
POOR DADDY

Mother is  too bus y for anything, exc ept that s he is  always  taking on more jobs . She c an do them, too, and i t never matters  whether they're s omething that Grandmother would c al l  ladyl ike.

She prac tic al ly bui l t our new hous e, only i t was n't new when we moved into i t. For about three months , turpentine flavor would s how up in the butters c otc h pudding, or Daddy would c omplain that he didnt m ind not being able to us e his  elec tric  razor whi le Mother was  ins tal l ing new wiring, but he would apprec iate i t i f
his  other razor werent us ed to s kin ins ulation.

Mother wouldnt hear him ; s hed be rebui lding the s tairc as e, or s omething.

Eventual ly the hous e was  finis hed, exc ept for c learing out the garage s o that the c ar c ould be kept ins ide, and c overing the pipes  in the new bathroom, and a few other things  that Mother c ould do any day s he had to wai t for a pot roas t to finis h c ooking. It left her wi th nothing to do, exc ept teac hing Sunday Sc hool
and managing the Community Ches t drive and s eeing that Daddy c hanged his  s hirts  and keeping up with her painting and the play s he was  wri ting.

Daddy s ugges ted that s he improve her m ind, but Mother s aid nons ens e, Daddy had al l  the m ind the fam i ly needed. Daddy is  fearful ly learned about tribal  c us toms  and Yuc atan c ul ture and things  l ike that. Bes ides , Mother pointed out that s he had rerigged her. bookrac k s o that i t would go on the vac uum c leaner as
wel l  as  over the s ink, s o s he was  already improving her m ind. W hat s he needed was  exerc is e.

Daddy invi ted her to go fis hing, but Mother s aid i t was n't exerc is e the way he did i t, prac tic al ly urging the fis h not to dis turb him . Daddy s aid the fis h got plenty of exerc is e and who was  he to ins is t on al l  the benefi ts ? Daddy talks  that way bec aus e the fres hmen laugh.

Anyhow, that's  why we took up figure s kating.

Not Daddy, jus t Mother and J unior and me. Daddy s aid he had tried s kating onc e and he had weak ankles , jus t go ahead and enjoy ours elves . He took out a fam i ly ac c ident ins uranc e pol ic y and forgot the matter.

I l iked figure s kating, al l  but getting your pants  wet i f you take a tumble. I know why they c al l  that other s ort dry ic e; the kind you s kate on is n't. J unior l iked i t bec aus e he c ould go s lamming around, bumping into people and being a nuis anc e to his  elders . But Mother took to i t as  i f al l  her l i fe had been preparation for
this  c ons ummation.

She never was  good at s c hool  figures ; Mothers  s tyle c ant be l im i ted to a l i ttle patc h of ic e barely big enough for a figure eight. But danc ing s he loved s he was  doing tangoes  and waltzes  and beginning to bos s  things  when our c lub organized an ic e c arnival , whi le I was  s ti l l  s truggl ing wi th the Mohawk in the
fourteens tep. T he fourteens tep is  the fi rs t danc e you learn; I was  hopeles s ly outc las s ed by Mother, not a des irable thing, exc ept that; as  a res ul t of my di ffic ul ties  wi th the Mohawk, Cl i ff c ame into my l i fe.

A  Mohawk is  not an Indian and nei ther is  Cl i ff. A  Mohawk is  a trans i tion from front to bac k whi le pas s ing from one edge on one foot to a s im i lar edge on the other foot. T hat does n't s eem c lear, anyhow you s kate forward as  fas t as  you c an and s uddenly turn and s kate bac kward. A l l  this  whi le your partner has  his  feet
c ros s ed, and you are in a c los e embrac e, and whi le turning a c orner that you c an't s ee. It would help to dis loc ate both knees . In fac t, you c an hardly avoid i t. I explained i t to Daddy and he s aid i t didnt s ound prac tic al , exc ept pos s ibly in a wheelc hair.

You may wonder why I pers is ted.. W el l , in the fi rs t plac e i t was  my battle wi th the Mohawk that c aus ed Cl i ff to introduc e hims el f and s tart teac hing me. T hat was  good. In the s ec ond plac e they s ay that love wi l l  c aus e a man to put up with a poor s kating partner for ninety days  maybe s ix months , i f i t's  true love. T hat
was  bad. T he way I figured i t I had a maximum of hal f a year in whic h to mas ter that Mohawkor put Cl i ff out of my l i fe and devote mys el f to good works .

