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A HOUSE CANNOT STAND
George Snell

HE SHADOWS began to spread along the street as Harry walked
T toward town. The neon lights were all on, and the after-dinner
crowds were going to movies, or window shopping, or just coming
downtown to pass the time before going to bed. It was about eight
o'clock, and the traffic had not reached its height in the streets. Harry

walked slowly because he didn’t want to get there in the middle of the

feature. . ,
Tt was pretty interesting, all right, to watch the people. There cer-

~ tainly were all kinds of people in the world. For instance, look at that

poor old woman coming along the sidewalk. She looked as if she could
hardly stand up on account of her feet hurting her. She hobbled along,
carrying a mesh market bag full of kindling wood, and she had cut her
shoes all to pieces so that her bunions could bulge out freely.

Or for instance, look at this old man barely moving, he was so old
or something. It took him a long time to take a step, probably because
he was paralyzed; but he was dressed up fit to kill, with a high white
collar that looked like it was going to choke him, a straw hat, and a big
red carnation in his lapel. Yes, and when you looked into his face you
could see he was old all right, but he certainly was keeping a stiff upper
lip. Harry felt a warm feeling for the old man and exchanged a
courteous smile with him.

But of course it was more interesting to look at the girls, although’

- there weren’t so many of them on the street right now, and what few

there were hanging on the arm of some fellow, going to a show, or 3
dance maybe. If only he had a girl hanging on his arm right now he¢
would be a lot happier. Especially if it was a good-looking girl, like
this one walking ahead of him, and if he wasn’t so embarrassed when a
girl was arouind.
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-He | l}ooked epvmusly at th1s girl’s pretty legs, and he coulﬂ see her
heels ex osed in the kind of shoes she was wearing, and it ‘was easy to
imagine that her foot if it had no stockmg on would be little and white
and sm both.  His eye travelled up from her heels to her hips and
Watche how they moved shghtly from side to side as she walked ,.and
he couId even see' the faint outline of something she wore under the
sheer dress two faint lines converging down the round buttocks; prob-
ably ? ﬁalr of panties or something. It made him feel extremely exhila-
rated| for some reason, and restless, when he saw somethmg like that.

,‘ Buat/then the girl and the fellow turned off and went into a brightly
lit alco ;e of a store to look into windows. Harry walked on, heaving a
slight/s ;%lh. . : ' I T '

 He thought enviously he would be quite embarrassed to be walking
with @ |girl, though. These fellows didn’t seem to be lembarrassed;
instead |they acted as if they owned the whole world; and ‘they laughed
and k d Jed with the girls just as if it was nothing at all. He wished he
could d ) that; but girls certainly made him feel funny. It was a mystery
how these fellows could go right ahead and talk and act, around girls
just as i:: they were anybody else.

~ Now; i for example, some fellows even boasted that they went to
whore h{ouses How anybody could do that was beyond hun In the
first pla¢ it was a sin to do things like that, and in the second it was
dangelrous and yoh couldn’t tell what might happen to you. Anybody
who r=smected women wouldn’t do such a thing, that was: certain all -

. right, |He would never, until he someday got married and had a beautl-
ful wife who would be on a pedestal, and he wou;d/be able to go to her
as clean and innocent as she would be when she came to hlm

He al owed hlmself to dream of what his wife would be like and
how it would be to have a wife; but he couldn’t at all crystalhze the
matter, here were more and more people on the street now, and he
was gelting close to the theatre section. There were beer parlors and
cocktail l;unges along the street, and already they were beglnmng to
attract customers. Harry glanced in through the doors as he -passed
and he|could see men and women sitting at the bars with glasses'in their :
hands and hear the laughter of the women, high and brittle. It made |
him feel tineasy and strange, like the sight of a girl’s slim. heels i

It vlfa a sub]e(it he had thought a great deal about; in fact, it was
the mdst absorbing matter he had ever encountered, and it was in his

