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      Grace Paley was born in New York in 1922, the child of Jewish parents who arrived from Russia at the turn of the century. They settled in the poor quarter of Lower East Side Manhattan, her mother working in sweatshops, her father struggling to become a doctor. She grew up amidst the vivid life of immigrant New York, a creature of two cultures, her father teaching her Yiddish and Russian, the people around her – those improbable people you meet every day in the street – providing the raw material for her future work.

      She had little formal education – she was too busy writing poetry and reading voraciously to finish school – and began to write fiction in the fifties. Her first volume of short stories was The Little Disturbances of Man (1959). Throughout the sixties her stories appeared in Esquire, The Atlantic and New American Review; in 1974 a second volume, Enormous Changes at the Last Minute was published and in 1985, Later the Same Day (both of these are also published by Virago). Begin Again, a collection of her poetry, was published in 1993.

      She has never published a novel: ‘Art is too long,’ she has said, ‘and life is too short. There’s a lot more to do in life than just writing.’ Grace Paley has a son and a daughter and has taught literature at Columbia College, Syracuse University and Sarah Lawrence College in New York, but her most important distraction from writing is politics. She is a pacifist and has devoted enormous energy to anti-war movements, in particular to her long and active commitment to end the war in Vietnam.

      Grace Paley lives in Vermont.
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      It seems right to dedicate this collection to my friend Sybil Claiborne, my colleague in the Writing and Mother Trade. I visited her fifth-floor apartment on Barrow Street one day in 1957. There before my very eyes were her two husbands disappointed by the eggs. After that we talked and talked for nearly forty years. Then she died. Three days before that, she said slowly, with the delicacy of an unsatisfied person with only a dozen words left, Grace, the real question is – how are we to live our lives?
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      In 1954 or ’55 I decided to write a story. I had written a few nice paragraphs with some first-class sentences in them, but I hadn’t known how to let women and men into the language, nor could I find the story in those pieces of prose. I’d been writing poems since childhood. It was poetry that I read with the greatest pleasure.

      But in 1954 or ’55 I needed to speak in some inventive way about our female and male lives in those years. Some knowledge was creating a real physical pressure, probably in the middle of my chest – maybe just to the right of the heart. I was beginning to suffer the storyteller’s pain: Listen! I have to tell you something! I simply hadn’t known how to do it in poetry. Other writers have understood easily, but I seem to have been singing along on the gift of one ear, the ear in charge of literature.

      Then the first of two small lucks happened. I became sick enough for the children to remain in Greenwich House After School until suppertime for several weeks, but not so sick that I couldn’t sit at our living-room table to write or type all day. I began the story ‘Goodbye and Good Luck’ and to my surprise carried it through to the end. So much prose. Then ‘The Contest.’ A couple of months later I finished ‘A Woman, Young and Old.’ Thinking about it some years later I understood I’d found my other ear. Writing the stories had allowed it – suddenly – to do its job, to remember the street language and the home language with its Russian and Yiddish accents, a language my early characters knew well, the only language I spoke. Two ears, one for literature, one for home, are useful for writers.

      When I sent these three stories out into the world of periodicals, they did not do well.

      I had been reading the current fiction, fifties fiction, a masculine fiction, whether traditional, avant-garde, or – later – Beat. As a former boy myself (in the sense that many little girls reading Tom Sawyer know they’ve found their true boy selves) I had been sold pretty early on the idea that I might not be writing the important serious stuff. As a grown-up woman, I had no choice. Everyday life, kitchen life, children life had been handed to me, my portion, the beginning of big luck, though I didn’t know it.

      One dark day in our dark basement apartment, a father slumped in our fat chair, waiting to retrieve his two kids, my children’s friends. Just before leaving with them, he looked at me. He said that his former wife, the mother of his children, my friend Tibby, had asked him to read my stories. I probably said, Oh, you don’t have to bother. But he did have to. A couple of weeks later he came for the children again. This time he sat down at our kitchen table (in the same room as our living-room table). He asked if I could write seven more stories like the three he’d read. He said he’d publish the book. Doubleday would publish them. He was Ken McCormick, an editor who could say that and it would happen. Of course, selling short stories was not a particularly hopeful business. He suggested that I write a novel next. (I tried for a couple of years. I failed.)

      Well, that was luck, wasn’t it? I don’t say this to minimize the stories. I worked conscientiously to write them as truthfully and as beautifully as I could; but so do others, yet they are not usually visited with contracts.

      I have called that meeting and that publication my little lucks. Not because they weren’t overwhelming. They certainly changed my life. They are little only for their personal size and private pleasure.

      As for the big luck: that has to do with political movements, history that happens to you while you’re doing the dishes, wars that men plan for their sons, our sons.

      I was a woman writing at the early moment when small drops of worried resentment and noble rage were secretly, slowly building into the second wave of the women’s movement. I didn’t know my small-drop presence or usefulness in this accumulation. Others like Ruth Herschberger, who wrote Adam’s Rib in 1948, and Tillie Olsen, who was writing her stories through the forties and fifties, had more consciousness than I and suffered more. This great wave would crest half a generation later, leaving men sputtering and anxious, but somewhat improved for the crashing bath.

      Every woman writing in these years has had to swim in that feminist wave. No matter what she thinks of it, even if she bravely swims against it, she has been supported by it – the buoyancy, the noise, the saltiness.

      Since writing The Little Disturbances of Man, I have often left home. I have received great gifts from my political work as a pacifist and feminist, traveled on political tasks to Vietnam during that war, to Sweden, Russia, Central America, and seen China and Chile and reported on these meetings. Therefore, some of the people who work for me in Enormous Changes and Later the Same Day have had to share those journeys with me. Some, of course, are still quite young, having been born in the seventies or eighties.

      But many of them are still the companions of my big luck. Starting from the neighborhoods of my childhood and my children’s childhood, in demonstrations in children’s parks or the grownups’ Pentagon, in lively neighborhood walks against the Gulf War, in harsh confrontations with ourselves and others, we have remained interested and active in literature and the world and are now growing old together.

      G.P.
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      I was popular in certain circles, says Aunt Rose. I wasn’t no thinner then, only more stationary in the flesh. In time to come, Lillie, don’t be surprised – change is a fact of God. From this no one is excused. Only a person like your mama stands on one foot, she don’t notice how big her behind is getting and sings in the canary’s ear for thirty years. Who’s listening? Papa’s in the shop. You and Seymour, thinking about yourself. So she waits in a spotless kitchen for a kind word and thinks – poor Rosie…

      Poor Rosie! If there was more life in my little sister, she would know my heart is a regular college of feelings and there is such information between my corset and me that her whole married life is a kindergarten.

      Nowadays you could find me any time in a hotel, uptown or downtown. Who needs an apartment to live like a maid with a dustrag in the hand, sneezing? I’m in very good with the bus-boys, it’s more interesting than home, all kinds of people, everybody with a reason…

      And my reason, Lillie, is a long time ago I said to the forelady, ‘Missus, if I can’t sit by the window, I can’t sit.’ ‘If you can’t sit, girlie,’ she says politely, ‘go stand on the street corner.’ And that’s how I got unemployed in novelty wear.

      For my next job I answered an ad which said: ‘Refined young lady, medium salary, cultural organization.’ I went by trolley to the address, the Russian Art Theater of Second Avenue, where they played only the best Yiddish plays. They needed a ticket seller, someone like me, who likes the public but is very sharp on crooks. The man who interviewed me was the manager, a certain type.

      Immediately he said: ‘Rosie Lieber, you surely got a build on you!’

