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A Nice Old-Fashioned
Romance, with Love

Lyrics and Everything

My cousin Arak was a year
and a half younger than me, round-faced, dark, and
exceptionally elegant in manners. It was no pre-
tense with him. His manners were just naturally
that way, just as my manners were bad from the
beginning. Where Arak would get around any sort
of complication at school with a bland smile that
showed his front upper teeth, separated, and melted
the heart of stone of our teacher, Miss Daffney, I
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would go to the core of the complication and with
noise and vigor prove that Miss Daffney or some-
body else was the culprit, not me, and if need be, I
would carry the case to the Supreme Court and
prove my innocence.

I usually got sent to the office. In some cases I
would get a strapping for debating the case in the
office against Mr. Derringer, our principal, who was
no earthly good at debates. The minute I got him
cornered he got out his strap.

Arak was different; he didn't care to fight for jus-
tice. He wasn’'t anywhere near as bright as me, but
even though he was a year and a half younger than
me, he was in the same grade. I usually won all my
arguments with my teachers, but instead of being
glad to get rid of me they refused to promote me, in
the hope, I believe, of winning the following semes-
ter’s arguments and getting even. That's how it hap-
pened that I came to be the oldest pupil in the fifth
grade.

One day Miss Daffney tried to tell the world I was
the author of the poem on the blackboard that said
she was in love with Mr. Derringer, and ugly. The
author of the poem was my cousin Arak, not me.
Any poem I wrote wouldn't be about Miss Daffney,
it would be about something worthwhile. Neverthe-
less, without mentioning any names, but with a
ruler in her hand, Miss Daffney stood beside my
desk and said, I am going to find out who is respon-
sible for this horrible outrage on the blackboard and
see that he is properly punished.
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He? 1 said. How do you know it’s a boy and not a
girl? _
Miss Daffney whacked me on the knuckles of my
right hand. I jumped out of my seat and said, You
can’t go around whacking me on the knuckles. I'll
report this.

Sit down, Miss Daffney said.

I did. She had me by the right ear, which was
getting out of shape from being grabbed hold of by
Miss Daffney and other teachers.

I sat down and quietly, almost inaudibly, said,
You'll hear about this.

Hold your tongue, Miss Daffney said, and al-
though I was outraged by what was happening, I
stuck out my tongue and held it, while the little
Mexican, Japanese, Armenian, Greek, Italian, Por-
tuguese, and plain American boys and girls in the
class, who looked to me for comedy, roared with
laughter. Miss Daffney came down on my hand
with the ruler, but this time the ruler grazed my
nose. This to me was particularly insulting, inas-
much as my nose then, as now, was large. A small
nose would not have been grazed, and I took Miss
Daffney’s whack as a subtle comment on the size of
my nose.

I put my bruised hand over my hurt nose and
again rose to my feet.

You told me to hold my tongue, I said, insisting
that I had done no evil, had merely carried out her
instructions, and was therefore innocent, utterly
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undeserving of the whacked hand and the grazed
nose.

You be good now, Miss Daffney said. I won't
stand any more of your nonsense. You be good.

I took my hand away from my nose and began to
be good. I smiled like a boy bringing her a red ap-
ple. My audience roared with laughter and Miss
Daffney dropped the ruler, reached for me, fell over
the desk, got up, and began to chase me around the
room. _

There I go again, I kept saying to myself while
Miss Daffney chased me around the room. There I
go again getting in a mess like this that’s sure to end
in murder, while my cousin Arak, who is the guilty
one, sits there and smiles. There’s no justice any-
where.

When Miss Daffney finally caught me, as I knew
she would unless I wanted even more severe pun-
ishment from Mr. Derringer, there was a sort of
free-for-all during which she tried to gouge my eyes
out, pull off my ears, fingers, and arms, and I, by
argument, tried to keep her sweet and ladylike.

When she was exhausted, I went back to my seat,
and the original crime of the day was taken up
again: Who was the author of the love lyric on the
blackboard?

Miss Daffney straightened her hair and her
~ clothes, got her breath, demanded and got silence,
and after several moments of peace during which
the ticking of the clock was heard, she began to
speak.
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I am going to ask each of you by name if you
wrote this awful—poem—on the blackboard and I
shall expect you to tell the truth. If you lie, I shall
find out anyway and your punishment will be all
the worse.

She began to ask the boys and girls if they had
written the poem and of course-they hadn’t. Then
she asked my cousin Arak and he also said he
hadn’t. Then she asked me and I said I hadn’t,
which was the truth.

You go to the office, she said. You liar.

I didn’t write any poem on any blackboard, I
said. And I'm not a liar.

Mr. Derringer received me with no delight. Two
minutes later, Susie Kokomoto arrived from our
class with a message describing my crime. In fact,
quoting it. Mr. Derringer read the message, made
six or seven faces, smiled, snapped his suspenders,
coughed and said, What made you write this little
poem?

I didn’t write it.

Naturally, you'd say you didn't, but why did you?

I didn't write it.

Now don't be headstrong, Mr. Derringer said.
That's a rather alarming rumor to be spreading.
How do you know Miss Daffney’s in love with me?

Is she?

Well, that’s what it says here. What gave you that
impression? Have you noticed her looking at me
with admiration or something?



60 MY NAME IS ARAM

1 haven’t noticed her looking at you with any-
thing. Are you in love with %er or something?

