The Poets and the Housewife
A FABLE

Martin Armstrong

Martin Armstrong (1882~1974) was born in Newcastle up-
on Tyne, England. He wrote both novels and histories, but is,
perhaps, best known for his short stories.

The Poets and the Housewife makes use of an old way of
telling stories to make very much a modern point. Appearances
do deceive! So does the language. It looks like old English (it
is a fable) but there are surprises.

Once upon a time, on a summer’s day, two poets, having shut
up shop, went out into the country to collect oopym , for their stock
of this commodity was exhausted.

And they were careful to dress themselves carelessly'?’ : one put
on a black collar and black-and-white checked trousers, and the oth-
er a cravat'®) of raging scarlet, ‘for’ they thought (though they did
not say so) ‘we must dress the part’*). And their hats were wide
and reckless and the hair beneath their hats was like the thatch upon
a broad-eaved barn.

And as they journeyed, poking about with their walking sticks
after the precious substance of their quest!S!, there gathered over
their heads the devil of a storm.



And at the proper moment the storm burst and the rain came
down and the poets left off seeking for copy and huddled under a
hawthorn tree. And they appeared as two proud exotic birds, light-
ed down from the Lord knows where!®’.

And there was a lodge near the hawthorn tree, and the lodge-
keeper’ s wife looked out and, seeing the two, she exclaimed:
‘Lord, look what the wet brings out![”)’ and the rain increased
fearfully.

And after a while she looked out again and the poets were
changed, for their bloom was impaired, the rain had clotted their
hair, and the scarlet cravat of the one had become crimson from sat-
uration. And rain dripped from all their extremities. [#

And the lodge-keeper’ s wife was grieved for them and called
out: ‘Young men, will you not come in? Why play the heron who

(9] with his feet in cold water when it is open to

stands lugubrious
you to become as sparrows twittering with gladness beneath the
eaves?’

But they bowed politely and replied: ‘Thanks awfully, ma’
am, but we are poets and we like it.’

And the lodge-keeper’s wife was riled and sneered at them, re-
marking: ‘They have certainly had a drop too much!!®!. ’ But they,
smiling deprecatingly upon her, responded: ‘Madam you are pleased
to be dry!!1}.” “And you,’ quoth!!?) she, ‘are pleased to be wet.’
And she slammed to window!!3!, casting up her eyes and inquiring
rhetorically[ 1l Did you ever?’ and ‘What next?’ (15] And the rain
came down like hell, leaping a foot high and sousing all things.

And after another while, the lodge-keeper’s wife looked out a-
gain, and the two had gathered closer about the trunk of the

hawthorn tree, and they were as two old crows, for their shoulders



[16) were down and they were unbelievably

were up and their beaks
disheveled. 117}

And she shout to them again, for she was a charitable woman,
saying: ‘O miserable gentlemen, in the name of civilization and
commonsense, come inside. ’

But they dared not turn their faces to her, lest the water should
run down their necks: so, revolving themselves all of a piece, they
replied: ‘Renewed thanks, ma’am, but we are very well, for we

are acquiring copy.’ And they cowered under the deluge!’®! with

great earnestness of purpose.

But the lodge-keeper’s wife did not understand the word copy,
so that she was amazed beyond measure and the power of comment
was taken from her.

And the storm; having stormed itself out, abated: and the
place was bathed in delicious smells of breathing leaves, and the
warm sweetness of hawthorn perfumed the air.

And the lodge-keeper’ s wife looked out from the window a
fourth and last time, and the poets were in the act of departure.
And the tragedy of their appearance was beyond all comparing. For
the scarlet of the cravat of one had run down into the bosom of his
shirt, so that he was, as it were, a robin-redbreast. And both were
soaked to the uttermost.

And when those poets were returned home, the one found that
he had lost a shirt and the other found that he had gained a cold.
Therefore the one went out and bought a new shirt at seven and six
and dear at that, and the other got himself a shilling bottle of Am-
moniated Quinine!™®) which was tolerably cheap considering.

And the one wrote an ode called Midsummer Storm for which
[201

he obtained five guineas'?’, so that (deducting four pence for



stamps and seven and six for the shirt) his net profit was four
pounds seventeen and twopence.

But the other could only manage a one-quinea sonnet called
Rain Among Leaves, so that (deducting fourpence for stamps and a
shilling for the quinine) his net profit was nineteen and eightpence.