      ‘It takes all kinds, Mr. Krimberg.’

      ‘Don’t misunderstand me, little girl,’ he said. ‘I appreciate, I appreciate. A young lady lacking fore and aft, her blood is so busy warming the toes and the fingertips, it don’t have time to circulate where it’s most required.’

      Everybody likes kindness. I said to him: ‘Only don’t be fresh, Mr. Krimberg, and we’ll make a good bargain.’

      We did: Nine dollars a week, a glass of tea every night, a free ticket once a week for Mama, and I could go watch rehearsals any time I want.

      My first nine dollars was in the grocer’s hands ready to move on already, when Krimberg said to me, ‘Rosie, here’s a great gentleman, a member of this remarkable theater, wants to meet you, impressed no doubt by your big brown eyes.’

      And who was it, Lillie? Listen to me, before my very eyes was Volodya Vlashkin, called by the people of those days the Valentino of Second Avenue. I took one look, and I said to myself: Where did a Jewish boy grow up so big? ‘Just outside Kiev,’ he told me.

      How? ‘My mama nursed me till I was six. I was the only boy in the village to have such health.’

      ‘My goodness, Vlashkin, six years old! She must have had shredded wheat there, not breasts, poor woman.’

      ‘My mother was beautiful,’ he said. ‘She had eyes like stars.’

      He had such a way of expressing himself, it brought tears.

      To Krimberg, Vlashkin said after this introduction: ‘Who is responsible for hiding this wonderful young person in a cage?’

      ‘That is where the ticket seller sells.’

      ‘So, David, go in there and sell tickets for a half hour. I have something in mind in regards to the future of this girl and this company. Go, David, be a good boy. And you, Miss Lieber, please, I suggest Feinberg’s for a glass of tea. The rehearsals are long. I enjoy a quiet interlude with a friendly person.’

      So he took me there, Feinberg’s, then around the corner, a place so full of Hungarians, it was deafening. In the back room was a table of honor for him. On the tablecloth embroidered by the lady of the house was Here Vlashkin Eats. We finished one glass of tea in quietness, out of thirst, when I finally made up my mind what to say.

      ‘Mr. Vlashkin, I saw you a couple weeks ago, even before I started working here, in The Sea Gull. Believe me, if I was that girl, I wouldn’t look even for a minute on the young bourgeois fellow. He could fall out of the play altogether. How Chekhov could put him in the same play as you, I can’t understand.’

      ‘You liked me?’ he asked, taking my hand and kindly patting it. ‘Well, well, young people still like me… so, and you like the theater too? Good. And you, Rose, you know you have such a nice hand, so warm to the touch, such a fine skin, tell me, why do you wear a scarf around your neck? You only hide your young, young throat. These are not olden times, my child, to live in shame.’

      ‘Who’s ashamed?’ I said, taking off the kerchief, but my hand right away went to the kerchief’s place, because the truth is, it really was olden times, and I was still of a nature to melt with shame.

      ‘Have some more tea, my dear.’

      ‘No, thank you, I am a samovar already.’

      ‘Dorfmann!’ he hollered like a king. ‘Bring this child a seltzer with fresh ice!’

      In weeks to follow I had the privilege to know him better and better as a person – also the opportunity to see him in his profession. The time was autumn; the theater full of coming and going. Rehearsing without end. After The Sea Gull flopped, The Salesman from Istanbul played, a great success.

      Here the ladies went crazy. On the opening night, in the middle of the first scene, one missus – a widow or her husband worked too long hours – began to clap and sing out, ‘Oi, oi, Vlashkin.’ Soon there was such a tumult, the actors had to stop acting. Vlashkin stepped forward. Only not Vlashkin to the eyes… a younger man with pitch-black hair, lively on restless feet, his mouth clever. A half a century later at the end of the play he came out again, a gray philosopher, a student of life from only reading books, his hands as smooth as silk… I cried to think who I was – nothing – and such a man could look at me with interest.

      Then I got a small raise, due to he kindly put in a good word for me, and also for fifty cents a night I was given the pleasure together with cousins, in-laws, and plain stage-struck kids to be part of a crowd scene and to see like he saw every single night the hundreds of pale faces waiting for his feelings to make them laugh or bend down their heads in sorrow.

      The sad day came, I kissed my mama goodbye. Vlashkin helped me to get a reasonable room near the theater to be more free. Also my outstanding friend would have a place to recline away from the noise of the dressing rooms. She cried and she cried. ‘This is a different way of living, Mama,’ I said. ‘Besides, I am driven by love.’

      ‘You! You, a nothing, a rotten hole in a piece of cheese, are you telling me what is life?’ she screamed.

      Very insulted, I went away from her. But I am good-natured – you know fat people are like that – kind, and I thought to myself, poor Mama… it is true she got more of an idea of life than me. She married who she didn’t like, a sick man, his spirit already swallowed up by God. He never washed. He had an unhappy smell. His teeth fell out, his hair disappeared, he got smaller, shriveled up little by little, till goodbye and good luck he was gone and only came to Mama’s mind when she went to the mailbox under the stairs to get the electric bill. In memory of him and out of respect for mankind, I decided to live for love.

      Don’t laugh, you ignorant girl.

      Do you think it was easy for me? I had to give Mama a little something. Ruthie was saving up together with your papa for linens, a couple knives and forks. In the morning I had to do piecework if I wanted to keep by myself. So I made flowers. Before lunch time every day a whole garden grew on my table.

      This was my independence, Lillie dear, blooming, but it didn’t have no roots and its face was paper.

      Meanwhile Krimberg went after me too. No doubt observing the success of Vlashkin, he thought, Aha, open sesame… Others in the company similar. After me in those years were the following: Krimberg I mentioned. Carl Zimmer, played innocent young fellows with a wig. Charlie Peel, a Christian who fell in the soup by accident, a creator of beautiful sets. ‘Color is his middle name,’ says Vlashkin, always to the point.

      I put this in to show you your fat old aunt was not crazy out of loneliness. In those noisy years I had friends among interesting people who admired me for reasons of youth and that I was a first-class listener.

      The actresses – Raisele, Marya, Esther Leopold – were only interested in tomorrow. After them was the rich men, producers, the whole garment center; their past is a pincushion, future the eye of a needle.

      Finally the day came, I no longer could keep my tact in my mouth. I said: ‘Vlashkin, I hear by carrier pigeon you have a wife, children, the whole combination.’

      ‘True, I don’t tell stories. I make no pretense.’

      ‘That isn’t the question. What is this lady like? It hurts me to ask, but tell me, Vlashkin… a man’s life is something I don’t clearly see.’

      ‘Little girl, I have told you a hundred times, this small room is the convent of my troubled spirit. Here I come to your innocent shelter to refresh myself in the midst of an agonized life.’

      ‘Ach, Vlashkin, serious, serious, who is this lady?’

      ‘Rosie, she is a fine woman of the middle classes, a good mother to my children, three in number, girls all, a good cook, in her youth handsome, now no longer young. You see, could I be more frank? I entrust you, dear, with my soul.’

      It was some few months later at the New Year’s ball of the Russian Artists Club, I met Mrs. Vlashkin, a woman with black hair in a low bun, straight and too proud. She sat at a small table speaking in a deep voice to whoever stopped a moment to converse. Her Yiddish was perfect, each word cut like a special jewel. I looked at her. She noticed me like she noticed everybody, cold like Christmas morning. Then she got tired. Vlashkin called a taxi and I never saw her again. Poor woman, she did not know I was on the same stage with her. The poison I was to her role, she did not know.