That remains to be seen, Mr. Derringer said. It
isn’t a bad poem, up to a point. Do you really regard
Miss Daffney as ugly?

I didn’t write the poem. I can prove it. I don’t
write that way.

You mean your handwriting isn’t like the hand-
writing on the blackboard?

Yes, and I don’t write that kind of poetry either.

You admit writing poetry? Mr. Derringer said.

I write poetry, but not that kind of poetry.

A rumor like that. I hope you know what you're
about. '

Well, all T know is I didn’t write it.

Personally, Mr. Derringer said, I think Miss
Daffney is not only not ugly, but on the contrary
attractive.

Well, that’s all right. The only thing I want is not
to get into a lot of trouble over something I didn’t
do.

You could have written the poem, Mr. Derringer
said.

Not that one. I could have written a good one.

What do you mean, good? Beautiful? Or insulting?

1 mean beautiful, only it wouldn't be about Miss
Daffney.

Up to this point, Mr. Derringer said, I was willing
to entertain doubts as to your being the author of
the poem, but no longer. I am convinced you wrote
it. Therefore I must punish you.
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I got up and started to debate.

You give me a strapping for something I didn’t do,
and you'll hear about it.

So he gave me a strapping and the whole school
heard about it. I went back to class limping. The
poem had been erased. All was well again. The cul-
prit had been duly punished, the poem effaced, and
order re-established in the fifth grade. My cousin
Arak sat quietly admiring Alice Bovard's brown
curls.

First thing during recess I knocked him down
and sat on him.

I got a strapping for that, I said, so don’t write any
more of them.

The next morning, however, there was another
love lyric on the blackboard in my cousin Arak’s
unmistakable hand, and in his unmistakable style,
and once again Miss Daffney wanted to weed out
the culprit and have him punished. When I came
into the room and saw the poem and the lay of the
land I immediately began to object. My cousin Arak
was going too far. In Armenian I began to swear at
him. He, however, had become stone deaf, and Miss
Daffney believed my talk was for her. Here, here,
she said. Speak in a language everybody can under-
stand if you've got something to say.

All I've got to say is I didn’t write that poem. And
I didn't write yesterday’s, either. If I get into any
more trouble on account of these poems, some-
body’s going to hear about it.

Sit down, Miss Daffney said.
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After the roll call, Miss Daffney filled a whole
sheet of paper with writing, including the new
poem, and ordered me to take the message to the
office.

Why me? 1 didn’t write the poem.

Do as you're told.

I went to her desk, put out my hand to take the
note, Miss Daffney gave it a whack with a ruler, I
jumped back three feet and shouted, I'm not going
to carry love-letters for you.

This just naturally was the limit. There was a
limit to everything. Miss Daffney leaped at me. I in
turn was so sore at my cousin Arak that I turned
around and jumped on him. He pretended to be
very innocent, and offered no resistance. He was
very deft, though, and instead of getting the worst
of it, he got the least, while I fell all over the floor
until Miss Daffney caught up with me. After that it
was all her fight. When I got to the office with the
message, I had scratches and bruises all over my
face and hands, and the love-letter from Miss
Daffney to Mr. Derringer was crumbled and in
places torn.

What's been keeping you? Mr. Derringer said.
Here, let me see that message. What mischief have
you been up to now?

He took the message, unfolded it, smoothed it out
on his desk, and read it very slowly. He read it three
or four times. He was delighted, and, as far as.I
could tell, in love. He turned with a huge smile on
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his face and was about to reprimand me again for
saying that Miss Daffney was ugly.

I didn’t write the poem, I said. I didn’t write yes-
terday’s either. All I want is a chance to get myself a
little education and live and let live.

Now, now, Mr. Derringer said.

He was quite pleased.

If you're in love with her, I said, that’s your affair,
but leave me out of it.

All T say is you could be a little more gracious
about Miss Daffney’s appearance, Mr. Derringer
said. If she seems plain to you, perhaps she doesn’t
seem plain to someone else.

I was disgusted. It was just no use.

All right, I said. Tomorrow I'll be gracious.

Now that’s better, Mr. Derringer said. Of course I
must punish you.

He reached for the lower drawer of his desk
where the strap was.

Oh, no, I said. If you punish me, then I won’t be
gracious.

Well, what about today’s poem? I've got to punish
you for that. Tomorrow’s will be another story.

No sir. Nothing doing.

Oh, all right, Mr. Derringer said, but see that
you're gracious.

Can I go back now?

Yes, I think so.

I began to leave the office.

Wait a minute, he said. Everybody’ll know some-
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thing fishy’s going on somewhere unless they hear.
you howl. Better howl ten times, and then go back.

Howl? I can’t howl unless I'm hurt.

Of course you can, Mr. Derringer said. Just give
out a big painful howl. You can do it.

I don't think I can.

I'll hit this chair ten times with the strap, and you
howl.

Mr. Derringer hit the chair with the strap and I
. tried to howl the way I had howled yesterday, but it
didn’t sound real. It sounded fishy, somewhere.

We were going along that way when Miss |
Daffney herself came into the office, only we didn’t
know she’d come in, on account of the noise.

On the tenth one I turned to Mr. Derringer and
said, That's ten.

Then, I saw Miss Daffney. She was aghast and
mouth-agape.

Just a few more, son, Mr. Derringer said, for good
measure.

Before I could tell him Miss Daffney was in the
office, he was whacking the chair again and I was
howling.

It was crazy.

