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Friends 
Grace Paley 

 

To put us at our ease, to quiet our hearts as she lay dying, our dear 
friend Selena said, Life, after all, has not been an unrelieved 
horror—you know, I did have many wonderful years with her. 

She pointed to a child who leaned out of a portrait on the wall—
long brown hair, white pinafore, head and shoulders forward. 

Eagerness, said Susan. Ann closed her eyes. 

On the same wall three little girls were photographed in a 
schoolyard. They were in furious discussion; they were holding 
hands. Right in the middle of the coffee table, framed, in autumn 
colors, a handsome young woman of eighteen sat on an enormous 
horse—aloof, disinterested, a rider. One night this young woman, 
Selena’s child, was found in a rooming house in a distant city, dead. 
The police called. They said, Do you have a daughter named Abby? 

And with him, too, our friend Selena said. We had good times, Max 
and I. You know that. 

There were no photographs of him. He was married to another 
woman and had a new, stalwart girl of about six, to whom no harm 
would ever come, her mother believed. 

Our dear Selena had gotten out of bed. Heavily but with a comic 
dance, she soft-shoed to the bathroom, singing “Those were the 
days, my friend . . .” 

Later that evening, Ann, Susan, and I were enduring our five-hour 
train ride to home. After one hour of silence and one hour of coffee 
and the sandwiches Selena had given us (she actually stood, leaned 
her big soft excavated body against the kitchen table to make those 
sandwiches), Ann said, Well, we’ll never see her again. 

Who says? Anyway, listen, said Susan. Think of it. Abby isn’t the 
only kid who died. What about that great guy, remember Bill 
Dalrymple—he was a non-coöperator or a deserter? And Bob 
Simon. They were killed in automobile accidents. Matthew, Jeannie, 
Mike. Remember Al Lurie—he was murdered on Sixth Street—and 
that little kid Brenda, who O.D.’d on your roof, Ann? The tendency, 
I suppose, is to forget. You people don’t remember them. 

What do you mean, “you people”? Ann asked. You’re talking to us. 
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I began to apologize for not knowing them all. Most of them were 
older than my kids, I said. 

Of course, the child Abby was exactly in my time of knowing and in 
all my places of paying attention—the park, the school, our street. 
But oh! It’s true! Selena’s Abby was not the only one of that beloved 
generation of our children murdered by cars, lost to war, to drugs, 
to madness. 

Selena’s main problem, Ann said—you know, she didn’t tell the 
truth. 

What? 

A few hot human truthful words are powerful enough, Ann thinks, 
to steam all God’s chemical mistakes and society’s slimy lies out of 
her life. We all believe in that power, my friends and I, but 
sometimes . . . the heat. 

Anyway, I always thought Selena had told us a lot. For instance, we 
knew she was an orphan. There were six, seven other children. She 
was the youngest. She was forty-two years old before someone 
informed her that her mother had not died in childbirthing her. It 
was some terrible sickness. And she had lived close to her mother’s 
body—at her breast, in fact—until she was eight months old. Whew! 
said Selena. What a relief! I’d always felt I was the one who’d killed 
her. 

Your family stinks, we told her. They really held you up for grief. 

Oh, people, she said, Forget it. They did a lot of nice things for me, 
too. Me and Abby. Forget it, Who has the time? 

That’s what I mean, said Ann. Selena should have gone after them 
with an axe. 

More information: Selena’s two sisters brought her to a Home. They 
were ashamed that at sixteen and nineteen they could not take care 
of her. They kept hugging her. They were sure she’d cry. They took 
her to her room—not a room, a dormitory with about eight beds. 
This is your bed, Lena. This is your table for your things. This little 
drawer is for your toothbrush. All for me? she asked. No one else 
can use it? Only me. That’s all? Artie can’t come? Franky can’t 
come? Right? 

Believe me, Selena said, those were happy days at Home. 

Facts, said Ann, just facts. Not necessarily the truth. 

I don’t think it’s right to complain about the character of the dying 
or start hustling all their motives into the spotlight like that. Isn’t it 
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amazing enough, the bravery of that private inclusive intentional 
community? 