T hat Mohawk nearly s topped me, but Cl i ff was  very patient. He s aid the trouble m ight be the fi t of my boots , and got me s ome heel  l iners . I final ly learned i t after a fas hion, and Cl i ff went on to teac h me other things .

T he Mohawk never bothered Mother. She was  pas t i t and learning the c ut-off in the fox trot, whic h is  even tric kier, and zipping through s even or eight other danc e patterns . Mother never ac tual ly danc ed wel l , but s he c ould danc e and s he c ould hold up her partner in a pinc h. Mother is  l i ttle but tough. I am more a
J unoes que type. She developed a bounc y s tyle of her own. Our c lub profes s ional  gave up trying to s mooth i t out and let her learn new things  as  fas t as  s he wanted to, whic h was  jus t as  wel l .

In Marc h Daddy c ame to s ee the c arnival  and the danc e that fol lowed. He c ompl imented Mother on the c os tumes , whic h s he had made, of c ours e. But the danc ing afterward gave him  paus e. Mother is  very popular on the ic e, even Cl i ff would rather danc e with her than with me. I s uppos e that i t s hould have made
Daddy proud to s ee how the mother of his  progeny was  s ought after; ins tead he looked thoughtful . He remarked that the tango s hould be res tric ted to married c ouples , or at leas t c ons idered tantamount to an engagement.

Mother s aid pis h and tus h.

Daddy dropped in at the rink and watc hed the danc ing onc e or twic e after that. W hen s c hool  c los ed he left on a long fis hing trip and didn't urge Mother to go along, whic h worried me, but Mother s aid he was  ac c epting the univers e. Us ual ly Daddy makes  the univers e ac c ept him . It s eemed odd. T he importanc e of a
s table fam i ly bac kground for the adoles c ent is  emphas ized in al l  the textbooks , as  wel l  as  in the more interes ting works  on ps yc hology Daddy means  to keep loc ked up; I dec ided I had better keep an eye on things .

Daddy s ent bac k c ards  pos tmarked Green Mountain Fal ls , Colorado, and s ome fis h pac ked in ic e.

W hen he got bac k he s howed an interes t in s kating and borrowed Mothers  P rimer of Figure Skating. One evening when Mother, J unior, and I returned from the rink, Daddy put down the book and announc ed, Martha, I have c onc luded that figure s kating is  fundamental ly s imple.

Mother s hould have been wary. She s aid, Yes , dear? T hat's  nic e, and s ai led out to throw dinner together.

Yes , he s aid, fol lowing her. It is  s imple phys ic s , primari ly the c ons ervation of angular momentum, plus  laws  relating to the ac quirement of reflex patterns ; Figure s kating may be learned rapidly by analyzing eac h move, then being s ure to do i t c orrec tly the fi rs t time. Anyone of adequate mental i ty s hould ac quire the
art in a s hort time.

Hmm, s aid Mother. I s uppos e you c an apply thes e princ iples  you've dis c overed?

Certainly, Daddy told her. Skating is  ordinari ly taken up by the very young, whos e habi ts  of mental  dis c ipl ine are not formed. Or, c onvers ely, by older people, but c as ual ly rather than s ys tematic al ly. I wis h I had time to demons trate i t. However, the princ iples  are c lear from my analys is .

And that is  why we al l  went to the rink the fol lowing Friday.

Mother s tarted to pic k out s kates  for Daddy. He waved her out of the s kate s hop. I s hal l  do this  methodic al ly, he s aid. I'l l  s ee you al l  on the ic e.

I've never s een Mother in s uc h a di ther. Your father is  s uc h a c hi ld!  Maureen, you help him  when he s teps  on the ic e, the mood he's  in, he won't let me. Oh, dear!  I wonder i f I s ti l l  know how to apply a trac tion s pl int?

P robably be his  head, rather than his  leg, I offered. It didn't c ons ole her.