Miss Daffney coughed and Mr. Derringer turned
and saw her—his beloved.

Miss Daffney didn’t speak. She couldnt. Mr. Der-
ringer smiled. He was very embarrassed and began
swinging the strap around.

I'll not have any pupil of this school being imper-
tinent, Mr. Derringer said.
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He was madly in love with her and was swinging
the strap around and trying to put over a little per-
sonality. Miss Daffney, however, just didn't think
very much of his punishing the boy by hitting a
chair, while the boy howled, the man and the boy
together making a mockery of justice and true love.
She gave him a very dirty look.

Oh! Mr. Derringer said. You mean about my hit-
ting the chair? We were just rehearsing, weren’t we,
son?

No, we weren’, 1 said.

Miss Daffney, infuriated, turned and fled, and
Mr. Derringer sat down.

Now look what you've done, he said.

Well, I said, if you're going to have a romance
with her, have it, but don’t mess me up in it.

Well, Mr. Derringer said, I guess that's that.

He was a very sad man.

All right, he said, go back to your class.

I want you to know I didn’t write those poems.

That’s got nothing to do with it.

I thought you might want to know.

It's too late now. She’ll never admire me any
more. b

Why don’t you write a poem to her yourself?

I can't write poems, Mr. Derringer said.

Well, figure it out some way.

When I went back to class Miss Daffney was very
polite. So was I. She knew I knew and she knew if
she got funny I'd either ruin the romance or make
~ her marry him, so she was very friendly. In two
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weeks school closed and when school opened again
Miss Daffney didn’t show up. Either Mr. Derringer
didn’t write her a poem, or did and it was no good;
or he didn’t tell her he loved her, or did and she
didn’t care; or else he proposed to her and she
turned him down, because I knew, and got herself
transferred to another school so she could get over
her broken heart.
Something like that.



The
Presbyterian
Choir Singers

One of the many curious and
delightful things about our country is the ease with
which our good people move from one religion to
another, or from no particular religion at all to any
religion that happens to come along, without expe-
riencing any particular loss or gain, and go right on
being innocent anyhow.
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Myself, I was born, for instance, a kind of Catho-
lic, although I was not baptized until I was thirteen,
a circumstance which, I remember clearly, irritated
the priest and impelled him to ask my people if
they were crazy, to which my people replied, We
have been away.

Thirteen years old and not baptized! the priest
shouted. What kind of people are you?

For the most part, my uncle Melik replied, we are
an agricultural people, although we have had our
brilliant men, too. _

It was a Saturday afternoon. The whole thing
took no more than seven minutes, but even after I
was baptized it was impossible for me to feel any
change.

Well, my grandmother said, you are now bap-
tized. Do you feel any better?

For some months, I believe I ought to explain, I
had been feeling intelligent, which led my grand-
mother to suspect that I was ill with some mysteri-
ous illness or that I was losing my mind.

I think I feel the same, I said.

Do you believe now? she shouted. Or do you still
have doubts?

I can easily say 1 believe, but to tell you the truth I
don’t know for sure. I want to be a Christian of.
course.

Well, just believe then, and go about your busi-
ness.

My business was in some ways ordinary and in
other ways incredible.
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I sang in the Boys’ Choir at the Presbyterian
Church on Tulare Street. For doing so I received one
dollar a week from an elderly Christian lady named
Balaifal who lived in sorrow and solitude in the
small ivy-covered house next to the house in which
my friend Pandro Kolkhozian lived.

This boy, like myself, was loud in speech. That is
to say, we swore a good deal—in all innocence of
course—and by doing so grieved Miss or Mrs.
Balaifal so much that she sought to save us while
there was still time. To be saved was a thing I for
one had no occasion to resist or resent.

Miss Balaifal (I shall call her that from now on,
since while I knew her she was certainly single, and
since I do not know for sure if she ever married, or
for that matter if she ever thought of marrying, or if
she ever so much as-fell in love—earlier in life of
course, and no doubt with a scoundrel who took the
whole matter with a grain of saltf—Miss Balaifal, as
I began to say, was a cultured woman, a reader of
the poems of Robert Browning and a woman of
great sensitivity, so that coming out on the porch of
her house to hear us talk she could stand so much
and no more, and when the limit had been reached,
cried out, Boys, boys. You must not use profane lan-
guage.

Pandro Kolkhozian, on the one hand, seemed to be
the most uncouth boy in the world and on the other
—and this was the quality in him which endeared
him to me—was actually the most courteous and
thoughtful.
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Yes, Miss Balaifum, he said.

Balaifal, the lady corrected him. Please come
here. Both of you.

We went to Miss Balaifal and asked what she
wanted.

What do you want, Miss Balaifum? Pandro said.

Miss Balaifal went into her coat pocket and
brought out a sheaf of pamphlets, and without look-
ing at them handed one to each of us.-My pamphlet
was entitled Redemption, The Story of a Drunkard. Pan-
dro’s was entitled Peace at Last, The Story of a Drunk-
ard.

What's this for? Pandro said.

I want you boys to read those pamphlets and try
to be good. I want you to stop using profane lan-
guage.

It doesn’t say anything here about profane lan-
guage, Pandro said.

There’s a good lesson for each of you in those
pamphlets. Read them and don’t use profane lan-
guage any more.

Yes, ma’am, I said. Is that all?

One thing more. I wonder if you boys would help
me move the organ from the dining room to the
parlor?

Sure, Miss Balaifum, Pandro said. Any time.