      Later on that night in front of my door I said to Vlashkin, ‘No more. This isn’t for me. I am sick from it all. I am no home breaker.’

      ‘Girlie,’ he said, ‘don’t be foolish.’

      ‘No, no, goodbye, good luck,’ I said. ‘I am sincere.’

      So I went and stayed with Mama for a week’s vacation and cleaned up all the closets and scrubbed the walls till the paint came off. She was very grateful, all the same her hard life made her say, ‘Now we see the end. If you live like a bum, you are finally a lunatic.’

      After this few days I came back to my life. When we met, me and Vlashkin, we said only hello and goodbye, and then for a few sad years, with the head we nodded as if to say, ‘Yes, yes, I know who you are.’

      Meanwhile in the field was a whole new strategy. Your mama and your grandmama brought around – boys. Your own father had a brother, you never even seen him. Ruben. A serious fellow, his idealism was his hat and his coat. ‘Rosie, I offer you a big new free happy unusual life.’ How? ‘With me, we will raise up the sands of Palestine to make a nation. That is the land of tomorrow for us Jews.’ ‘Ha-ha, Ruben, I’ll go tomorrow then.’ ‘Rosie!’ says Ruben. ‘We need strong women like you, mothers and farmers.’ ‘You don’t fool me, Ruben, what you need is dray horses. But for that you need more money.’ ‘I don’t like your attitude, Rose.’ ‘In that case, go and multiply. Goodbye.’

      Another fellow: Yonkel Gurstein, a regular sport, dressed to kill, with such an excitable nature. In those days – it looks to me like yesterday – the youngest girls wore undergarments like Battle Creek, Michigan. To him it was a matter of seconds. Where did he practice, a Jewish boy? Nowadays I suppose it is easier, Lillie? My goodness, I ain’t asking you nothing – touchy, touchy…

      Well, by now you must know yourself, honey, whatever you do, life don’t stop. It only sits a minute and dreams a dream.

      While I was saying to all these silly youngsters ‘no, no, no,’ Vlashkin went to Europe and toured a few seasons… Moscow, Prague, London, even Berlin – already a pessimistic place. When he came back he wrote a book you could get from the library even today, The Jewish Actor Abroad. If someday you’re interested enough in my lonesome years, you could read it. You could absorb a flavor of the man from the book. No, no, I am not mentioned. After all, who am I?

      When the book came out I stopped him in the street to say congratulations. But I am not a liar, so I pointed out, too, the egotism of many parts – even the critics said something along such lines.

      ‘Talk is cheap,’ Vlashkin answered me. ‘But who are the critics? Tell me, do they create? Not to mention,’ he continues, ‘there is a line in Shakespeare in one of the plays from the great history of England. It says, ‘Self-loving is not so vile a sin, my liege, as self-neglecting.’ This idea also appears in modern times in the moralistic followers of Freud… Rosie, are you listening? You asked a question. By the way, you look very well. How come no wedding ring?’

      I walked away from this conversation in tears. But this talking in the street opened the happy road up for more discussions. In regard to many things… For instance, the management – very narrow-minded – wouldn’t give him any more certain young men’s parts. Fools. What youngest man knew enough about life to be as young as him?

      ‘Rosie, Rosie,’ he said to me one day, ‘I see by the clock on your rosy, rosy face you must be thirty.’

      ‘The hands are slow, Vlashkin. On a week before Thursday I was thirty-four.’

      ‘Is that so? Rosie, I worry about you. It has been on my mind to talk to you. You are losing your time. Do you understand it? A woman should not lose her time.’

      ‘Oi, Vlashkin, if you are my friend, what is time?’

      For this he had no answer, only looked at me surprised. We went instead, full of interest but not with our former speed, up to my new place on Ninety-fourth Street. The same pictures on the wall, all of Vlashkin, only now everything painted red and black, which was stylish, and new upholstery.

      A few years ago there was a book by another member of that fine company, an actress, the one that learned English very good and went uptown – Marya Kavkaz, in which she says certain things regarding Vlashkin. Such as, he was her lover for eleven years, she’s not ashamed to write this down. Without respect for him, his wife and children, or even others who also may have feelings in the matter.

      Now, Lillie, don’t be surprised. This is called a fact of life. An actor’s soul must be like a diamond. The more faces it got the more shining is his name. Honey, you will no doubt love and marry one man and have a couple kids and be happy forever till you die tired. More than that, a person like us don’t have to know. But a great artist like Volodya Vlashkin… in order to make a job on the stage, he’s got to practice. I understand it now, to him life is like a rehearsal.

      Myself, when I saw him in The Father-in-Law – an older man in love with a darling young girl, his son’s wife, played by Raisele Maisel – I cried. What he said to this girl, how he whispered such sweetness, how all his hot feelings were on his face… Lillie, all this experience he had with me. The very words were the same. You can imagine how proud I was.

      So the story creeps to an end.

      I noticed it first on my mother’s face, the rotten handwriting of time, scribbled up and down her cheeks, across her forehead back and forth – a child could read – it said old, old, old. But it troubled my heart most to see these realities scratched on Vlashkin’s wonderful expression.

      First the company fell apart. The theater ended. Esther Leopold died from being very aged. Krimberg had a heart attack. Marya went to Broadway. Also Raisele changed her name to Roslyn and was a big comical hit in the movies. Vlashkin himself, no place to go, retired. It said in the paper, ‘An actor without peer, he will write his memoirs and spend his last years in the bosom of his family among his thriving grandchildren, the apple of his wife’s doting eye.’

      This is journalism.

      We made for him a great dinner of honor. At this dinner I said to him, for the last time, I thought, ‘Goodbye, dear friend, topic of my life, now we part.’ And to myself I said further: Finished. This is your lonesome bed. A lady what they call fat and fifty. You made it personally. From this lonesome bed you will finally fall to a bed not so lonesome, only crowded with a million bones.

      And now comes? Lillie, guess.

      Last week, washing my underwear in the basin, I get a buzz on the phone. ‘Excuse me, is this the Rose Lieber formerly connected with the Russian Art Theater?’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘Well, well, how do you do, Rose? This is Vlashkin.’

      ‘Vlashkin! Volodya Vlashkin?’

      ‘In fact. How are you, Rose?’

      ‘Living, Vlashkin, thank you.’

      ‘You are all right? Really, Rose? Your health is good? You are working?’

      ‘My health, considering the weight it must carry, is first-class. I am back for some years now where I started, in novelty wear.’

      ‘Very interesting.’

      ‘Listen, Vlashkin, tell me the truth, what’s on your mind?’

      ‘My mind? Rosie, I am looking up an old friend, an old warmhearted companion of more joyful days. My circumstances, by the way, are changed. I am retired, as you know. Also I am a free man.’

      ‘What? What do you mean?’

      ‘Mrs. Vlashkin is divorcing me.’

      ‘What come over her? Did you start drinking or something from melancholy?’

      ‘She is divorcing me for adultery.’

      ‘But, Vlashkin, you should excuse me, don’t be insulted, but you got maybe seventeen, eighteen years on me, and even me, all this nonsense – this daydreams and nightmares – is mostly for the pleasure of conversation alone.’

      ‘I pointed all this out to her. My dear, I said, my time is past, my blood is as dry as my bones. The truth is, Rose, she isn’t accustomed to have a man around all day, reading out loud from the papers the interesting events of our time, waiting for breakfast, waiting for lunch. So all day she gets madder and madder. By nighttime a furious old lady gives me my supper. She has information from the last fifty years to pepper my soup. Surely there was a Judas in that theater, saying every day, ‘Vlashkin, Vlashkin, Vlashkin…’ and while my heart was circulating with his smiles he was on the wire passing the dope to my wife.’