v

o
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mind a lot. Girls were so diﬂ?erent from anything else. There were sc[o
many different kinds of them too; and they were so dangerous, espec1ally
the kind that sat in places like this and drank. If they got hold of you
you had better watch out. Such girls, or women, would like nothmg
better than to get hold of a clean young man and try to debauch him.
That was plain enough from what he had read and what his mother had -
told him often enough. It made you a little scared of them when you
realized what they could do to you if they got you in their clutches
Harry thought of his mother sitting home and wished he had asked
her to go to the show with him, but she wouldn‘t have anyway because
she would never go anywhere, and his father would not be home yet
from work. Itwas too bad his father had to put in such long hours and
that his mother wouldn’t ever go out. His mother certainly wasn?{t
like any of the women in these places. He tried to imagine what- sh,e :
~ had been like when she was a young glrl but he couldn’t even imagine
it. Probably she was awfully serious and the kind who stayed in the
house and was interested in cooking and sewing and stuff like that,
being so stern and all. : 0 . ‘
~  His eyes fell on another girl walking ahead of him, and he tried to
. imagine what she was like. She was older than the other, the one with
the slim heels and the sleek buttocks, but she was even more interesting’
to watch. Look at the way she switched her hips, and she had such high
heels he couldn’t see how she could stand up. As she walked her heels
“clicked on the cement. She had red hair. He noticed that she even
brushed the man walking with her with her hip, and she was domg it on
purpose, sometimes leaning toward him as they walked.
‘There seemed to be something familiar about the man. He wasn’t
a young fellow by any means, and he walked with a heavy tread. The
- man’s back looked almost like father. Harry speeded up a little and
his eyes were jumping out of his head. Now that he looked, it couldn’t
be anybody but father. 7
As soon-as he decided that, he stopped trying to catch up. It Was
;  only eight-fifteen, and father worked until ten. He couldn’t understand
how his father could be here, walking along with a girl or woman at
this time of night. Maybe she was somebody from the office, though, pr
something like that. He wondered where they could be going. I-E'e
felt a little foolish and guilty to be walkmg along behind them and
/them not knowing they were being watched.

-
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He couldn t help looking closely at the glrl ‘more than ever now

ut she would have to have a pretty face to hav‘e such a good-
looking back. ‘It was the best- looklng back he had ever seen, including

. bec ajEe it was father she was walking w1th ‘He wished he could see her

. “her hrps and her legs. Her dress was high and when she Walked he could
' even See the smooth inside of her knee and the little swell under the

silk stockmg of muscle behind her knee. His father didn’t seem to be

\ -talltlng, but'the girl was, and she sud nly turned her face toward his

fatherl and Harry could see her profile.
- It"_ as certainly ‘pretty, all right, and she had red cheeks, he could

~see even from where he was; they were roughed about like some, of the
‘girls yo

u see comlng ‘out of the stage door at the Rialto. And she was
clin gnlg to his {athEr s arm, and suddenly reached over and sort of
hugged him. b | ' |

Thft was a shoc to Harry. Now he didn’t believe she was from the
office, or if she was it was certainly a funny way to act. He began to feel
neryous about Qfollowmg them. He couldn’t believe his eyes when his
father’s hand strayeq back and patted the girl’s Tump. He tried to think

‘that it ‘_ asn’t his father after all; and’maybe it wasn’t; maybe it was his -

doupble. . After 'all there are such things as doubles. Harry began to

walk faster qulte boldly, and in ;g;,nﬁ was almost treading on their.
heels. He heard the man laug as his father’s laugh beyond any

doupt, and Harry nnmedlately fell.back.

n all his hﬁe he had never séen his father with any woman but his
mother; he couldn’ t remember any time. This was an awful thing, he

- was |be nmn{to thlnk as he kept following them at a respectful-dis-

I

tan r . : ‘

- E egan to think of all the terrible meanings, wondering if mother
knew of|ithis, ahd asking ‘his father under his breath: what are you
doing, Ilican’t hnderstand His heart was beglnnmg to beat heavily
againhst h1s rlbs\ \ : ! ~

| ]Lst then they turned 1nto a -place. When Harry came up to the

‘doorway |he saw it wars a beer parlor. He hesitated outside; he had only

once beer in such a- élaee But he decided to go in; he was very curious

yet awed.| He wanted to know what his father was doing with a woman.

He wanted to see the woman'’s face clearly, and to see his father’s face.

“The 1 he|would knovy what his father was doing perhaps

{e pushed open\the screen door and walked in cautiously. His

‘| SRR
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eyes took in the length’ of the bar and saw that his parent was not sitting
there. He sauntered to the bar and leaned -his elbow on it self-con-
sciously, feeling the half dollar in his pocket that he had been going to
buy his show ticket with. Looking along the booths he saw the woman"
sitting in one, and his father’s shoulder was v1s1ble, with his back turned
toward him.,

He was afraid to look squarely at the booth and he turned his
head away but kept his eye on the booth. She was a good-looking girl
or woman, all right. She had plenty of maket‘lp on, and her hair was red.
She was smoking a cigarette now, holding it'in one corner of her small
searlet mouth and talking out of the other corner. She was pulhng -off
her black lace gloves, and his father was giving an order to a waitfess.

The bartender asked him what he would have. . Harry asked for a
glass of beer, and the bartender said he looked pretty young, bud.
Harry said.he was nineteen and knew he woilld get away with it because
he did look three or four years older than he was.

He tried to make the beer last a long time, and that was easy because
he didn’t like the stuff anyway. He watched how the girl or woman
drank her cocktail, and set the glass down empty after ]ust putting it
once to her mouth.