So we went into the lady’s house and, while she
instructed us in just how to do it without damaging
the instrument or ourselves, we moved it, by slow
degrees, from the dining room to the parlor.

Now read those pamphlets, Miss Balaifal said.
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Yes, ma’am, Pandro said. Is that all?

Well, now, the lady said. I want you to sing while
I play the organ.

I can’t sing, Miss Balaifum.

Nonsense. Of course you can sing, Pedro.

Pandro. Pedro is my cousin’s name.

As a matter of fact Pandro’s name was Panvor,
which in Armenian means prisoner. When he had
started to school his teacher hadn’t cared for, or
hadn’t liked the sound of, Panvor, so she had writ-
ten down on his card Pandro. As for his cousin’s
name, it was Bedros, with the b soft, which in turn
had been changed at school to Pedro. It was all
quite all right of course, and no harm to anybody.

Without answering him, the elderly lady sat on
the stool, adjusted her feet on the pedals of the or-
gan, and without any instructions to us, began to
play a song which, from its dullness, was obviously
religious. After a moment she herself began to sing.
Pandro, in a soft voice, uttered a very profane, if not
vulgar, word, which fortunately Miss Balaifal did
not hear. Miss Balaifal’s voice was, if anything, not
impressive. The pedals squeaked a good deal louder
than she sang, the tones of the organ were not any
too clear, but even so, it was possible to know that
Miss Balaifal’s voice was not delightful.

Galilee, bright Galilee, she sang.

She turned to us, nodded, and said, Now sing,
boys, sing.

We knew neither the words nor the music, but it

‘seemed that common courtesy demanded at least
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an honest effort, which we made, trying as far as
possible to follow the music coming out of the organ
and the dramatic words coming out of Miss Balaifal.

Ruler of the storm was He, on the raging Galilee,
she sang.

In all, we tried to sing three songs. After each
song, Pandro would say, Thank you very much,
Miss Balaifum. Can we go now?

At last she got up from the organ and said, I'm
sure you're the better for it. If evil friends invite you
to drink, turn away.

We'll turn away, Miss Balaifum, Pandro said.
Won't we, Aram?

I will, I said.

I will too, Pandro said. Can we go now, Miss
Balaifum? "

Read the pamphlets, she said. It's not too late.

We'll read them, Pandro said. Just as soon as we
get time.

We left the lady’s house and went back to the
front yard of Pandro’s house and began to read the
pamphlets. Before we were half through reading,
the lady came out on the porch and in a very high
and excited voice said, Which of you was it?

Which of us was what? Pandro said.

He was very bewildered.

Which of you was it that sang? Miss Balaifal said.

We both sang, I said.

No, Miss Balaifal said. Only one of you sang. One
of you has a beautiful Christian voice.

Not me, Pandro said.
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You, Miss Balaifal said to me. Bugene. Was it you?

Aram, I said. Not Eugene. No, I don’t think it was
me either.

Boys, come here, Miss Balaifal said.

Who? Pandro said.

Both of you, the lady said.

When we were in the house and Miss Balaifal
was seated at the organ again Pandro said, I don’t
want to sing. I don’t like to sing.

You sing, the lady said to me.

I sang. ‘

Miss Balaifal leaped to her feet.

You are the one, she said. You must sing at
church.

I won't.

You mustn’t use profane language.

I'm not using profane language, and I promise
not to use profane language again as long as I live,
but I won't sing in church.

Your voice is the most Christian voice I have ever
heard.

It isn’t.

Yes, it is.

Well, I won't sing anyway.

You must, you must.

Thanks very much, Miss Balaifum, Pandro said.
Can we go now? He doesn't want to sing in church.

He must, he must.

Why?

For the good of his soul.

Pandro whispered the profane word again.
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Now tell me, the lady said. What is your name?

I told her.

You are a Christian of course?

1 guess so.

A Presbyterian of course?

I don’t know about that.

You are. Of course you are. I want you to sing in
the Tulare Street Presbyterian Church—in the Boys’
Choir—next Sunday.

Why? Pandro said again.

We need voices. We must have young voices. We
must have singers. He must sing next Sunday.

I don't like to sing. I don't like to go to church
either. '

Boys, Miss Balaifal said. Sit down. I want to talk
to you.

We sat down. Miss Balaifal talked to us for at least
thirty minutes.

We didn’t believe a word of it, although out of
courtesy we kept answering her questions the way
we knew she wanted us to answer them, but when
she asked us to get down on our knees with her
while she prayed, we wouldn't do it. Miss Balaifal
argued this point for some time and then decided to
let us have our way—for a moment. Then she tried
again, but we still wouldn't do it. Pandro said we’'d
move the organ any time, or anything else like that,
but we wouldn't get down on our knees.

Well, Miss Balaifal said, will you close your eyes?

What for? Pandro said.
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It's customary for everybody to close his eyes
while someone is praying.

Who's praying?

No one, yet. But if you'll promise to close your
eyes, Il pray, but you've got to promise to close
your eyes. _ '

What do you want to pray for?

I want to pray for you boys.

What for?

A little prayer for you won't do any harm, Miss
Balaifal said. Will you close your eyes?

Oh! all right, Pandro said.

We closed our eyes and Miss Balaifal prayed.

It wasn't a little prayer by a long shot.

Amen, she said at last. Now, boys, don't you feel
better?

In all truth, we didn't.