      ‘Such a foolish end, Volodya, to such a lively story. What is your plans?’

      ‘First, could I ask you for dinner and the theater – uptown, of course? After this… we are old friends. I have money to burn. What your heart desires. Others are like grass, the north wind of time has cut out their heart. Of you, Rosie, I re-create only kindness. What a woman should be to a man, you were to me. Do you think, Rosie, a couple of old pals like us could have a few good times among the material things of this world?’

      My answer, Lillie, in a minute was altogether. ‘Yes, yes, come up,’ I said. ‘Ask the room by the switchboard, let us talk.’

      So he came that night and every night in the week, we talked of his long life. Even at the end of time, a fascinating man. And like men are, too, till time’s end, trying to get away in one piece.

      ‘Listen, Rosie,’ he explains the other day. ‘I was married to my wife, do you realize, nearly half a century. What good was it? Look at the bitterness. The more I think of it, the more I think we would be fools to marry.’

      ‘Volodya Vlashkin,’ I told him straight, ‘when I was young I warmed your cold back many a night, no questions asked. You admit it, I didn’t make no demands. I was softhearted. I didn’t want to be called Rosie Lieber, a breaker up of homes. But now, Vlashkin, you are a free man. How could you ask me to go with you on trains to stay in strange hotels, among Americans, not your wife? Be ashamed.’

      So now, darling Lillie, tell this story to your mama from your young mouth. She don’t listen to a word from me. She only screams, ‘I’ll faint, I’ll faint.’ Tell her after all I’ll have a husband, which, as everybody knows, a woman should have at least one before the end of the story.

      My goodness, I am already late. Give me a kiss. After all, I watched you grow from a plain seed. So give me a couple wishes on my wedding day. A long and happy life. Many years of love. Hug Mama, tell her from Aunt Rose, goodbye and good luck.
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      My mother was born not too very long ago of my grandma, who named lots of others, girls and boys, all starting fresh. It wasn’t love so much, my grandma said, but she never could call a spade a spade. She was imagination-minded, read stories all day, and sighed all night, till my grandpa, to get near her at all, had to use that particular medium.

      That was the basic trouble. My mother was sad to be so surrounded by brothers and sisters, none of them more good-natured than she. It’s all part of the violence in the atmosphere is a theory – wars, deception, broken homes, all the irremediableness of modern life. To meet her problem my mother screams.

      She swears she wouldn’t scream if she had a man of her own, but all the aunts and uncles, solitary or wed, are noisy. My grandpa is not only noisy, he beats people up, that is to say – members of the family. He whacked my mother every day of her life. If anyone ever touched me, I’d reduce them to fall-out.

      Grandma saves all her change for us. My uncle Johnson is in the nuthouse. The others are here and now, but Aunty Liz is seventeen and my mother talks to her as though she were totally grown up. Only the other day she told her she was just dying for a man, a real one, and was sick of raising two girls in a world just bristling with goddamn phallic symbols. Lizzy said yes, she knew how it was, time frittered by, and what you needed was a strong kind hand at the hem of your skirt. That’s what the acoustics of this barn have to take.

      My father, I have been told several hundred times, was a really stunning Latin. Full of savoir-faire, joie de vivre, and so forth. They were deeply and irrevocably in love till Joanna and I revoked everything for them. Mother doesn’t want me to feel rejected, but she doesn’t want to feel rejected herself, so she says I was too noisy and cried every single night. And then Joanna was the final blight and wanted titty all day and all night. ‘… a wife,’ he said, ‘is a beloved mistress until the children come and then…’ He would just leave it hanging in French, but whenever I’d hear les enfants, I’d throw toys at him, guessing his intended slight. He said les filles instead, but I caught that petty evasion in no time. We pummeled him with noise and toys, but our affection was his serious burden is Mother’s idea, and one day he did not come home for supper.

      Mother waited up reading Le Monde, but he did not come home at midnight to make love. He missed breakfast and lunch the next day. In fact, where is he now? Killed in the Resistance, says Mother. A postcard two weeks later told her and still tells us all, for that matter, whenever it’s passed around: ‘I have been lonely for France for five years. Now for the rest of my life I must be lonely for you.’

      ‘You’ve been conned, Mother,’ I said one day while we were preparing dinner.

      ‘Conned?’ she muttered. ‘You speak a different language than me. You don’t know a thing yet, you weren’t even born. You know perfectly well, misfortune aside, I’d take another Frenchman – Oh, Josephine,’ she continued, her voice reaching strictly for the edge of the sound barrier, ‘oh, Josephine, to these loathsomes in this miserable country I’m a joke, a real ha-ha. But over there they’d know me. They would just feel me boiling out to meet them. Lousy grammar and all, in French, I swear I could write Shakespeare.’

      I turned away in despair. I felt like crying.

      ‘Don’t laugh,’ she said, ‘someday I’ll disappear Air France and surprise you all with a nice curly Frenchman just like your daddy. Oh, how you would have loved your father. A growing-up girl with a man like that in the vicinity constantly. You’d thank me.’

      ‘I thank you anyway, Mother dear,’ I replied, ‘but keep your taste in your own hatch. When I’m as old as Aunt Lizzy I might like American soldiers. Or a Marine, I think. I already like some soldiers, especially Corporal Brownstar.’

      ‘Is that your idea of a man?’ asked Mother, rowdy with contempt.

      Then she reconsidered Corporal Brownstar. ‘Well, maybe you’re right. Those powerful-looking boots… Very masculine.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘I know, I know. I’m artistic and I sometimes hold two views at once. I realize that Lizzy’s going around with him and it does something. Look at Lizzy and you see the girl your father saw. Just like me. Wonderful carriage. Marvelous muscle tone. She could have any man she wanted.’

      ‘She’s already had some she wanted.’

      At that very moment my grandma, the nick-of-time banker, came in, proud to have saved $4.65 for us. ‘Whew, I’m so warm,’ she sighed. ‘Well, here it is. Now a nice dinner, Marvine, I beg of you, a little effort. Josie, run and get an avocado, and Marvine, please don’t be small about the butter. And Josie dear, it’s awful warm out and your mama won’t mind. You’re nearly a young lady. Would you like a sip of icy beer?’

      Wasn’t that respectful? To return the compliment I drank half a glass, though I hate that fizz. We broiled and steamed and sliced and chopped, and it was a wonderful dinner. I did the cooking and Mother did the sauces. We sicked her on with mouth-watering memories of another more gourmet time and, purely flattered, she made one sauce too many and we had it for dessert on saltines, with iced café au lait. While I cleared the dishes, Joanna, everybody’s piece of fluff, sat on Grandma’s lap telling her each single credible detail of her eight hours at summer day camp.

      ‘Women,’ said Grandma in appreciation, ‘have been the pleasure and consolation of my entire life. From the beginning I cherished all the little girls with their clean faces and their listening ears…’

      ‘Men are different than women,’ said Joanna, and it’s the only thing she says in this entire story.

      ‘That’s true,’ said Grandma, ‘it’s the men that’ve always troubled me. Men and boys… I suppose I don’t understand them. But think of it consecutively, all in a row, Johnson, Revere, and Drummond… after all, where did they start from but me? But all of them, all all all, each single one of them is gone, far away in heart and body.’

      ‘Ah, Grandma,’ I said, hoping to console, ‘they were all so grouchy, anyway. I don’t miss them a bit.’