It wouldn’t help not to be brave, said Selena. You’ll see. 

She wanted to get back to bed. Susan moved to help her. 

Thanks, our Selena said, leaning on another person for the first time 
in her entire life. The trouble is, when I stand, it hurts me here all 
down my back. Nothing they can do about it. All the chemotherapy. 
No more chemistry left in me to therapeut. Ha! Did you know 
before I came to New York and met you I used to work in that 
hospital? I was supervisor in gynecology. Nursing. They were my 
friends, the doctors. They weren’t so snotty then. David Clark, big 
surgeon. He couldn’t look at me last week. He kept saying, Lena . . . 
Lena . . . Like that. We were in North Africa the same year—’44, I 
think. I told him, Davy, I’ve been around a long enough time. I 
haven’t missed too much. He knows it. But I didn’t want to make 
him look at me. Ugh, my damn feet are a pain in the neck. 

Recent research, said Susan, tells us that it’s the neck that’s a pain in 
the feet. 

Always something new, said Selena, our dear friend. 

On the way back to the bed, she stopped at her desk. There were 
about twenty snapshots scattered across it—the baby, the child, the 
young woman. Here, she said to me, take this one. It’s a shot of 
Abby and your Richard in front of the school—third grade? What a 
day! The show those kids put on! What a bunch of kids! What’s 
Richard doing now? 

Oh, who knows? Horsing around someplace. Spain. These days, it’s 
Spain. Who knows where he is? They’re all the same. 

Why did I say that? I knew exactly where he was. He writes. In fact, 
he found a broken phone and was able to call every day for a 
week—mostly to give orders to his brother but also to say, Are you 
O.K., Ma? How’s your new boyfriend, did he smile yet? 

The kids, they’re all the same, I said. 

It was only politeness, I think, not to pour my boy’s light, noisy face 
into that dark afternoon. Richard used to say in his early mean 
teens, You’d sell us down the river to keep Selena happy and 
innocent. It’s true. Whenever Selena would say, I don’t know, Abby 
has some peculiar friends, I’d answer for stupid comfort, You 
should see Richard’s. 

Still, he’s in Spain, Selena said. At least you know that. It’s probably 
interesting. He’ll learn a lot. Richard is a wonderful boy, Faith. He 
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acts like a wise guy but he’s not. You know the night Abby died, 
when the police called me and told me? That was my first night’s 
sleep in two years. I knew where she was. 

Selena said this very matter-of-factly—just offering a few 
informative sentences. 

But Ann, listening, said, Oh!—she called out to us all, Oh!—and 
began to sob. Her straightforwardness had become an arrow and 
gone right into her own heart. 

Then a deep tear-drying breath: I want a picture, too, she said. 

Yes. Yes, wait, I have one here someplace. Abby and Judy and that 
Spanish kid Victor. Where is it? Ah. Here! 

Three nine-year-old children sat high on that long-armed sycamore 
in the park, dangling their legs on someone’s patient head—smooth 
dark hair, parted in the middle. Was that head Kitty’s? 

Our dear friend laughed. Another great day, she said. Wasn’t it? I 
remember you two sizing up the men. I had one at the time—I 
thought. Some joke. Here, take it. I have two copies. But you ought 
to get it enlarged. When this you see, remember me. Ha-ha. Well, 
girls—excuse me, I mean ladies—it’s time for me to rest. 

She took Susan’s arm and continued that awful walk to her bed. 

We didn’t move. We had a long journey ahead of us and had 
expected a little more comforting before we set off. 

No, she said. You’ll only miss the express. I’m not in much pain. 
I’ve got lots of painkiller. See? 

The tabletop was full of little bottles. 

I just want to lie down and think of Abby. 

It was true, the local could cost us an extra two hours at least. I 
looked at Ann. It had been hard for her to come at all. Still, we 
couldn’t move. We stood there before Selena in a row. Three old 
friends. Selena pressed her lips together, ordered her eyes into cold 
distance. 