Thus the two acquired great store of copy (more, indeed, than
they bargained for'?!)) and the sum of five pounds sixteen shillings
and ten pence thrown in. (2]

But the wife of the lodge-keeper knew nothing of all this, so
that she still believes, like many another ill-informed person, that

poets are nothing more than unpractical dreamers.
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The Returmn of the Moon Man
Eric Lawson Malpass

Eric Lawson Malpass (1910 ~ 1996 ), Welsh, has many
books to his credit: A House of Women, Sweet Will, The
Wind Brings up the Rain, etc. This story was first published in
Esquire — an American magazine famous for the short stories
it publishes. It is set in rural Wales. It may be in the future but
the Welsh folk in his story certainly haven’t changed much.
Mind you, the Electric is probably already at Pen-y-Craig. And
there have been Grandfather/Grandmother jokes for a few
thousand years.

A.D.2500

That was the year they brought the Electric to Pen-y-Craig
Farm.

Wonderful it was, when Grandfather Griffiths pressed down
the switch, and the great farm kitchen was flooded with light.
There was Dai my father, and mother, blinking and grinning in the
light, and Electric Plumber Williams, smug as you please, looking
as though he had invented the Electric himself and sent it through
the pipes. Only Gran was sad. Tears streaming down her face, she
picked up the old paraffin lamp and carried it sadly into the scullery.

That was funny about Gran. She was progressive, and left to



herself she would have filled the house with refrigerators and atomic
cookers and washers. But Grandfather called these things devil’s in-
ventions, and would have none of them. And yet, when Grandfa-
ther at last agreed to the Electric, Gran was in tears. Reaction,
Auntie Space-Ship-Repairs Jones'!! said it was.

‘Well,” roared Grandfather. ‘There’ s your Electric. But
don’t think that because you’ ve talked me into this you’ll talk me
into any more of these devils’ inventions. Let no one mention the
words space-ship in my presence ever again. '

That was intended for Gran. In her black clothes she was a
rather pathetic-looking little woman, and no match for her fiery
husband. But one thing she had always insisted that she wanted: a
space-ship; and it had been a source of argument between them for
years.

I tell you all this that you may know that we of Pen-y-Craig are
not the backward savages that some people would have you believe.
We are in touch with modern thought, even though we are apt to
cling to the old ways. But what I really remember of those far-off,
golden days of 2500 is of how the first Expedition to the Moon set
off, and of how it landed in Ten Acre Field?!, and of the strange
events that followed.

Men had been trying to set off for the Moon for years, perhaps
for centuries. But you know how it was. Something always hap-
pened to stop them. The weather was bad, or someone’ s auntie

(3], In the autumn of 2500, however,

died, or there was an eclipse
they were ready at last.

It was cold that evening, and we were sitting by the fire, en-
joying the Electric. Grandfather was listening in; suddenly he

jumped to his feet and shouted, ‘Blasphemy™!.’



No one took much notice, for if the old man didn’ t jump up
and shout ‘blasphemy’ at least once of an evening Gran thought he
was sickening and gave him a purge.

So Gran said dutifully, ‘What is it, Mortimer?’

‘Flying to the moon, they are,’ he cried. ‘The space-ship has
just left London. And they.re dancing in the streets, and exploding

[5] and -’

fireworks in celebration. Sodom

But at that moment there was a noise as of a great wind passing
over, and then a terrible crash as though someone had picked up all
our milk churns and dropped them on the Dutch barn. We ran out-
side, and there, in the Ten Acre Field, a thing was glinting in the
frosty moonlight. Huge it was, like a great shining rocket.

Grandfather looked at it. ‘Lost their way, maybe,’ he said
with malicious satisfaction. Then he felt in his waistcoat pocket and
took out a card and put it in my hand.

‘Run you, Bronwen,’ he said, ‘and give them the business
card of Uncle Space-Ship-Repairs Jones. ’

But I was frightened, being but a little girl then, and clung to
my mother’s skirts. So Dai, my father, started up the tractor with-
out a word, and rode off to fetch Uncle Space-Ship-Repairs Jones.

Down to the farm came the Moon Men, as the newspai)ers
called them, their helmets bright in the moonlight, and soon Dai my
father arrived. My uncle was sitting on the tractor with him,
clutching a great spanner and grinning as pleased as Punch'®!, and
soon his banging and hammering came across the still air from Ten
Aacre.