      Grandma gave me a miserable look. ‘Everyone’s sons are like that,’ she explained. ‘First grouchy, then gone.’

      After that she sat in grieving sorrow. Joanna curled herself round the hassock at her feet, hugged it, and slept. Mother got her last week’s copy of Le Monde out of the piano bench and calmed herself with a story about a farmer in Provence who had raped his niece and killed his mother and lived happily for thirty-eight years into respected old age before the nosy prefect caught up with him. She translated it into our derivative mother tongue while I did the dishes.

      Nighttime came and communication was revived at last by our doorbell, which is full of initiative. It was Lizzy and she did bring Corporal Brownstar. We sent Joanna out for beer and soft drinks and the dancing started right away. He cooperatively danced with everyone. I slipped away to my room for a moment and painted a lot of lipstick neatly on my big mouth and hooked a walleyed brassiere around my ribs to make him understand that I was older than Joanna.

      He said to me, ‘You’re peaches and cream, you’re gonna be quite a girl someday, Alice in Wonderland.’

      ‘I am a girl already, Corporal.’

      ‘Uh huh,’ he said, squeezing my left bottom.

      Lizzy passed the punch and handed out Ritz crackers and danced with Mother and Joanna whenever the corporal danced with me. She was delighted to see him so popular, and it just passed her happy head that he was the only man there. At the peak of the evening he said: ‘You may all call me Browny.’

      We sang air force songs then until 2 a.m., and Grandma said the songs hadn’t changed much since her war. ‘The soldiers are younger though,’ she said. ‘Son, you look like your mother is still worried about you.’

      ‘No reason to worry about me, I got a lot of irons in the fire. I get advanced all the time, as a matter of fact. Stern to stern,’ he said, winking at Lizzy, ‘I’m O.K… By the way,’ he continued, ‘could you folks put me up? I wouldn’t mind sleeping on the floor.’

      ‘The floor?’ expostulated Mother. ‘Are you out of your mind? A soldier of the Republic. My God! We have a cot. You know… an army cot. Set it up and sleep the sleep of the just, Corporal.’

      ‘Oh, goodness’ – Grandma yawned – ‘talking about bed – Marvine, your dad must be home by now. I’d better be getting back.’

      Browny decided in a courteous way to take Lizzy and Grandma home. By the time he returned, Mother and Joanna had wrapped their lonesome arms around each other and gone to sleep.

      I sneakily watched him from behind the drapes scrubbing himself down without consideration for his skin. Then, shining and naked, he crawled between the sheets in totality.

      I unshod myself and tiptoed into the kitchen. I poured him a cold beer. I came straight to him and sat down by his side. ‘Here’s a nice beer, Browny. I thought you might be hot after such a long walk.’

      ‘Why, thanks, Alice Palace Pudding and Pie, I happen to be pretty damn hot. You’re a real pal.’

      He heaved himself up and got that beer into his gut in one gulp. I looked at him down to his belly button. He put the empty glass on the floor and grinned at me. He burped into my face for a joke and then I had to speak the truth. ‘Oh, Browny,’ I said, ‘I just love you so.’ I threw my arms around his middle and leaned my face into the golden hairs of his chest.

      ‘Hey, pudding, take it easy. I like you too. You’re a doll.’

      Then I kissed him right on the mouth.

      ‘Josephine, who the hell taught you that?’

      ‘I taught myself. I practiced on my wrist. See?’

      ‘Josephine!’ he said again. ‘Josephine, you’re a liar. You’re one hell of a liar!’

      After that his affection increased, and he hugged me too and kissed me right on the mouth.

      ‘Well,’ I kidded, ‘who taught you that? Lizzy?’

      ‘Shut up,’ he said, and the more he loved me the less he allowed of conversation.

      I lay down beside him, and I was really surprised the way a man is transformed by his feelings. He loved me all over myself, and to show I understood his meaning I whispered: ‘Browny, what do you want? Browny, do you want to do it?’

      Well! He jumped out of bed then and flapped the sheet around his shoulders and groaned, ‘Oh, Christ… Oh,’ he said, ‘I could be arrested. I could be picked up by M.P.’s and spend the rest of my life in jail.’ He looked at me. ‘For godsakes button your shirt. Your mother’ll wake up in a minute.’

      ‘Browny, what’s the matter?’

      ‘You’re a child and you’re too damn smart for your own good. Don’t you understand? This could ruin my whole life.’

      ‘But, Browny…’

      ‘The trouble I could get into! I could be busted. You’re a baby. It’s a joke. A person could marry a baby like you, but it’s criminal to lay a hand on your shoulder. That’s funny, ha-ha-ha.’

      ‘Oh, Browny, I would love to be married to you.’

      He sat down at the edge of the cot and drew me to his lap. ‘Gee, what a funny kid you are. You really like me so much?’

      ‘I love you. I’d be a first-class wife, Browny – do you realize I take care of this whole house? When Mother isn’t working, she spends her whole time mulling over Daddy. I’m the one who does Joanna’s hair every day. I iron her dresses. I could even have a baby for you, Browny, I know just how to –’

      ‘No! Oh no. Don’t let anyone ever talk you into that. Not till you’re eighteen. You ought to stay tidy as a doll and not strain your skin at least till you’re eighteen.’

      ‘Browny, don’t you get lonesome in that camp? I mean if Lizzy isn’t around and I’m not around… Don’t you think I have a nice figure?’

      ‘Oh, I guess…’ He laughed, and put his hand warmly under my shirt. ‘It’s pretty damn nice, considering it ain’t even quite done.’

      I couldn’t hold my desire down, and I kissed him again right into his talking mouth and smack against his teeth. ‘Oh, Browny, I would take care of you.’

      ‘O.K., O.K.,’ he said, pushing me kindly away. ‘O.K., now listen, go to sleep before we really cook up a stew. Go to sleep. You’re a sweet kid. Sleep it off. You ain’t even begun to see how wide the world is. It’s a surprise even to a man like me.’

      ‘But my mind is settled.’

      ‘Go to sleep, go sleep,’ he said, still holding my hand and patting it. ‘You look almost like Lizzy now.’

      ‘Oh, but I’m different. I know exactly what I want.’

      ‘Go to sleep, little girl,’ he said for the last time. I took his hand and kissed each brown fingertip and then ran into my room and took all my clothes off and, as bare as my lonesome soul, I slept.

       

      The next day was Saturday and I was glad. Mother is a waitress all weekend at the Paris Coffee House, where she has been learning French from the waiters ever since Daddy disappeared. She’s lucky because she really loves her work; she’s crazy about the customers, the coffee, the decor, and is only miserable when she gets home.

      I gave her breakfast on the front porch at about 10 a.m. and Joanna walked her to the bus. ‘Cook the corporal some of those frozen sausages,’ she called out in her middle range.

      I hoped he’d wake up so we could start some more love, but instead Lizzy stepped over our sagging threshold. ‘Came over to fix Browny some breakfast,’ she said efficiently.

      ‘Oh?’ I looked her childlike in the eye. ‘I think I ought to do it, Aunty Liz, because he and I are probably getting married. Don’t you think I ought to in that case?’

      ‘What? Say that slowly, Josephine.’

      ‘You heard me, Aunty Liz.’

      She flopped in a dirndl heap on the stairs. ‘I don’t even feel old enough to get married and I’ve been seventeen since Christmas time. Did he really ask you?’

      ‘We’ve been talking about it,’ I said, and that was true. ‘I’m in love with him, Lizzy.’ Tears prevented my vision.