I know that face. Once, years ago, when the children were children, 
it had been placed modestly in front of J. Hoffner, the principal of 
the elementary school. 

He’d said, No! Without training you cannot tutor these kids. There 
are real problems. You have to know how to teach. 
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Our P.-T.A. had decided to offer some one-to-one tutorial help for 
the Spanish kids, who were stuck in crowded classrooms with 
exhausted teachers among little middle-class achievers. He had 
said, in a written communication to show seriousness and then in 
personal confrontation to prove seriousness, that he could not allow 
it. And the board of ed itself had said no. (All this no-ness was to 
lead to some terrible events in the schools and neighborhoods of our 
poor yes-requiring city.) But most of the women in our P.-T.A. were 
independent—by necessity and disposition. We were, in fact, the 
soft-speaking tough souls of anarchy. 

I had Fridays off that year. At about 11 A.M. I’d bypass the 
principal’s office and run up to the fourth floor. I’d take Robert 
Figueroa to the end of the hall, and we’d work away at storytelling 
for about twenty minutes. Then we would write the beautiful letters 
of the alphabet invented by smart foreigners long ago to fool time 
and distance. 

That day, Selena and her stubborn face remained in the office for at 
least two hours. Finally, Mr. Hoffner, besieged, said that because 
she was a nurse, she would be allowed to help out by taking the 
littlest children to the modern difficult toilet. Some of them, he said, 
had just come from the barbarous hills beyond Maricao. Selena said 
O.K., she’d do that. In the toilet she taught the little girls which way 
to wipe, as she had taught her own little girl a couple of years 
earlier. At three o’clock she brought them home for cookies and 
milk. The children of that year ate cookies in her kitchen until the 
end of the sixth grade. 

Now, what did we learn in that year of my Friday afternoons off? 
The following: Though the world cannot be changed by talking to 
one child at a time, it may at least be known. 

Anyway, Selena placed into our eyes for long remembrance that 
useful stubborn face. She said, No. Listen to me, you people. Please. 
I don’t have lots of time. What I want . . . I want to lie down and 
think about Abby. Nothing special. Just think about her, you know. 

*** 

In the train Susan fell asleep immediately. She woke up from time to 
time, because the speed of the new wheels and the resistance of the 
old track gave us some terrible jolts. Once, she opened her eyes 
wide and said, You know, Ann’s right. You don’t get sick like that 
for nothing. I mean, she didn’t even mention him. 

Why should she? She hasn’t even seen him, I said. Susan, you still 
have him-itis, the dread disease of females. 
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Yeah? And you don’t? Anyway, he was around quite a bit. He was 
there every day, nearly, when the kid died. 

Abby. I didn’t like to hear “the kid.” I wanted to say “Abby” the 
way I’ve said “Selena”—so those names can take thickness and 
strength and fall back into the world with their weight. 

Abby, you know, was a wonderful child. She was in Richard’s 
classes every class till high school. Good-hearted little girl from the 
beginning, noticeably kind—for a kid, I mean. Smart. 

That’s true, said Ann, very kind. She’d give away Selena’s last shirt. 
Oh, yes, they were all wonderful little girls and wonderful little 
boys. 

Chrissy is wonderful, Susan said. 

She is, I said. 

Middle kids aren’t supposed to be, but she is. She put herself 
through college—I didn’t have a cent—and now she has this 
fellowship. And, you know, she never did take any crap from boys. 
She’s something. 

Ann went swaying up the aisle to the bathroom. First she said, Oh, 
all of them—just wohunderful. 

I loved Selena, Susan said, but she never talked to me enough. 
Maybe she talked to you women more, about things. Men. 

Then Susan fell asleep. 

Ann sat down opposite me. She looked straight into my eyes with a 
narrow squint. It often connotes accusation. 

Be careful—you’re wrecking your laugh lines, I said. 

Screw you, she said. You’re kidding around. Do you realize I don’t 
know where Mickey is? You know, you’ve been lucky. You always 
have been. Since you were a little kid. Papa and Mama’s darling. 