Yes, we do, Pandro said. Can we go now, Miss
Balaifum? Any time you want the organ moved,
we’ll move it for you.

. Sing for all you're worth, Miss Balaifal said to me,
and turn away from any evil companion who in-
vites you to drink.

Yes, ma’am.

You know where the church is?

What church?

The Tulare Street Presbyterian Church.

I know where it is.

Mr. Saugus will be expecting you Sunday morn-
ing at nine-thirty.

Well, it just seemed like I was cornered.
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Pandro went with me to the church on Sunday,
but refused to stand with the choir boys and sing.
He sat in the last row of the church and watched
and listened. As for myself, I was never more un-
happy in my life, although I sang.

Never again, I told Pandro after it was all over.

The following Sunday I didn't show up of course,
but that didn’t do any good, because Miss Balaifal
got us into her house again, played the organ, sang,

made us try to sing, prayed, and was unmistakably
determined to keep me in the Boys’ Choir. I refused
flatly, and Miss Balaifal decided to put the whole
thing on a more worldly basis.

You have a rare Christian voice, she said. A voice
needed by religion. You yourself are deeply reli-
gious, although you do not know it yet. Since this is
so, let me ask you to sing for me every Sunday. I will
pay you.

How much? Pandro said.

Fifty cents, Miss Balaifal said.

We usually sang four or five songs. It took about
half an hour altogether, although we had to sit an-
other hour while the preacher delivered his ser-
mon. In short, it wasn't worth it.

For this reason I could make no reply.

Seventy-five cents, Miss Balaifal suggested.

The air was stuffy, the preacher was a bore, it was
all very depressing.

One dollar, Miss Balaifal said. Not a cent more.

Make it a dollar and a quarter, Pandro said.

Not a cent more than a dollar, Miss Balaifal said.
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He's got the best voice in the whole choir, Pandro
said. One dollar? A voice like that is worth fwo dol-
lars to any religion.

I've made my offer, Miss Balaifal said.

There are other religions, Pandro said.

This, I must say, upset Miss Balaifal.

His voice, she said bitterly, is a Christian voice,
and what’s more it’s Presbyterian.

The Baptists would be glad to get a voice like that
for two dollars, Pandro said.

The Baptists! Miss Balaifal said with some—1I hesi-
tate to say it—contempt.

They're no different than the Presbyterians, Pan-
dro said.

One dollar, Miss Balaifal said. One dollar, and
your name on the program.

I don’t like to sing, Miss Balaifal, I said.

Yes, you do. You just think you don'’t. If you could
see your face when you sing—why—

He’s got a voice like an angel, Pandro said.

I'll fix you, I told Pandro in Armenian.

That's no one-dollar voice, Pandro said.

All right, boys, Miss Balaifal said. A dollar and
fifteen cents, but no more.

A dollar and a quarter, Pandro said, or we go to
the Baptists.

All right, Miss Balaifal said, but I must say you
drive a hard bargain.

Wait a minute, I said. I don't like to sing. I won't
sing for a dollar and a quarter or anything else.

A bargain is a bargain, Miss Balaifal said.
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I didn’t make any bargain. Pandro did. Let him
sing.

He can't sing, Miss Balaifal said.

I've got the worst voice in the world, Pandro said
with great pride.

His poor voice wouldn't be worth ten cents to
anybody, Miss Balaifal said.

Not even a nickel, Pandro said.

Well, I'm not going to sing—for a dollar and a
quarter or anything else. I don't need any money.

You made a bargain, Miss Balaifal said.

Yes, you did, Pandro said.

I jumped on Pandro right in Miss Balaifal’s parlor
and we began to wrestle. The elderly Christian lady
tried to break it up, but since it was impossible to
determine which of us was the boy with the angelic
voice, she began to pray. The wrestling continued
until most of the furniture in the room had been
knocked over, except the organ. The match was fi-
nally a draw, the wrestlers exhausted and flat on
their backs.

Miss Balaifal stopped praying and said, Sunday
then, at a dollar and a quarter.

It took me some time to get my breath.

Miss Balaifal, I'll sing in that choir only if Pandro
sings too.

But his voice is terrible.

I don't care what it is. If I sing, he’s got to sing too.

I'm afraid he’d ruin the choir.

He's got to go up there with me every Sunday, or
nothing doing.
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Well, now, let me see, Miss Balaifal said.

She gave the matter considerable thought.

Suppose he goes up and stands in the choir, Miss
Balaifal said, but doesnt sing? Suppose he just pre-
tends to sing?

That’s all right with me, but he’s got to be there
all the time.

What do 7 get? Pandro said.

Well, now, Miss Balaifal said, I surely can’t be
expected to pay you, too.

If I go up there, Pandro said, I've got to be paid.

All right, Miss Balaifal said. One dollar for the
boy who sings; twenty-five cents for the boy who
doesn'’t.

I've got the worst voice in the world, Pandro said.

You must be fair, Miss Balaifal said. After all, you
won't be singing. You'll just be standing there with
the other boys.

Twenty-five cents isn't enough.

We got off the floor and began rearranging the
furniture.

All right, Miss Balaifal said. One dollar for the
boy who sings. Thirty-five cents for the boy who
doesn't.

Make it fifty, Pandro said.

Very well, then. A dollar for you. Fifty cents for
you.

We start working next Sunday? Pandro said.

That's right, Miss Balaifal said. I'll pay you here
after the services. Not a word of this to any of the
other boys in the choir.
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We won’t mention it to anybody, Pandro said.