      ‘Oh, love… I’ve been in love twelve times since I was your age.’

      ‘Not me, I’ve settled on Browny. I’m going to get a job and send him to college after his draft is over… He’s very smart.’

      ‘Oh, smart… everybody’s smart.’

      ‘No, they are not.’

      When she left I kissed Browny on both eyes, like the Sleeping Beauty, and he stretched and woke up in a conflagration of hunger.

      ‘Breakfast, breakfast, breakfast,’ he bellowed.

      I fed him and he said, ‘Wow, the guys would really laugh, me thiefin’ the cradle this way.’

      ‘Don’t feel like that. I make a good impression on people, Browny. There’ve been lots of men more grown than you who’ve made a fuss over me.’

      ‘Ha-ha,’ he remarked.

      I made him quit that kind of laughing and started him on some kisses, and we had a cheerful morning.

      ‘Browny,’ I said at lunch, ‘I’m going to tell Mother we’re getting married.’

      ‘Don’t she have enough troubles of her own?’

      ‘No, no,’ I said. ‘She’s all for love. She’s crazy about it.’

      ‘Well, think about it a minute, baby face. After all, I might get shipped out to some troubled area and be knocked over by a crazy native. You read about something like that every day. Anyway, wouldn’t it be fun to have a real secret engagement for a while? How about it?’

      ‘Not me,’ I said, remembering everything I’d ever heard from Liz about the opportunism of men, how they will sometimes dedicate with seeming goodwill thirty days and nights, sleeping and waking, of truth and deceit to the achievement of a moment’s pleasure. ‘Secret engagement! Some might agree to a plan like that, but not me.’

      Then I knew he liked me, because he walked around the table and played with the curls of my home permanent a minute and whispered, ‘The guys would really laugh, but I get a big bang out of you.’

      Then I wasn’t sure he liked me, because he looked at his watch and asked it: ‘Where the hell is Lizzy?’

      I had to do the shopping and put off some local merchants in a muddle of innocence, which is my main Saturday chore. I ran all the way. It didn’t take very long, but as I rattled up the stairs and into the hall, I heard the thumping tail of a conversation. Browny was saying, ‘It’s your fault, Liz.’

      ‘I couldn’t care less,’ she said. ‘I suppose you get something out of playing around with a child.’

      ‘Oh no, you don’t get it at all…’

      ‘I can’t say I want it.’

      ‘Goddamnit,’ said Browny, ‘you don’t listen to a person. I think you stink.’

      ‘Really?’ Turning to go, she smashed the screen door in my face and jammed my instep with the heel of her lavender pump.

      ‘Tell your mother we will,’ Browny yelled when he saw me. ‘She stinks, that Liz, goddamnit. Tell your mother tonight.’

      I did my best during that passing afternoon to make Browny more friendly. I sat on his lap and he drank beer and tickled me. I laughed, and pretty soon I understood the game and how it had to have variety and ran shrieking from him till he could catch me in a comfortable place, the living-room sofa or my own bedroom.

      ‘You’re O.K.,’ he said. ‘You are. I’m crazy about you, Josephine. You’re a lot of fun.’

      So that night at 9:15 when Mother came home I made her some iced tea and cornered her in the kitchen and locked the door. ‘I want to tell you something about me and Corporal Brownstar. Don’t say a word, Mother. We’re going to be married.’

      ‘What?’ she said. ‘Married?’ she screeched. ‘Are you crazy? You can’t even get a job without working papers yet. You can’t even get working papers. You’re a baby. Are you kidding me? You’re my little fish. You’re not fourteen yet.’

      ‘Well, I decided we could wait until next month when I will be fourteen. Then, I decided, we can get married.’

      ‘You can’t, my God! Nobody gets married at fourteen, nobody, nobody. I don’t know a soul.’

      ‘Oh, Mother, people do, you always see them in the paper. The worst that could happen is it would get in the paper.’

      ‘But I didn’t realize you had much to do with him. Isn’t he Lizzy’s? That’s not nice – to take him away from her. That’s a rotten sneaky trick. You’re a sneak. Women should stick together. Didn’t you learn anything yet?’

      ‘Well, she doesn’t want to get married and I do. And it’s essential to Browny to get married. He’s a very clean-living boy, and when his furlough’s over he doesn’t want to go back to those camp followers and other people’s wives. You have to appreciate that in him, Mother – it’s a quality.’

      ‘You’re a baby,’ she droned. ‘You’re my slippery little fish.’

      Browny rattled the kitchen doorknob ten minutes too early.

      ‘Oh, come in,’ I said, disgusted.

      ‘How’s stuff? Everything settled? What do you say, Marvine?’

      ‘I say shove it, Corporal! What’s wrong with Lizzy? You and she were really beautiful together. You looked like twin stars in the summer sky. Now I realize I don’t like your looks much. Who’s your mother and father? I never even heard much about them. For all I know, you got an uncle in Alcatraz. And your teeth are in terrible shape. I thought the army takes care of things like that. You just don’t look so hot to me.’

      ‘No reason to be personal, Marvine.’

      ‘But she’s a baby. What if she becomes pregnant and bubbles up her entire constitution? This isn’t India. Did you ever read what happened to the insides of those Indian child brides?’

      ‘Oh, he’s very gentle, Mother.’

      ‘What?’ she said, construing the worst.

      That conference persisted for about two hours. We drank a couple of pitcherfuls of raspberry Kool-Aid we’d been saving for Joanna’s twelfth birthday party the next day. No one had a dime, and we couldn’t find Grandma.

      Later on, decently before midnight, Lizzy showed up. She had a lieutenant (j.g.) with her and she introduced him around as Sid. She didn’t introduce him to Browny, because she has stated time and time again that officers and enlisted men ought not to mix socially. As soon as the lieutenant took Mother’s hand in greeting, I could see he was astonished. He began to perspire visibly in long welts down his back and in the gabardine armpits of his summer uniform. Mother was in one of those sullen, indolent moods which really put a fire under some men. She was just beady to think of my stubborn decision and how my life contained the roots of excitement.

      ‘France is where I belong,’ she murmured to him. ‘Paris, Marseilles, places like that, where men like women and don’t chase little girls.’

      ‘I have a lot of sympathy with the Gallic temperament and I do like a real woman,’ he said hopefully.

      ‘Sympathy is not enough.’ Her voice rose to the requirements of her natural disposition. ‘Empathy is what I need. The empathy of a true friend is what I have lived without for years.’

      ‘Oh yes, I feel all that, empathy too.’ He fell deeply into his heart, from which he could scarcely be heard… ‘I like a woman who’s had some contact with life, cradled little ones, felt the pangs of birth, known the death of loved ones…’

      ‘… and of love,’ she added sadly. ‘That’s unusual in a young good-looking man.’

      ‘Yet that’s my particular preference.’

      Lizzy, Browny, and I borrowed a dollar from him while he sat in idyllic stupor and we wandered out for some ice cream. We took Joanna because we were sorry to have drunk up her whole party. When we returned with a bottle of black-raspberry soda, no one was in sight. ‘I’m beginning to feel like a procurer,’ said Lizzy.

      That’s how come Mother finally said yes. Her moral turpitude took such a lively turn that she gave us money for a Wassermann. She called Dr. Gilmar and told him to be gentle with the needles. ‘It’s my own little girl, Doctor. Little Josie that you pulled right out of me yourself. She’s so headstrong. Oh, Doctor, remember me and Charles? She’s a rough little customer, just like me.’