I didnt get a c hanc e to help, as  he was  met at the ic e by Mis s  Swens on, our c lub profes s ional . I arranged by telephone for Mis s  Swens ons  help, my dear, he s aid to Mother. W ith that he s tepped down on his  toe pic ks , jus t as  i t s ays  in the book.

Mis s  Swens on flas hed Mother a s m i le and s aid, Don't worry, I'l l  take c are of him .

Mother s aid, W ho s aid I was  worried? and s ki ttered off. She looked mad.

Mis s  Swens on towed Daddy to the pen where the bunnies  prac tic e. T hen s he s aid s weetly to me, Now, Maureen, go s kate s omewhere els e. J us t pretend your father is n't here at al l . I c an take a hint; I went bac k to my patc h and prac tic ed ins ide edges .

Mother joined me. Is  he al l  right? s he as ked.

P robably. Mis s  Swens on hardly ever maims  them.

I'l l  jus t s kate down and s ee how they're making out.

I wouldn't, I told her. I got c has ed out. T hey dont want an audienc e.

Mother s aid, T hey'l l  be too bus y to notic e me. She c ame bac k with her c heeks  red and s tarted doing loops  l ike mad.

P res ently the mus ic  s tarted for danc ing. Mother had duc ked into the girls  room to res tore her makeup and her c onfidenc e. T he fi rs t danc e was  a fourteens tep.

Dad and Mis s  Swens on c ame out onto the danc e floor. T hey ac tual ly l ined up to s tart the danc e with the others .

I c los ed both eyes . Dear heaven, I thought, don't let him  do i t. Oh, don't let him  fal l , they'l l  c ut my poor Daddy to ribbons . T he fourteens tep is  awful ly fas t. If you fal l  down, i t's  jus t l ike being c aught by traffic  l ights .

Final ly I opened my eyes  to s ee i f I were going to be an orphan. Cl i ff s kated up and s aid, Skate this  one, Puddin?

I s aid I m ight never s kate again and tried to pic k out Daddy. Final ly I s aw him , away down the ic e. He was  in the four-beat rol l  that c arries  you down the rink, and he was  ac tual ly doing i t, or s ort of. I've s een c irc us  bears  that s kated better, but he was  s ti l l  on his  s kates . I dec ided that Mis s  Swens on mus t be s tronger
than I'd thought.

T here was  s ti l l  the c orner to turn and i t was  c oming at him . T he ladies  Mohawk may forever remain my bugaboo, but the mens  Mohawk is  no s louc h, and i t c omes  right at the turn. I got ready to identi fy the body.

T hen he was  pas t i t and Mis s  Swens on was  faking to c over up the extra s teps  he took. He turned the c orner wi thout even m is s ing the beat. I wanted to c heer but my throat was  dry.

Mother s howed up. W here's  your father, Maureen? s he demanded.

I pointed. T hey were s wooping down the ic e, and Daddys  rol l  was  deeper this  time.

It was  the only time I've s een Mother s tart to faint. She managed to c ontrol  i t, but I had to grab her to keep her from s i tting down s uddenly on s ome very wet ic e. T he mus ic  s topped and Daddy s kated up alone. My dear, he s aid to Mother, this  next is  a tango. W ould you es s ay i t wi th me?

Mother grabbed him . Charles !  s he s hri l led. Get off this  ic e!  Youl l  ki l l  yours el f. I dont know how that woman c ould take you out in that traffic !

Quiet, my dear, s aid Daddy. I am unhurt. W i l l  you tango with me, or s hal l  I danc e with my ins truc tor?

You c ant tango!

I have s tudied the pattern c areful ly. I expec t to retain a s emblanc e of the moves .

T hey tangoed. It was n't good, but Daddy had not been woofing about memorizing the pattern. My own was nt muc h better, I kept c hanging s ides  with Cl i ff at the wrong times , trying to watc h.

W e rode home in s i lenc e. I got J unior as ide when we got home. W hat did you think of Daddys  s kating? I as ked.

Huh? Dads  a terrible s kater.

W erent you amazed that he c ould s kate at al l?

W hy? was  al l  I c ould get out of him .

I didnt dis c us s  i t wi th Daddy unti l  three days  later, bec aus e i t took that long to c ol lec t fac ts . I tac kled him  privately. Daddy, I s aid, s omething is  worrying me.