As he was lifting his glass again his father suddenly thrust his head
out of the booth and called the waitress. Harry ducked his face away.
It was his father, all right. And he looked different, too. His eyes were
bright and watery looking, and his face was redder than usual, as if he
was hot. His voice even sounded different, more stsy and braggmg or
something. It was too loud.

After they had had two more cocktails the girl or woman began to -

_talk loud and to laugh quite a bit. She giggled, and Harry could see
her white teeth and her tongue.in her mouth when she laughed. She
would look at his father in a most peculiar way as if she wasn’t at all
afraid of him. | \

Harry felt very bad. ‘He didn’t feel like going to a movie now, and
besides he didn’t have enough to get into the Rialto even in nigger
heaven. The beer made him feel sick also. He tried to think of what his
mother would say if she knew this about his father He still could
hardly believe all this was happening. That didn’t seem like his father
sitting back there;swhere he could hear his low rumbling voice and

< the tittering of the red-headed girl or woman.
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I-Fe} saw the glrl get up, lurchmg, and he qulckly put the beer glass

down and alked out. He went up the street a short dlstance ‘and
turned, to look mto a jeweler's window, waiting for them"to!come out
His tongue felt thlck and his stomach was sick.

When the Y came out, his father had his'arm around the ghl s waist;

. and she was 'leanlng on him. They were (both talkmg and |laughing.
.+ That made Harr) feel worse than ever. His father s face was redder

than he had ever seen it.

. bé

‘h

He thoug[ht thh girl might stumble and fall as she continu ed to lean

| on his father| and ‘they went down the street fo the corner and turned.

- Als soon as they turned Harry hurried after them. You never could tell

. what m1sch1ef a WL’oman such as that might get a man into. It was too
d

ad hlS father didn’t know better. He felt he ought to keep an eye on

' them now; and he was still feehng bad because he knew himself .that

is father d1d know better. ‘
Around the corner about half a block he saw the two enter a door-

| fway Over 1t hung a sign thaﬂ said Rooms soc-$1-$2. They|stood in

\ ~ the dobrway for a few moments, and Harry scrouged himself{against a
o ﬁail so they *wouIdn t notice him. He saw his father pulhng on the -

a

! Then he couldn’t see them any more.

oy

|+ girl’s arm. She didn’t seem to ‘want to go in. His father was coaxing her
|
|

1d pulling her. ‘Pretty soon she shrugged and let him pull her in.

Harry walked ion and stood before the entrance for a little while,

Iookmg at the warped steps of the staircase, leading up. Nobody was
.. there but he could almost se¢! the red- headed girl's or woman’s red

\ mouth and made lhp face, and he felt like slapping it with all his might.

1thout any money he couldn’t go to the show, so Harry just walked

1
} ] .
| \ atound for a whlle and then wént home. His mother was 51tt1ng there

, sewmg, and she asked what Was the matter. He said they chan ged the
y bill and \the plcture wasn'’t there he wanted to see. He looked at her

e
il

f and oh the rest-of the evemhg trying to read but mostly just think-
g

about everythtng Then about eleven the back screen door Opened

es turned to the k1tchen too. His father came in grinning. He didn’t
ok red- faced now, but he smelled like beer or whiskey.

“I had a few drinks with the boys after we got through,” he said

gd Mother glanc;ed up in thaft quick, sniffing way she had. Harry’s

' | before Mother said anything.

h'lttps:Y/

|

“I could smell it,” his mother said, sniffing.
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“Well, we were so tired out we wanted just one to pep us up before
going home.” He threw his hat on the couch. “Hello, Harry,” he said.

Harry said hello, and couldn’t look in his father’s eyes. In a flash he
remembered that lots of evenings.were like this. y

“Well, what you been doing?” his father said to him.

Harry kept his eyes averted.

“He w‘ps going to a show, but they changed the bill,” his mother
said. “We} just spent a quiet evening.”

“Ah,” hls father said, “don’t I wish I could do that. But no, I have
to work every night.”

His mother sighed and said nothing.

His father came over and gave his mother a kiss. “I'm so worn out
I guess I go right to bed,” he said.

“Poor dear,” his mother said. “I don’t think a drink does you any

~ good.” )
3 His father shrugged “Well, goodnight, son, he said.

Harry turned away. | :

His father looked surprised. “What's the matter with him?” he
asked Mother . * ‘

“I don’t know, I'm sure, ’ she said.

“Nothing’s the matter,” Harry muttered. He got up and walked
out of the room, and he could hear his father saying something about
even his son turning against him in this house.

Published by UNM Digital Repository, 1941



	New Mexico Quarterly
	1941

	A House Cannot Stand
	George Snell
	Recommended Citation


	tmp.1493755032.pdf.lAm44