As is usual in conversations, I said a couple of things out loud and 
kept a few structured remarks for interior mulling and 
righteousness. I thought: She’s never even met my folks. I thought: 
What a rotten thing to say. Luck—isn’t it something like an insult? 

I said, Annie, I’m only forty-eight. There’s lots of time for me to be 
totally wrecked—if I live, I mean. 

Then I tried to knock wood, but we were sitting in plush and 
leaning on plastic. Wood! I shouted. Please, some wood! Anybody 
here have a matchstick? 
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Oh, shut up, she said. Anyway, death doesn’t count. 

I tried to think of a couple of sorrows as irreversible as death. But 
truthfully nothing in my life can compare to hers: a son, a boy of 
fifteen, who disappears before your very eyes into a darkness or a 
light behind his own, from which neither hugging nor hitting can 
bring him. If you shout, Come back, come back, he won’t come. 
Mickey, Mickey, Mickey, we once screamed, as though he were 
twenty miles away instead of right in front of us in a kitchen chair; 
but he refused to return. And when he did, twelve hours later, he 
left immediately for California. 

Well, some bad things have happened in my life, I said. 

What? You were born a woman? Is that it? 

She was, of course, mocking me this time, referring to an old 
discussion about feminism and Judaism. Actually, on the prism of 
isms, both of those do have to be looked at together once in a while. 

Well, I said, my mother died a couple of years ago and I still feel it. I 
think Ma sometimes and I lose my breath. I miss her. You 
understand that. Your mother’s seventy-six. You have to admit it’s 
nice still having her. 

She’s very sick, Ann said. Half the time she’s out of it. 

I decided not to describe my mother’s death. I could have done so 
and made Ann even more miserable. But I thought I’d save that for 
her next attack on me. These constrictions of her spirit were coming 
closer and closer together. Probably a great enmity was about to be 
born. 

Susan’s eyes opened. The death or dying of someone near or dear 
often makes people irritable, she stated. (She’s been taking a course 
in relationships and interrelationships.) The real name of my 
seminar is Skills: Personal Friendship and Community. It’s a very 
good course despite your snide remarks. 

While we talked, a number of cities passed us, going in the opposite 
direction. I had tried to look at New London through the dusk of 
the windows. Now I was missing New Haven. The conductor 
explained, smiling: Lady, if the windows were clean, half of you’d 
be dead. The tracks are lined with sharpshooters. 

Do you believe that? I hate people to talk that way. 

He may be exaggerating, Susan said, but don’t wash the window. 
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A man leaned across the aisle. Ladies, he said, I do believe it. 
According to what I hear of this part of the country, it don’t seem 
unplausible. 

Susan turned to see if he was worth engaging in political dialogue. 

You’ve forgotten Selena already, Ann said. All of us have. Then 
you’ll make this nice memorial service for her and everyone will 
stand up and say a few words and then we’ll forget her again—for 
good. What’ll you say at the memorial, Faith? 

It’s not right to talk like that. She’s not dead yet, Annie. 

Yes, she is, said Ann. 

We discovered the next day that give or take an hour or two, Ann 
had been correct. It was a combination—David Clark, surgeon, 
said—of being sick unto real death and having a tabletop full of 
little bottles. 

Now, why are you taking all those hormones? Susan had asked 
Selena a couple of years earlier. They were visiting New Orleans. It 
was Mardi Gras. 

Oh, they’re mostly vitamins, Selena said. Besides, I want to be 
young and beautiful. She made a joking pirouette. 

Susan said, That’s absolutely ridiculous. 

But Susan’s seven or eight years younger than Selena. What did she 
know? Because: People do want to be young and beautiful. When 
they meet in the street, male or female, if they’re getting older they 
look at each other’s faces a little ashamed. It’s clear they want to say, 
Excuse me, I didn’t mean to draw attention to mortality and gravity 
all at once. I didn’t want to remind you, my dear friend, of our 
coming eviction, first from liveliness, then from life. To which, most 
of the time, the friend’s eyes will courteously reply, My dear, it’s 
nothing at all. I hardly noticed. 