W el l , Puddin? Can I help?

Perhaps , s inc e you are more experienc ed than I.

Eas y now!  W hat are you leading up to?

W el l , what would you think of a pers on who dec eived s omeone?

It depends  on the c i rc ums tanc es . For example, dec eption is  jus ti fiable around Chris tmas  and before birthdays .

Oh. I c ons idered. I don't know what c ategory this  belongs  in.

W el l , s pi l l  i t.

Very wel l , then. It s ays  in your logic  text that when apparent fac ts  lead to c ontradic tions , eac h al leged fac t s hould be tes ted. I have reas on to bel ieve that the s ort of fis h you s ent home are not found in the lake at Green Mountain Fal ls .

W ho s aid they were? T here are other plac es  to fis h.

I s uppos e s o. It oc c urred to me that both Green Mountain Fal ls  and B roadmoor are s uburbs  of Colorado Springs .

Go on.

B roadmoor rem inded me of the figure-s kating s c hool  at the ic e palac e there eac h s ummer.

Yes ?

One c onjec ture led to another. I remembered that Mis s  Swens on teac hes  at the rink over in Centervi l le mornings , and that you dont have any morning c las s es  at pres ent.

Hmm... Did Mis s  Swens on s how any interes t in your c onjec tures ?

Oh, Mis s  Swens on is  inc orruptible!  But, Daddy, George at the s kate s hop is  not s o di ffic ul t. Cl i ff got him  to rec al l  that s ome s kates  were s hipped to him  from Colorado Springs  rec ently. For five dol lars  he thinks  he c ould remember whos e they were.

T el l  Cl i ff not to was te his  money. W hat is  your objec t in this  s nooping, young lady? Not s omething your mother thought of?

Oh, no, Daddy!  Mother is  baffled.

T hen why?

A t fi rs t i t was  jus t c urios i ty. S inc e then, however..

Yes ?

A fter I had the fac ts , I s ti l l  c ouldnt s ee the reas on. W hy the mys tery? Come c lean, Daddy.



He s topped to load his  pipe. Put yours el f in my plac e, Puddin. Suppos e the girl  of your dreams  was  being c has ed after by a bunc h of young buc ks  who c ould c ut didos  on the ic e. W hat would you do?

W hy, uh, I'd learn to s kate, I ans wered automatic al ly. I was  dazed. Imagine i t!  Romanc e, jealous y, at Daddys  age!

Yes , but not in publ ic . It wouldnt do to go s tumbl ing around with your mother hovering over me and explaining how I was n't the athletic  type and was n't i t brave of me? I had to impres s  her.

Oh. I s ee your point, Daddy.

I s uppos e that s hould have s ettled i t, but I had one more thing in m ind. Oh, Daddy

Yes , Puddin?

I'm  glad you c omprehend the c ruc ial  s ymbol ic  importanc e s kating c an have in relations hips  between the s exes , bec aus e then you wi l l  unders tand I s topped. I c ouldn't tel l  him  anything about Cl i ff bec aus e Cl i ff does nt know yet that he's  going to marry me. Men are s o c ompl ic ated.

Daddy rais ed his  brows . Unders tand what, Puddin? And where did you get al l  thos e big words ? Not from me, I trus t.

No, I mean, yes . I hes i tated; this  was  going to be touc hy. W el l , to get to the point, Daddy, during my inves tigations  I examined your s kates . T hey're awful ly nic e. If I had S tanzione boots  and Olympiad blades  l ike yours , I m ight make marvelous ly fas t progres s  mys el f. Of c ours e, Id keep your gris ly s ec ret, I added
has ti ly. .

B lac kmai l !  Daddy s aid. Puddin, men have been s hot at s unris e for les s .

I s uppos e s o, Daddy.

You are almos t too big to s pank.

I'm  glad you think s o, Daddy. It makes  everything s impler.

I s aid almos t. However, you're getting older and have heavier expens es . Suppos e I rais e your al lowanc e. T hen, i f you need s kates , I'l l  advanc e the c as h and deduc t i t.

T his  is  a private arrangement, Daddy?

He s hook his  head. Say anything you l ike. You wi l l  have to judge moral  problems  for yours el f.

Daddy is  s uc h a lamb.