      Due to the results of this test, which is a law, and despite Browny’s disbelief, we could not get married. Grandma, always philosophical with the advantage of years, said that young men sowing wild oats were often nipped in the bud, so to speak, and. that modern science would soon unite us. Ha-ha-ha, I laugh in recollection.

      Mother never even noticed. It passed her by completely, because of large events in her own life. When Browny left for camp drowned in penicillin and damp with chagrin, she gave him a giant jar of Loft’s Sour Balls and a can of walnut rum tobacco.

      Then she went ahead with her own life. Without any of the disenchantment Browny and I had suffered, the lieutenant and Mother got married. We were content, all of us, though it’s common knowledge that she has never been divorced from Daddy. The name next to hers on the marriage license is Sidney LaValle, Jr., Lieut. (j.g.), U.S.N. An earlier, curlier generation of LaValles came to Michigan from Quebec, and Sid has a couple of usable idioms in Mother’s favorite tongue.

      I have received one card from Browny. It shows an aerial view of Joplin, Mo. It says: ‘Hi, kid, chin up, love, Browny. P.S. Health improved.’

      Living as I do on a turnpike of discouragement, I am glad to hear the incessant happy noises in the next room. I enjoyed hugging with Browny’s body, though I don’t believe I was more to him than a hope for civilian success. Joanna has moved in with me. Though she grinds her teeth well into daylight, I am grateful for her company. Since I have been engaged, she looks up to me. She is a real cuddly girl.
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      Pale green greeted him, grubby buds for nut trees. Packed with lunch, Peter strode into the park. He kicked aside the disappointed acorns and endowed a grand admiring grin to two young girls.

      Anna saw him straddling the daffodils, a rosy man in about the third flush of youth. He got into Judy’s eye too. Acquisitive and quick, she screamed, ‘There’s Daddy!’

      Well, that’s who he was, mouth open, addled by visions. He was unsettled by a collusion of charm, a conspiracy of curly hairdos and shiny faces. A year ago, in plain view, Anna had begun to decline into withering years, just as he swelled to the maximum of manhood, spitting pipe smoke, patched with tweed, an advertisement of a lover who startled men and detained the ladies.

      Now Judy leaped over the back of a bench and lunged into his arms. ‘Oh, Peter dear,’ she whispered, ‘I didn’t even know you were going to meet us.’

      ‘God, you’re getting big, kiddo. Where’s your teeth?’ he asked. He hugged her tightly, a fifty-pound sack of his very own. ‘Say, Judy, I’m glad you still have a pussycat’s sniffy nose and a pussycat’s soft white fur.’

      ‘I do not,’ she giggled.

      ‘Oh yes,’ he said. He dropped her to her springy hind legs but held on to one smooth front paw. ‘But you’d better keep your claws in or I’ll drop you right into the Hudson River.’

      ‘Aw, Peter,’ said Judy, ‘quit it.’

      Peter changed the subject and turned to Anna. ‘You don’t look half bad, you know.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she replied politely, ‘neither do you.’

      ‘Look at me, I’m a real outdoorski these days.’

      She allowed thirty seconds of silence, into which he turned, singing like a summer bird, ‘We danced around the Maypole, the Maypole, the Maypole…

      ‘Well, when’d you get in?’ he asked.

      ‘About a week ago.’

      ‘You never called.’

      ‘Yes, I did, Peter. I called you at least twenty-seven times. You’re never home. Petey must be in love somewhere, I said to myself.’

      ‘What is this thing,’ he sang in tune, ‘called love?’

      ‘Peter, I want you to do me a favor,’ she started again. ‘Peter, could you take Judy for the weekend? We’ve just moved to this new place and I have a lot of work to do. I just don’t want her in my hair. Peter?’

      ‘Ah, that’s why you called.’

      ‘Oh, for godsakes,’ Anna said. ‘I really called to ask you to become my lover. That’s the real reason.’

      ‘O.K., O.K. Don’t be bitter, Anna.’ He stretched forth a benedicting arm. ‘Come in peace, go in peace. Of course I’ll take her. I like her. She’s my kid.’

      ‘Bitter?’ she asked.

      Peter sighed. He turned the palms of his hands up as though to guess at rain. Anna knew him, theme and choreography. The sunshiny spring afternoon seeped through his fingers. He looked up at the witnessing heavens to keep what he could. He dropped his arms and let the rest go.

      ‘O.K.,’ he said. ‘Let’s go. I’d like to see your place. I’m full of ideas. You should see my living room, Anna. I might even go into interior decorating if things don’t pick up. Come on. I’ll get the ladder out of the basement. I could move a couple of trunks. I’m crazy about heavy work. You get out of life what you put into it. Right? Let’s ditch the kid. I’m not your enemy.’

      ‘Who is?’ she asked.

      ‘Off my back, Anna. I mean it. I’ll get someone to keep an eye on Judy. Just shut up.’ He searched for a familiar face among the Sunday strollers. ‘Hey, you,’ he finally called to an old pal on whom two chicks were leaning. ‘Hey, you glass-eyed louse, c’mere.’

      ‘Not just any of your idiot friends,’ whispered Anna, enraged.

      All three soft-shoed it over to Peter. They passed out happy hellos, also a bag of dried apricots. Peter spoke to one of the girls. He patted her little-boy haircut. ‘Well, well, baby, you have certainly changed. You must have had a very good winter.’

      ‘Oh yes, thanks,’ she admitted.

      ‘Say, be my friend, doll, will you? There’s Judy over there. Remember? She was nuts about you when she was little. How about it? Keep an eye on her about an hour or two?’

      ‘Sure, Petey, I’d love to. I’m not busy today. Judy! She was cute. I was nuts about her.’

      ‘Anna,’ said Peter, ‘this is Louie; she was a real friend that year you worked. She helped me out with Judy. She was great, a lifesaver.’

      ‘You’re Anna,’ Louie said hospitably. ‘Oh, I think Judy’s cute. We were nuts about each other. You have one smart kid. She’s really smart.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Anna.

      Judy had gone off to talk to the ice-cream man. She returned licking a double-lime Popsicle. ‘You have to give him ten cents,’ she said. ‘He didn’t even remember me to give me trust.’

      Suddenly she saw Louie. ‘Oooh!’ she shrieked. ‘It’s Louie. Louie, Louie, Louie!’ They pinched each other’s cheeks, rubbed noses like the Eskimoses, and fluttered lashes like kissing angels do. Louie looked around proudly. ‘Gee whiz, the kid didn’t forget me. How do you like that?’

      Peter fished in his pockets for some change. Louie said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous. It’s on me.’ ‘O.K., girls,’ Peter said. ‘You two go on. Live it up. Eat supper out. Enjoy yourselves. Keep in touch.’

      ‘I guess they do know each other,’ said Anna, absolutely dispirited, waving goodbye.

      ‘There!’ said Peter. ‘If you want to do things, do things.’

      He took her arm. His other elbow cut their way through a gathering clutter of men and boys. ‘Going, going, gone,’ he said. ‘So long, fellows.’

       

      Within five minutes Anna unlocked the door of her new apartment, her snappy city leasehold, with a brand-new key.

      In the wide foyer, on the parquet path narrowed by rows of cardboard boxes, Peter stood stock-still and whistled a dozen bars of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. ‘Mama,’ he moaned in joy, ‘let me live!’

      A vista of rooms and doors to rooms, double glass doors, single hard-oak doors, narrow closet doors, a homeful of rooms wired with hallways stretched before. ‘Oh, Anna, it’s a far cry… Who’s paying for it?’

      ‘Not you; don’t worry.’