In this manner, in the eleventh year of my life, I
became, more or less, a Presbyterian—at least every
Sunday morning. It wasn't the money. It was sim-
ply that a bargain had been made, and that Miss
Balaifal had her heart set on having me sing for
religion.

As I began to say six or seven minutes ago, how-
ever, a curious thing about our country is the ease
with which all of us—or at least everybody I know
—are able to change our religions, without any no-
ticeable damage to anything or anybody. When I
was thirteen I was baptized into the Armenian
Catholic Church, even though I was still singing for
the Presbyterians, and even though I myself was
growing a little skeptical, as it were, of the whole
conventional religious pattern, and was eager, by
hook or by crook, to reach an understanding of my
own, and to come to terms with Omnipotence in
my own way. Even after I was baptized, I carried in
my heart a deep discontent.

Two months after I was baptized my voice
changed, and my contract with Miss Balaifal was
canceled—which was a great relief to me and a ter-
rible blow to her.

Asfor the Armenian Catholic Church on Ventura
Avenue, I went there only on Easter and Christmas.
All the rest of the time I moved from one religion to
another, and in the end was none the worse for it,
so that now, like most Americans, my faith consists
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in believing in every religion, including my own,
but without any ill-will toward anybody, no matter
what he believes or disbelieves, just so his personal-
ity is good.



The Three
Swimmers and the
Educated Grocer

The ditches were dry most of
the year, but when they weren't dry, they were
roaring. As the snows melted in the Sierra Nevadas
the ditches began to roar and from somewhere, God
knows where, arrived frogs and turtles, water
snakes and fish. In the spring of the year the water
hurried, and with it the heart, but as the fields
changed from green to brown, the blossoms to fruit,
the shy warmth to arrogant heat, the ditches slowed
down and the heart grew lazy. The first water down
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the mountains and the hills was cold, swift, and
frightening. It was too cold and busy to invite the
naked body of a boy.

Alone, or in a group, a boy would stand on the
bank of a ditch and watch the water for many min-
utes, and then, terribly challenged, fling off his
clothes, make a running dive, come up gasping, and
swim across to the other side. If the boy was the first
of a group to dive, the others would soon follow; in
order not to walk home in shame. It wasn't simply
that the water was cold. It was more that it had no
time for boys. The springtime water was as un-
friendly as anything could be.

One day in April I set out for Thompson Ditch
with my cousin Mourad and a pal of his named Joe
Bettencourt, a Portuguese who loved nothing more
than to be free and out-of-doors. A schoolroom
made Joe stupid. It embarrassed him. But once out
of school, -once off the school-grounds, he was as
intelligent, as good-natured, casual, sincere, and
friendly as anyone could possibly be. As my cousin
Mourad said, Joe ain't dumb—he just doesn’t want
an education.

It was a bright Saturday morning. We had two
baloney sandwiches each, and ten cents between
the three of us. We decided to walk to the ditch so
that we would get there around noon, when the
day would be warm. We walked along the railroad
tracks to Calwa. Along the state highway to Malaga.
And then east through the vineyard country to the
ditch. When we said Thompson Ditch, we meant a
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specific place. It was an intersection of country
roads, with a wooden bridge and a headgate. The
swimming was south of the bridge. West of the
ditch was a big fenced-in pasture, with cows and
horses grazing in it. Bast of the ditch was the coun-
try road. The road and the ditch traveled together
many miles. The flow was south, and the next
bridge was two miles away. In the summer-time a
day of swimming was incomplete until a boy had
gone downstream to the other bridge, rested a mo-
ment in the pasture land, and then came back up,
against the stream, which was a good workout.

By the time we got out to Thompson Ditch the
brightness of morning had changed to a gloom that
was unmistakably wintry; in fact, the beginning of
a storm. The water was roaring, the sky was gray,
growing black, the air was cold and unfriendly, and
the landscape seemed lonely and desolate.

Joe Bettencourt said, I came all this way to swim
and rain or no rain I'm going to swim.

So am I.

You wait, my cousin-Mourad said. Me and Joe,
we’ll see how it is. If it’s all right, you can come in.
Can you really swim?

Aw shut up, I said.

This is what I always said when it seemed to me
that somebody had unwittingly insulted me.

Well, Joe Bettencourt said, can you?

Sure I can swim.

If you ask him, my cousin Mourad said, he can do
anything. Better than anybody in the world.
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Neither of them knew how uncertain I was as to
whether or not I could swim well enough to negoti-
ate a dive and a swim across that body of cold roar-
ing water. If the truth were known, when I saw the
dark water roaring I was scared, challenged, and
insulted.

Aw shut up, I said to the water.

I brought out my lunch and bit into one of the
sandwiches. My cousin Mourad whacked my hand
and almost knocked the sandwich into the water.

We eat after we swim, he said. Do you want to
have cramps?

I had plumb forgotten. It was because I was so
challenged and scared.

One sandwich won't give me cramps.

It'll taste better after we swim, Joe said.

He was a very kind boy. He knew I was scared
and he knew I was bluffing. I knew 4e was scared,
but I knew he was figuring everything out a little
more wisely than I was. ‘

Let’s see, he said. We'll swim across, rest, swim
back, get dressed, eat, and unless the storm passes,
start for home. Otherwise we'll swim some more.

This storm isn’t going to pass, my cousin Mourad
said. If we're going to swim, we're going to have to
do it in a hurry.