One of the Moon Men took off his great helmet.

‘Bit my tongue when we landed sudden,’ he said.

‘Nothing to what you will bite when you land on the



Moon!"},’ said my Grandfather.

“That is what I am thinking,’ the man replied. ‘And that is
why I say they can have their old Moon. Back to Golders Green by
the first train it is for me.’ The leader toke off his helmet at that
moment. ‘Go to the moon one short?®)’ he cried. *That would
never do. ’

‘I will go in his place,’ said Dai my father quietly.

‘You go? Never,’ roared my Grandfather. ‘No son of mine

191 round among the planets. ’

shall go gallivanting

My father flushed angrily. But no one argued with Grandfa-
ther, and at that moment we heard Uncle Space-Ship-Repairs Jones
hollowing that the Moon-Ship was now as right as ninepencel1%1.

The Moon Men, all except the one who had bitten his tongue,
set off for Ten Acre.

‘I will come and see you off,” said Grandfather, and we
watched him walk up the hill with the men.

With a great roar, the Moon-Ship rose into the sky, and
climbed among the stars. Soon we could see it no more.

‘Supper now,’ said Gran.

We got the meal ready, and then someone said, ‘Where is
Grandfather?’

All the grown-ups looked uneasy, and suddenly I was fright-
ened and began to cry.

“Gone to talk to the old bull'™), maybe,’ said Gran.

Silently my father picked up the lantern and went out into the
fields. It was a long time before he came back.

‘Gone,” he said. ‘Clean as a whistle. ’

No one said anything.

Grandfather did not come back all night.



Nor the next day.

Then, at dusk, Read-All-About-It Evans'!?, instead of drop-

ping our evening papers from his helicopter as he flew past, landed.
He marched into the house and thrust the paper under my father’s
nose, and said, ‘See you.’
‘Octogenarian'®! on Moon, ’ said big headlines. Then, below:
‘Radio flash from Moon party says Mortimer Griffiths, elderly
Welsh farmer, took place of member of crew injured in earth land-
ing.’

‘Well, there is sly for you,’ said my father. ‘Going out for
five minutes and finishing up on the Moon.’

Gran said nothing. But she went to the pegs and got her coat
and went out of the door.

‘Go with her, Bronwen,’ my father ordered me, but kindly.

When I got outside it was almost dark, but a big, full Moon
was just swinging clear of the hill, and I could see Gran going along
the path that leads up Break Back and past Ten Acre and brings you
to the Little Mountain. Though I was only a child I knew where
Gran was going, and why. At the top of Little Mountain she would
be nearer to the Moon than anywhere. I also felt, child though I
was that she would want to be alone, so I followed quietly, at a
short distance.

Sure encugh, Gran kept on up the mountain, and at last we
were on the top place where there is nothing but broken rocks, and
holes of black water, and lonely old ghosts. And the Moon was well
up'™*! now, and so near that you felt that if you stood on tiptoe you
could touch it like an apple on the tree.

Gran looked up at the Moon. And the Moon looked at Gran.

Now!!5] Grandfather was a big man, and I knew she was hop-



ing to see him, perhaps putting up a little tent, or lighting a
Primus'!¢!. But there was no sign of anyone on the Moon’s face.
And at last, after a long time, Gran shivered and sighed. Then she
muttered, ‘Round at the back, maybe,’ and she turned and came
slowly down the mountain. And though she must have seen me she
said no word.

The next night the same thing happened. At moonrise Gran set
off for the mountain, and I followed. But this time the Moon was
not quite round, and Gran looked at it for a long time. Then she
said, ‘Shrinking it is,’ and came home again.

This happened every night. The Moon grew thinner and thin-
ner, and Gran went out later and later. Young though I was, they
let me stay up till all hours to follow Gran up the mountain. But at
last the Moon rose so late that Dai my father said, ‘Bed for you
tonight, my girl.’

But I awoke in the small hours, and looked out, and there was
the Moon, a thin, sliver sickle, and there was the yellow light of a
lantern climbing the dark side of the sleeping mountain.

I put on my coat and ran out into the cold.

