' o

Two Short Sad Stories Jrom a Long and Happy Life

i e PN W P S e ey o3
(

Poig priety he kissed my cheek. Ascendant, Pallid kissed me with
.t i, considerable business behind the ear.

Goodbye, I said to them.

% el R I must admit that they were at last clean and neat, rather

h the grand affairs of

g P .the day ahead of them. Dark night, the search for pleasure and
el oblivion were well ahead. Goodbye, I said, have a nice day. Good-
¥ i bve ; : : .
e ye, they said once more, and set off in pride on paths which are
‘i not my concern.,
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2 A Subject of Childhood

A\t home one Saturday and every Saturday, Richard drew -

eight-by-eleven portraits of stick men waving their arms. Tonto
held a plastic horse in his hand and named it Tonto because its
eyes were painted blue as his had been. I revised the hem of last
year’s dress in order to be up to the minute, chic, and au courant
in the midst of spring. Strangers would murmur, “Look at her,
isn’t she wonderful? Who’s her couturier?”

Clifford scrubbed under the shower, singing a Russian folk
song. He rose in a treble of cold water to high G, followed by
the scourging of the flesh. At last after four hots and three colds,

he was strong and happy and he entered the living room, a
'steaming emanation. His face was round and rosy. He was no-
ticeably hairless on the head. What prevented rain and shower

water from running foolishly down his face? Heavy dark down-
sloping brows. Beneath these his eyes were round and dark,
amazed. This Clifford, my close friend, was guileless. He would
not hurt a fly and he was a vegetarian.

As always, he was glad to see us. He had wrapped a large
sun-bathing towel around his damp body. “Behold the man!” he

shouted, and let the towel fall. He stood for a moment, gleaming
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Two Short Sad Stories from a Long and Happy Life

and pleasant. Richard and Tonto glanced at him. “Cover your-

self, for godsakes, Clifford,” I said.
“Take it easy, Faith,” he called to the ear of reason, “the

world is changing.” Actually propriety did not embarrass him. It
did not serve him. He peeked from behind the rubber plant where
his pants, under and over, were heaped. When he reappeared,
snapped and buttoned, he said, “Wake up, wake up. What'’s
everyone slouching around for?” He poked Richard in the
tummy. “A little muscle tone there, boy. Wake up.”

Richard said, “I want to draw, Clifford.”

“You can draw any time. I'm not always here. Draw to-

morrow, Rich. Come on—fight me, boy. I ight. Come on . . .
let’s go, get me. You better get started, Richy, 'cause I'm gonna

really punch you one. Here I come, ready or not!”
«“Here I come,” said Tonto, dropping his horse, and he

whacked Clifford hard across the kidneys.

“Who did that?” asked Clifford. “What boy did that?”

“Me, me,” said Tonto, jumping up and down. “Did I hurt
you bad?”

“Killed me, yes sir, yes you did, and now I’'m going to get
you.” He whirled. “I'm going to tickle you, that’s what.” He
raised Tonto high above his head, a disposable item, then pitched

him into the air-foam belly of the couch.
Richard tiptoed with the teddy bear to a gentle rise, the sofa

cushion, from which he crowned Clifford three times.

“Oh, I'm getting killed,” cried Clifford. “They’re all after
me. They’re very rough.” Richard kicked him in the shin.
“That’s it,” said Clifford. “Get it out! Get it all out! Boys! Out!

Out!”

Tonto spit right into his eye. He wiped his cheek. He feinted

and dodged the teddy bear that was coming down again on his
bowed head. Tonto leaped onto his back and got hold of his ears.

“Ouch,” said Clifford.

Richard found a tube of rubber cement in the bookcase and

squirted it at Clifford’s hairy chest.
“I'm wild,” said Richard. “I am, I'm wild.”