By this time Joe was taking off his clothes. My
cousin Mourad was taking off his, and I was taking
off mine. We stood together naked on the bank of
the ditch looking at the unfriendly water. It cer-
tainly didn’t invite a dive, but there was no other
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honorable way to enter a body of water. If you tried
to walk in, you were just naturally not a swimmer.
If you jumped in feet first it wasn't exactly a dis-
grace, it was just bad style. On the other hand, the
water was utterly without charm, altogether un-
friendly, uninviting, and sinister. The swiftness of
the water made the distance to the opposite bank
seem greater than it was.

Without a word Joe dived in. Without a word my
cousin Mourad dived in. The second or two be-
tween splashes seemed like long days dreamed in a
. winter dream because I was not only scared but
very cold. With a bookful of unspoken words on my
troubled mind, I dived in.

The next thing I knew—and it wasn’t more than
three seconds later—I was listening to Joe yelling,
my cousin Mourad yelling, and myself yelling.
What had happened was that we had all dived into
mud up to our elbows, had gotten free only with
great effort, and had each come up worried about
what had happened to the other two. We were all
standing in the cold roaring water, up to our knees
in soft mud. '

The dives had been standing dives. If they had
been running dives we would have stuck in the
mud up to our ankles, head first, and remained
there until summer, or later.

This scared us a little on the one hand and on the
other hand made us feel lucky to be alive.

The storm broke while we stood in the mud of
the ditch.
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Well, Joe said, we're going to get caught in the
rain anyhow, so we might as well stay in for a
while.

We were all shivering, but it seemed sensible that
we should try our best to make a swim of it. The
water wasn't three feet deep; nevertheless, Joe man-
aged to leap out of the mud and swim across, and
then back.

We swam for what seemed like a long time, but
was probably no more than ten minutes. Then we
got out of the water and mud and dressed and,
standing under a tree, ate our sandwiches.

Instead of stopping, the rain increased, so we de-
cided to set out for home right away.

We may get a ride, Joe said.

All the way to Malaga the country road was de-
serted. In Malaga we went into the general store
and warmed ourselves at the stove and chipped in
and bought a can of beans and a loaf of French
bread. The proprietor of the store was a man named
Darcous who wasn't a foreigner. He opened the can
for us, divided the beans into three parts on three
paper plates, gave us each a wooden fork, and sliced
the bread for us. He was an old man who seemed
funny and young.

Where you been, boys? he said.

Swimming, Joe said.

Swimming?

Sure, Joe said. We showed that river.

Well, I'll be harrowed, the grocer said. How was
it?
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Not three feet deep.

Cold?

Ice-cold.

Well, I'll be cultivated. Did you have fun?

Did we? Joe asked my cousin Mourad.

Joe didn’t know whether it had been fun or
something else. '

I don’t know, Mourad said. When we dived in we
got stuck in the mud up to our elbows.

It wasn't easy to get loose from the mud, Joe said.

Well, I'll be pruned, the grocer said.

' He opened a second can of beans, pitched an
enormous forkful into his mouth, and then divided
the rest onto the three paper plates.

We haven’t got any more money, I said.

Now, tell me, boys, what made you do it?

Nothing, Joe said with the finality of a boy who
has too many reasons to enumerate at a moment’s
notice, and his mouth full of beans and French
bread.

Well, I'll be gathered into a pile and burned, the
grocer said. Now, boys, tell me—of what race are
you? Californians, or foreigners?

We're all Californians, Joe said. I was born on G
Street in Fresno. Mourad here was born on Walnut
Avenue or someplace on the other side of the South-
ern Pacific tracks, I guess, and his cousin some-
where in that neighborhood, too.

Well, I'll be irrigated. Now, tell me, boys, what
sort of educations have you got?

We ain’t educated, Joe said.
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Well, I'll be picked off a tree and thrown into a
box. Now, tell me, boys, what foreign languages do
you speak?

I speak Portuguese, Joe said.

You ain’t educated? I have a degree from Yale, my
boy, and I can’t speak Portuguese. And you, son,
how about you?

I speak Armenian, my cousin Mourad said.

Well, I'll be cut off a vine and eaten grape by
grape by a girl in her teens. I can’t speak a word of
Armenian and I'm a college graduate, class of 1892.
Now, tell me, son, what’s your name?

Aram Garoghlanian.

I think I can get it. Gar-oghlan-ian. Is that it?

That's it. ‘

Aram.

Yes sir.

And what strange foreign language do you speak?

- I speak Armenian, too: That's my cousin, Mourad
Garoghlanian.

Well, I'll be harrowed, cultivated, pruned, gath-
ered into a pile, burned, picked off a tree, and let
me see what else? Thrown into a box, cut off a vine
and eaten grape by grape by a girl in her teens. Yes,
sir. All them things, if this doesn’t beat everything.
Did you encounter any reptiles?

What's reptiles? Joe said.

Snakes.

We didn’t see any. The water was black.

Black water. Any fish?

Didn’t see any, Joe said.
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A Ford stopped in front of the store and an old
man got out and came across the wood floor of the
porch into the store.

Open me a bottle, Abbott, the man said.

Judge Harmon, the grocer said, I want you to
meet three of the most heroic Californians of this
great state. ‘

The grocer pointed at Joe, and Joe said, Joseph
Bettencourt—I speak Portuguese.
~ Stephen L. Harmon, the Judge said. I speak a little
French.

