My Pal Paley

by
E.M. Broner

“One day,” wrote Grace Paley, "I decided to not grow any older /
lots of luck I said to myself.” ("One Day I Decided”) With her humor,
enthusiasm, and activism, Grace has not grown older. With her wisdom,
she has.

I first wrote about Grace thirty-some years ago in a paper for one of
the early women-run panels at the Modern Language Association. My
paper was “The Dirty Ladies,” which included the now-elderly Erica Jong,
Lynda Schor, and Grace Paley, three women with salty tongues.

When I read from Grace’s book, Little Disturbances of Men, the
audience roared—except for the men in the first row from the Jewish
fiction section (then only male writers), who hurriedly made their
departure. Not many walked out on Grace. Mostly people walk in on
Grace. “Hello, darling,” she says. “Hello, Toots.”

When I missed seeing Grace, I would stroll down Sixth Avenue on
Saturdays to 11th Street, where she and her sister activists, her “affinity
group,” set up a card table with petitions to sign and information to
distribute. News, friendship, and laughter overloaded the wobbly table.

We celebrated birthdays. Grace’s were street-long affairs, with stiff
stilt walkers and musicians making merry. At her sixty-fifth birthday,
held as a benefit for the War Resisters League, her files were recovered
from the state and FBI undercover intelligence agencies. They were
read aloud. The “perp” to the agency, the disturber of the peace, the
trespasser, was our heroine. We applauded each act of disobedience.

Grace and I often drove together to teach at Sarah Lawrence. We
would speak intensely on those two days. The first was devoted to
religion, in which my interest was greater than hers, and the second
to politics, where her activism exceeded mine. We each persuaded the
other.

Grace and I were also familial. We spoke of “her” Bob and “my” Bob.
As they aged, they ailed. In her poem “Hand-Me-Downs,” Grace wrote:
“No one knows what to do with these / hand-me-downs love them I
suppose.”

And we spoke of children and grandchildren. “Grace,” I once said.
“What if a kid disappoints?”

“Not to worry,” says Grace. "They make and break our hearts all our
lives.”

Grace does not shy away from describing the physicality of aging.
“You know what the worst is?” she informed me. “Your hair thins.” She’s
been sporting a navy tam.

In "Hand-Me-Downs” she writes: "my love . . . in the sweater and



bones of old age,” and “I am shawled in my own somewhat / wrinkled
still serviceable skin.”

Aside from our physical selves, what is happening to us mentally?
Grace and I speak about forgetting words, the curse of writers. “I know
fewer words,” she tells me, “but what I know, I really home in on.”

I feared for Grace's art when she left the West Village, the setting
for her poetic urban voice. She has been in Vermont for decades now,
returning to visit New York and her family every several months.

I worried that she had lost her roots and her voice. But I read in her
poems set in Vermont: “there it is now . . . our own golden wine-colored
world.”

I am comforted. Wherever Grace lives, she sets down roots and finds
an affinity group. But I still find myself looking for the newsy, noisy card
table on Sixth Avenue.
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