‘When I reached the top of the mountain Gran was there. To
my surprise she spoke to me. Pointing to the thin crescent she said,
‘Hanging on by his finger-nails now he will be.” And she took my
hand and led me home.

The next evening she said to my father, ‘What time does the
Moon rise tonight, Dai?’

My father looked at the paper.

“There is no moon tonight, Gran,’ he said.

“No Moon,’ repeated Gran in a voice of death. ‘No Moon.’
She rose, and hung a black cloth over the big picture of Grandfather



at the Eisteddfod!”!.

‘Falling through the sky he will be now,’ she said slowly, as
though speaking to herself. ‘Like a shooting star he will fall, and
like a shooting star he will cease to be.’ She went back to her chair
and sat down, her hands folded in her lap.

‘But the fact that you can’t see the Moon doesn’ t mean it isn’t
there. ° My father explained. ‘It’s just that the sun is shining on
the other side of it.’

Gran gave him a look. ‘Black midnight,’ she cried. ‘Black
midnight, and you talk to me of sunshine. Open the door.’ She
pointed an ancient finger at it. ‘And, if the sun is shining, run up
Snowdown!!8! barefoot I will, like the mad woman of Aberdaron. ’

Dai my father gave up. There was a silence. Then Gran began
talking again, almost to herself.

‘He was a hard man,’ she said. ‘I didn’t much care for him.
Never would he buy me anything. A space-ship, only a little one, I
asked him for, many times.’

‘“No mention of space-ships in the Lives of the Great
Saints!!®!,” he says, smiling nasty, putting the tips of his fingers
together, smug as you please.

‘“No mention of indoor sanitation either,” I say, real angry
now. “But that do not stop Rev Williams having a little room up at
the Manse!?! . ”

‘But it was no good. There was no arguing with Mortimer
Griffith. ’ She rose, and went to bed. And the next day she left for
Aberystwyth and married Llewellyn Time Machine/?!].

They went to 1954 for their honeymoon. And two days after
they had gone Grandfather came back from the Moon.

‘Finished the harvest?’ he asked.



*Yes,’ said my father.

‘Have you mended the fence in Ten Acre?’

‘Never mind the fence in Ten Acre,’ said my father. °Gran
has married Liewellyn Time Machine. ’

That was a terrible moment. For a long time my Grandfather
stood stroking his beard. Then suddenly he shot out his long arm
and grasped a chopper.

‘Where are they?’ he roared. ‘Where are they?’

My father, pale, said nothing.

Grandfather seized him by the throat and shook him.

‘Where are they?’ he repeated.

‘In—in 1954, gasped my father.

Grandfather let him go. ‘Get the tractor out,’ he ordered.

‘Where are you going?’

‘1954, said Grandfather.

He was gone for nearly a week.

Then he came back, alone. He was in a good mood, quite
talkative for him.

‘Hired a Time Machine in Llandudno,” he said, beaming.
‘Chased them right back to the Middle Ages!®!. Liewellyn caught
the Black Death®!. And I smashed his Time Machine to pieces
with my little chopper.’

‘And Gran?’ asked my father.

‘Stranded in the Middle Ages, with no money, and no means
of getting back,’ said Grandfather with immense satisfaction. She

was taking the veil'®! when I last saw her. Damp, the nunnery

looked. Damp and cold.’
‘Teach her to go hankering after®’ space-ships,’ said my
Grandfather.



goog
guomogo -ad -o00o0

000 -00-000001910~199%) M 000MO000
ODNO00000000@MOD00000MO000000magn
00000000000000000000000000000
00000000000000000000000000000
000000000000 000-—0 0000000000
00000000000000000000000

00 25000

oooocom-—-—LoO-—-gg0oboooon
oooooOboO0oooomoobooboobobbooooooom
ubooooobOoooboboooboooboboooboon
uogooooooobooooboobooooooboboooooon
uobooboooboobooboooobobooobooooobn
uobooboooboobooboooobobooobooooobn
oooooo
ooooooboooobooooobooooboooon
uobobooobooboobooooboobooobooooon
ubooooobOoooboboooboooboboooboon
ubooooobOoooboboooboooboboooboon
oooboooao
‘“goobobbofoobooboobooobomoobooobooono
uboboooobOooobobooobooobboooboon
vboboobooooooooooooogr
oooooobooooboooboobooooboooon
uobobooobooboobooooboobooobooooobn