The grocer pointed at my cousin Mourad and
Mourad said, Mourad Garoghlanian.

What do you speak? the Judge said.

Armenian, my cousin Mourad said.

The grocer gave the Judge the opened bottle, the
Judge lifted it to his lips, swallowed three swigs,
beat his chest, and said, I'm mighty proud to meet a
Californian who speaks Armenian.

The grocer pointed at me.

Aram Garoghlanian, I said.

Brothers? the Judge asked.

Cousins.

Same thing. Now, Abbott, if you please what's the
occasion for this banquet and your poetic excite-
ment, if not delirium?

These boys have just come from showing that old
river, the grocer said.

The Judge took three more swigs, beat his chest
three times slowly and said, Come from what?

They've just come from swimming.
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Have any of you fevers? the Judge said.

Fever? Joe said. We ain’t sick.

The grocer busted out with a roar of laughter.

Sick? he said. Judge, these boys dived naked into
the black water of winter and came up glowing
with the warmth of summer.

We finished the beans and the bread. We were
thirsty but didn’t know if we should intrude with a
request for a drink of water. At least I didn’t know,
but Joe apparently didn’t stop to consider.

Mr. Abbott, he said, could we have a drink of
water?

Water? the grocer said. Water’s for swimming in,
my boy.

He fetched three paper cups, went to a small bar-
rel with a tap, turned the tap, and filled each cup
with a light golden fluid.

Here, boys. Drink. Drink the sunny juice of the
golden apple, unfermented.

The Judge poured the grocer a drink out of his
bottle, lifted the bottle to his lips, and said, To your
health, gentlemen.

Yes sir, Joe said.

We all drank.

The Judge screwed the top onto the bottle, put
the bottle into his back pocket, looked at each of us
carefully, as if to remember us for the rest of his life,
and said, Good-by, gentlemen. Court opens in a half
hour. I must pass sentence on a man who says he
borrowed the horse, didnt steal it. He speaks Mexi-
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can. The man who says he stole the horse speaks
Italian. Good-by.
' Good-by, we said.

By this time our clothes were almost dry, but the
rain hadn’t stopped.

Well, Joe said, thanks very much, Mr. Abbott.
We've got to get home.

Not at all, the grocer said. I thank you.

The grocer seemed to be in a strange silence for a
man who only a moment before had been so noisy
with talk.

We left the store quietly and began to walk down
the highway. The rain was now so light it didn’t
seem like rain at all. I didn’t know what to make of
it. Joe was the first to speak.

That Mr. Abbott, he said, he’s some man.

The name on the sign is Darcous, I said. Abbott’s
his first name.

First or last, Joe said, he sure is some man.

That Judge was somebody too, my cousin
Mourad said.

Educated, Joe said. I'd learn French myself, but
who would I talk to?

We walked along the highway in silence. After a
few minutes the black clouds parted, the sun came
through, and away over in the east we saw the rain-
bow over the Sierra Nevadas.

We sure showed that old river, Joe said. Was he
crazy?

I don’t know, my cousin Mourad said.

It took us another hour to get home. We had all
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thought about the two men and whether or not the
grocer was crazy. Myself, I believed he wasn't, but
at the same time it seemed to me he had acted kind
of crazy.

So long, Joe said.

He went down the street. Fifty yards away he
turned around and said something almost to him-
self.

What? my cousin Mourad shouted.

He was, Joe said.

Was what? I shouted.

Crazy.

How do you know?

How can you be cut off a vine and eaten grape by
grape by a girl in her teens?

Suppose he was crazy? my cousin Mourad said.
What of it? '

Joe put his hand to his chin and began to con-
sider. The sun was shining for all it was worth now
and the world was full of light.

I don’t think he was crazy, Joe shouted.

He went on down the street. _

He was crazy all right, my cousin Mourad said.

Well, I said, maybe he’s not always.

We decided to let the matter rest at this point un-
til we went swimming again, at which time we
would visit the store and see what happened.

A month later when, after swimming in the
ditch, the three of us went into the store, the man
who was in charge was a much younger man than
Mr. Abbott Darcous. He wasn't a foreigner either.
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What'll it be? he said.

A nickel’s worth of baloney, Joe said, and a loaf
of French bread.

Where's Mr. Darcous? my cousin Mourad said.

He’s gone home.

Where's that?

Some place in Connecticut, I think.

We made sandwiches of the baloney and French
bread and began to eat.

At last Joe asked the gquestion.

Was he crazy? 4

Well, the young man said, that’s hard to say. I
thought he was crazy at first. Then I decided he
wasn’t. The way he ran this store made you think
he was crazy. He gave away more than he sold.
Otherwise he was all right.

Thanks, Joe said.

The store was all in order now, and a very dull
place. We walked out, and began walking home.

He’s crazy, Joe said.

Who? I said.

That guy in the store now, Joe said.

That young fellow?

Yeah. That new fellow in there that aint got no
education.

I think you're right, my cousin Mourad said.

All the way home we remembered the educated
grocer.

Well, I'll be cultivated, Joe said when he left us
and walked on down the street.
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Well, I'll be picked off a tree and thrown in a box,
my cousin Mourad said.

Well, I'll be cut off a vine and eaten g:rape by
grape by a girl in her teens, I said.
- He sure was some man. Twenty years later, I de-
cided he had been a poet and had run that grocery
store in that little run-down village just for the ca-
sual poetry in it instead of the paltry cash.