      ‘That’s not the point, Mary and Joseph!’ He waved his arms at a chandelier. ‘Now, Anna, I like to see my friends set up this way. You think I’m kidding.’

      ‘I’m kidding,’ said Anna.

      ‘Come on, what’s really cooking? You look so great, you look like a chick on the sincere make. Playing it cool and living it warm, you know…’

      ‘Quit dreaming, Petey,’ she said irritably. But he had stripped his back to his undershirt and had started to move records into record cabinets. He stopped to say, ‘How about me putting up the Venetian blinds?’ Then she softened and offered one kindness: ‘Peter, you’re the one who really looks wonderful. You look just – well – healthy.’

      ‘I take care of myself, Anna. That’s why. Vegetables, high proteins. I’m not the night owl I was. Grapefruits, sunlight, oh sunlight, that’s my dear love now.’

      ‘You always did take care of yourself, Peter.’

      ‘No, Anna, this is different.’ He stopped and settled on a box of curtains. ‘I mean it’s not egocentric and selfish, the way I used to be. Now it has a real philosophical basis. Don’t mix me up with biology. Look at me, what do you see?’

      Anna had read that cannibals, tasting man, saw him thereafter as the great pig, the pale pink roast.

      ‘Peter, Peter, pumpkin eater,’ Anna said.

      ‘Ah no, that’s not what I mean. You know what you see? A structure of flesh. You know when it hit me? About two years ago, around the time we were breaking up, you and me. I took my grandpa to the bathroom one time when I was over there visiting – you remember him, Anna, that old jerk, the one that was so mad, he didn’t want to die… I was leaning on the door; he was sitting on the pot concentrating on his guts. Just to make conversation – I thought it’d help him relax – I said, ‘Pop? Pop, if you had it all to do over again, what would you do different? Any real hot tips?’

      ‘He came up with an answer right away. ‘Peter,’ he said, ‘I’d go to a gym every goddamn day of my life; the hell with the job, the hell with the women. Peter, I’d build my body up till God Hisself wouldn’t know how to tear it apart. Look at me Peter,’ he said. ‘I been a mean sonofabitch the last fifteen years. Why? I’ll tell you why. This structure, this… this thing’ – he pinched himself across his stomach and his knees – ‘this me’ – he cracked himself sidewise across his jaw – ‘this is got to be maintained. The reason is, Peter: It is the dwelling place of the soul. In the end, long life is the reward, strength, and beauty.’ ‘

      ‘Oh, Peter!’ said Anna. ‘Are you working?’

      ‘Man,’ said Peter, ‘you got the same itsy-bitsy motivations. Of course I’m working. How the hell do you think I live? Did you get your eight-fifty a week out in Scroungeville or not?’

      ‘Eight-fifty is right.’

      ‘O.K., O.K. Then listen. I have a vitamin compound that costs me twelve-eighty a hundred. Fifty dollars a year for basic maintenance and repair.’

      ‘Did the old guy die?’

      ‘Mother! Yes! Of course he died.’

      ‘I’m sorry. He wasn’t so bad. He liked Judy.’

      ‘Bad or good, Anna, he got his time in, he lived long enough to teach the next generation. By the way, I don’t think you’ve put on an ounce.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘And the kid looks great. You do take good care of her. You were always a good mother. I’ll bet you broil her stuff and all.’

      ‘Sometimes,’ she said.

      ‘Let her live in the air,’ said Peter. ‘I bet you do. Let her love her body.’

      ‘Let her,’ said Anna sadly.

      ‘To work, to work, where strike committees shirk,’ sang Peter. ‘Is the ladder in the cellar?’

      ‘No, no, in that kitchen closet. The real tall closet.’

      Then Peter put up the Venetian blinds, followed by curtains. He distributed books among the available bookcases. He glued the second drawer of Judy’s bureau. Although all the furniture had not been installed, there were shelves for Judy’s toys. He had no trouble with them at all. He whistled while he worked.

      Then he swept the debris into a corner of the kitchen. He put a pot of coffee on the stove. ‘Coffee?’ he called. ‘In a minute,’ Anna said. He stabilized the swinging kitchen door and came upon Anna, winding a clock in the living room whose wide windows on the world he had personally draped. ‘Busy, busy,’ he said.

      Like a good and happy man increasing his virtue, he kissed her. She did not move away from him. She remained in the embrace of his right arm, her face nuzzling his shoulder, her eyes closed. He tipped her chin to look and measure opportunity. She could not open her eyes. Honorably he searched, but on her face he met no quarrel.

      She was faint and leaden, a sure sign in Anna, if he remembered correctly, of passion. ‘Shall we dance?’ he asked softly, a family joke. With great care, a patient lover, he undid the sixteen tiny buttons of her pretty dress and in Judy’s room on Judy’s bed he took her at once without a word. Afterward, having established tenancy, he rewarded her with kisses. But he dressed quickly because he was obligated by the stories of his life to remind her of transience.

      ‘Petey,’ Anna said, having drawn sheets and blankets to her chin. ‘Go on into the kitchen. I think the coffee’s all boiled out.’

      He started a new pot. Then he returned to help her with the innumerable little cloth buttons. ‘Say, Anna, this dress is wild. It must’ve cost a dime.’

      ‘A quarter,’ she said.

      ‘You know, we could have some pretty good times together every now and then if you weren’t so damn resentful.’

      ‘Did you have a real good time, Petey?’

      ‘Oh, the best,’ he said, kissing her lightly. ‘You know, I like the way your hair is now,’ he said.

      ‘I have it done once a week.’

      ‘Hey, say it pays, baby. It does wonders. What’s up, what’s up? That’s what I want to know. Where’d the classy TV come from? And that fabulous desk… Say, somebody’s an operator.’

      ‘My husband is,’ said Anna.

      Petey sat absolutely still, but frowned, marking his clear forehead with vertical lines of pain. Consuming the black fact, gritting his teeth to retain it, he said, ‘My God, Anna! That was a terrible thing to do.’

      ‘I thought it was so great.’

      ‘Oh, Anna, that’s not the point. You should have said something first. Where is he? Where is this stupid sonofabitch while his wife is getting laid?’

      ‘He’s in Rochester. That’s where I met him. He’s a lovely person. He’s moving his business. It takes time. Peter, please. He’ll be here in a couple of days.’

      ‘You’re great, Anna. Man, you’re great. You wiggle your ass. You make a donkey out of me and him both. You could’ve said no. No – excuse me, Petey – no. I’m not that hard up. Why’d you do it? Revenge? Meanness? Why?’

      He buttoned his jacket and moved among the cardboard boxes and the new chairs, looking for a newspaper or a package. He hadn’t brought a thing. He stopped before the hallway mirror to brush his hair. ‘That’s it!’ he said, and walked slowly to the door.

      ‘Where are you going, Peter?’ Anna called across the foyer, a place for noisy children and forgotten umbrellas. ‘Wait a minute, Peter. Honest to God, listen to me, I did it for love.’

      He stopped to look at her. He looked at her coldly.

      Anna was crying. ‘I really mean it, Peter, I did it for love.’

      ‘Love?’ he asked. ‘Really?’ He smiled. He was embarrassed but happy. ‘Well!’ he said. With the fingers of both hands he tossed her a kiss.

      ‘Oh, Anna, then good night,’ he said. ‘You’re a good kid. Honest, I wish you the best, the best of everything, the very best.’

      In no time at all his cheerful face appeared at the door of the spring dusk. In the street among peaceable strangers he did a handstand. Then easy and impervious, in full control, he cartwheeled eastward into the source of night.
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