Luckily, I learned recently how to get out of that deep well of 
melancholy. Anyone can do it. You grab at roots of the littlest 
future, sometimes just stubs of conversation. Though some believe 
you miss a great deal of depth by not sinking down down down. 

Susan, I asked, you still seeing Ed Flores? 

Went back to his wife. 

Lucky she didn’t kill you, said Ann. I’d never fool around with a 
Spanish guy. They all have tough ladies back in the barrio. 
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No, said Susan, she’s unusual. I met her at a meeting. We had an 
amazing talk. Luisa is a very fine woman. She’s one of the office-
worker organizers I told you about. She only needs him two more 
years, she says. Because the kids—they’re girls—need to be watched 
a little in their neighborhood. The neighborhood is definitely not 
good. He’s a good father but not such a great husband. 

I’d call that a word to the wise. 

Well, you know me—I don’t want a husband. I like a male person 
around. I hate to do without. Anyway, listen to this. She, Luisa, 
whispers in my ear the other day, she whispers, Suzie, in two years 
you still want him, I promise you, you got him. Really, I may still 
want him then. He’s only about forty-five now. Still got a lot of 
spunk. I’ll have my degree in two years. Chrissy will be out of the 
house. 

Two years! In two years we’ll all be dead, said Ann. 

I know she didn’t mean all of us. She meant Mickey. That boy of 
hers would surely be killed in one of the drugstores or whorehouses 
of Chicago, New Orleans, San Francisco. I’m in a big beautiful city, 
he said when he called last month. Makes New York look like a 
garbage tank. 

Mickey! Where? 

Ha-ha, he said and hung up. 

Soon he’d be picked up for vagrancy, dealing, small thievery, or 
simply screaming dirty words at night under a citizen’s window. 
Then Ann would fly to the town or not fly to the town to 
disentangle him, depending on a confluence of financial reality and 
psychiatric advice. 

How is Mickey? Selena had said. In fact, that was her first sentence 
when we came, solemn and embarrassed, into her sunny front room 
that was full of the light and shadow of windy courtyard trees. We 
said, each in her own way, How are you feeling, Selena? She said, 
O.K., first things first. Let’s talk about important things. How’s 
Richard? How’s Tonto? How’s John? How’s Chrissy? How’s Judy? 
How’s Mickey? 

I don’t want to talk about Mickey, said Ann. 

Oh, let’s talk about him, talk about him, Selena said, taking Ann’s 
hand. Let’s all think before it’s too late. How did it start? Oh, for 
God’s sake talk about him. 

Susan and I were smart enough to keep our mouths shut. 
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Nobody knows, nobody knows anything. Why? Where? Everybody 
has an idea, theories, and writes articles. Nobody knows. 

Ann said this sternly. She didn’t whine. She wouldn’t lean too far 
into Selena’s softness, but listening to Selena speak Mickey’s name, 
she could sit in her chair more easily. I watched. It was interesting. 
Ann breathed deeply in and out the way we’ve learned in our 
Thursday-night yoga class. She was able to rest her body a little bit. 

We were riding the rails of the trough called Park Avenue-in-the-
Bronx. Susan had turned from us to talk to the man across the aisle. 
She was explaining that the war in Vietnam was not yet over and 
would not be, as far as she was concerned, until we repaired the 
dikes we’d bombed and paid for some of the hopeless ecological 
damage. He didn’t see it that way. Fifty thousand American lives, 
our own boys—we’d paid, he said. He asked us if we agreed with 
Susan. Every word, we said. 

You don’t look like hippies. He laughed. Then his face changed. As 
the resident face-reader, I decided he was thinking: Adventure. He 
may have hit a mother lode of late counterculture in three 
opinionated left-wing ladies. That was the nice part of his face. The 
other part was the sly out-of-town-husband-in-New-York look. 

I’d like to see you again, he said to Susan. 

Oh? Well, come to dinner day after tomorrow. Only two of my kids 
will be home. You ought to have at least one decent meal in New 
York. 