“So am I,” said Tonto. “I'm the wildest boy in the whole

[ 89
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park.” He tugged at Clifford’s ears. “I'll ride you away. I'm an

elephant boy.”
“He’s a lazy camel,” screamed Richard. “Bubbles, I émzﬁ

you to work.” v

“Pretend I'm the djinn,” said Tonto in a high walil. :O:Emv. ol -{4h
Clifford.” A 1) ~:

“Me, me, me,” said Richard, sinking to the floor. “It’s me,’ (n. il
I'm a poison snake,” he said, slithering to Clifford’s foot. “I'm a <!ri 11576
poison snake,” he said, resting his chin on Clifford’s instep. “I'm = % |
a terrible poison snake,” he swore. Then he raised his head like :
the adder he is, and after a prolonged hiss, with all his new mnoa i3 3¢
teeth, he bit poor Clifford above the bone, in his Achilles’ rmm_ .

which is his weak left ankle. g s
“Oh no, oh no . . .” Clifford moaned, Emb folded neatly 3; it

all joints. -
“Mommy, Mommy, Mommy,” cried Richard, for O__m,o&
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fell, twelve stone, on him. _w
“Oh, it's me,” screamed Tonto, an elephant boy thrown by s - “u,ﬂ
his horse, headlong into a trap of table legs. g ;mp,
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And he was the one I reached first. I hugged him to my lap. :: ._ A
“Mommy,” he sobbed, “my head hurts me. I wish I could get -

inside you.” Richard lay, a crushed snake in the middle of the
floor, without breath, without tears, angry.

Well, what of Clifford? He had hoisted his sorrowful moz,
into an armchair and lay there lisping on a bloody tongue which
he himself had bitten, “Faith, Faith, the accumulator, nra ....ﬁ
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Bruised and tear-stricken, the children agreed to go to bed,:: 8 SR
They forgot to say it was too early to nap. They forget to ask for 7 :ciig
their bears. They lay side by side and clutched each o%m: |
thumb. Here was the love that myth or legend has imposed on

brothers.

I re-entered the living room, where Clifford sat, a cone like w ”

an astrologer’s hat on his skin-punctured place. Just exactly there, -}
universal energies converged. The stationary sun, the breathless
air in which the planets swing were empowered now to make ' .
him well, to act, in their remarkable art, like aspirin. 8
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“We’ve got to have a serious talk,” he said. “I really can’t
take those kids. I mean, Faith, you know yourself I've tried and
tried. But you’ve done something to them, corrupted their in-
stincts in some way or other. Here we were, having an absolutely
marvelous time, rolling around making all kinds of free noise,
and look what happened—Ilike every other time, someone got
hurt. I mean I'm really hurt. We should have all been relaxed.
Easy. It should have been all easy. Our bodies should have been
so easy. No one should’ve been hurt, Faith.”

“Do you mean it’s my fault you all got hurt?”

“No doubt about it, Faith, you’ve done a rotten job.”

“Rotten job?’’ I said.

“Lousy,” he said.
I gave him one more chance. “Lousy?”’ I asked.

“Oh my God! Stinking!” he said.
Therefore, the following—a compendium of motivations

and griefs, life to date:
Truthfully, Mondays through Fridays—because of success

at work—my ego is hot; I am a star; whoever can be warmed by
me, I may oblige. The flat scale stones of abuse that fly into that
speedy atmosphere are utterly consumed. Untouched, I glow my

little thermodynamic way.
On Saturday mornings in my own home, however, I face the
sociological law called the Obtrusion of Incontrovertibles. For I

have raised these kids, with one hand typing behind my back to

carn a living. I have raised them all alone without a father to
identify themselves with in the bathroom like all the other little
boys in the playground. Laugh. I was forced by inclement man-
ngement into a yellow-dog contract with Bohemia, such as it
survives. I have stuck by it despite the encroachments of kind
relatives who offer ski pants, piano lessons, tickets to the rodeo.
Meanwhile I have serviced Richard and Tonto, taught them to
keep clean and hold an open heart on the subjects of childhood.
We have in fact risen mightily from toilets in the hall and scav-
enging in great cardboard boxes at the Salvation Army for un-
derwear and socks. It has been my perversity to do this alone,

B except for the one year their father was living in Chicago with

(;laudia Lowenstill and she was horrified that he only sent bi-
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