Kids? His face thought it over. Thanks. Sure, he said. I’ll come. 

Ann muttered, She’s impossible. She did it again. 

Oh, Susan’s O.K., I said. She’s just right in there. Isn’t that good? 

This is a long ride, said Ann. 

Then we were in the darkness that precedes Grand Central. 

We’re irritable, Susan explained to her new pal. We’re angry with 
our friend Selena for dying. The reason is, we want her to be present 
when we’re dying. We all require a mother or mother-surrogate to 
fix our pillows on that final occasion, and we were counting on her 
to be that person. 

I know just what you mean, he said. You’d like to have someone 
around. A little fuss, maybe. 

Something like that. Right, Faith? 
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It always takes me a minute to slide under the style of her public-
address system. I agreed. Yes. 

The train stopped hard, in a grinding agony of opposing 
technologies. 

Right. Wrong. Who cares? Ann said. She didn’t have to die. She 
really wrecked everything. 

Oh, Annie, I said. 

Shut up, will you? Both of you, said Ann, nearly breaking our knees 
as she jammed past us and out of the train. 

Then Susan, like a New York hostess, began to tell that man all our 
private troubles—the mistake of the World Trade Center, Westway, 
the decay of the South Bronx, the rage in Williamsburg. She rose 
with him on the escalator, gabbing into evening friendship and a 
happy night. 

*** 

At home Anthony, my youngest son, said, Hello, you just missed 
Richard. He’s in Paris now. He had to call collect. 

Collect? From Paris? 

He saw my sad face and made one of the herb teas used by his peer 
group to calm their overwrought natures. He does want to improve 
my pretty good health and spirits. His friends have a book that says 
a person should, if properly nutritioned, live forever. He wants me 
to give it a try. He also believes that the human race, its brains and 
good looks, will end in his time. 

At about eleven-thirty he went out to live the pleasures of his 
eighteen-year-old nighttime life. 

At 3 A.M. he found me washing the floors and making little 
apartment repairs. 

More tea, Mom? he asked. He sat down to keep me company. O.K., 
Faith. I know you feel terrible. But how come Selena never realized 
about Abby? 

Anthony, what the hell do I realize about you? 

Come on, you had to be blind. I was just a little kid, and I saw. 
Honest to God, Ma. 

Listen, Tonto. Basically Abby was O.K. She was. You don’t know 
yet what their times can do to a person. 
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Here she goes with her goody-goodies—everything is so groovy 
wonderful far-out terrific. Next thing, you’ll say people are darling 
and the world is so nice and round that Union Carbide will never 
blow it up. 

I have never said anything as hopeful as that. And why to all our 
knowledge of that sad day did Tonto at 3 A.M. have to add the fact 
of the world? 

The next night Max called from North Carolina. How’s Selena? I’m 
flying up, he said. I have one early-morning appointment. Then I’m 
cancelling everything. 

At 7 A.M. Annie called. I had barely brushed my morning teeth. It 
was hard, she said. The whole damn thing. I don’t mean Selena. All 
of us. In the train. None of you seemed real to me. 

Real? Reality, huh? Listen, how about coming over for breakfast—I 
don’t have to get going until after nine? I have this neat sourdough 
rye? 

No, she said. Oh Christ, no. No! 

*** 

I remember Ann’s eyes and the hat she wore the day we first looked 
at each other. Our babies had just stepped howling out of the 
sandbox on their new walking legs. We picked them up. Over their 
sandy heads we smiled. I think a bond was sealed then, at least as 
useful as the vow we’d all sworn with husbands to whom we’re no 
longer married. Hindsight, usually looked down upon, is probably 
as valuable as foresight, since it does include a few facts. 

Meanwhile, Anthony’s world—poor, dense, defenseless thing—rolls 
round and round. Living and dying are fastened to its surface and 
stuffed into its softer parts. 

He was right to call my attention to its suffering and danger. He 
was right to harass my responsible nature. But I was right to invent 
for my friends and our children a report on these private deaths and 
the condition of our lifelong attachments. 

 

The End 


