IV.
TELL ME A RIDDLE

“These Things Shall Be”

1

For forty-seven years they had been married. How
deep back the stubborn, gnarled roots of the quarrel
reached, no one could say—but only now, when tend-
ing to the needs of others no longer shackled them to-
gether, the roots swelled up visible, split the earth be-
tween them, and the tearing shook even to the
children, long since grown.

Why now, why now? wailed Hannah.

As if when we grew up weren’t enough, said Paul.

Poor Ma. Poor Dad. It hurts so for both of them,
said Vivi. They never had very much; at least in old
age they should be happy.

Knock their heads together, insisted Sammy; tell
'em: you're too old for this kind of thing; no reason
not to get along now. |
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Lennie wrote to Clara: They've lived over so much
together; what could possibly tear them apart?

Something tangible enough.

Arthritic hands, and such work as he got, occasional.
Poverty all his life, and there was little breath left for
running. He could not, could not turn away from this
desire: to have the troubling of responsibility, the fret-
ting with money, over and done with; to be free, to be
carefree where success was not measured by accumula-
tion, and there was use for the vitality still in him.

There was a way. They could sell the house, and
with the money join his lodge’s Haven, cooperative for
the aged. Happy communal life, and was he not al-
ready an official; had he not helped nrgahize it, raise
funds, served as a trustee?

But she—would not consider it.

“What do we need all this for?” he would ask
loudly, for her hearing aid was turned down and the
vacuum was shrilling. “Five rooms” (pushing the sofa
so she could get into the corner) “furniture” (smooth-
ing down the rug) “floors and surfaces to make work.
Tell me, why do we need it?” And he was glad he could
ask in a scream.

“Because I'm use’t.”

“Because you're use’t. This is a reason, Mrs. Word
Miser? Used to can get unused!”

“Enough unused I have to get used to already. . . .
Not enough words?” turning off the vacuum a mo-
ment to hear herself answer. “Because soon enough
we’ll need only a little closet, no windows, no furns-
ture, nothing to make work, but for worms. Because
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now I want room. . . . Screech and blow like you're
doing, you’ll need that closet even sooner. . .. Ha,
again!” for the vacuum bag wailed, puffed half up,
hung stubbornly limp. “This time fix it so it stays;
quick before the phone rings and you get too
important-busy.”

But while he struggled with the motor, it seethed in
him. Why fix it? Why have to bother? And if it can’t
be fixed, have to wring the mind with how to pay the
repair? At the Haven they come in with their own ma-
chines to clean your room or your cottage; you fish, or
play cards, or make jokes in the sun, not with knotty
fingers fight to mend vacuums.

Over the dishes, coaxingly: “For once in your life, to
be free, to have everything done for you, like a
queen.”

“I never liked queens.”

“No dishes, no garbage, no towel to sop, no worry
what to buy, what to eat.”

“And what else would I do with my empty hands?
Better to eat at my own table when I want, and to
cook and eat how I want.”

“In the cottages they buy what you ask, and cook it
how you like. You are the one who always used to say:
better mankind born without mouths and stomachs
than always to worry for money to buy, to shop, to fix,
to cook, to wash, to clean.”

“How cleverly you hid that you heard. I said it then
because eighteen hours a day I ran. And you never
scraped a carrot or knew a dish towel sops. Now—for
you and me—who cares? A herring out of a jar is
enough. But when I want, and nobody to bother.”
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And she turned off her ear button, so she would not
have to hear.

But as ke had no peace, juggling and rejuggling the
money to figure: how will I pay for this now?; prying
out the storm windows (there they take care of this) ;
jolting in the streetcar on errands (there I would not
have to ride to take care of this or that) ; fending the
patronizing relatives just back from Florida (at the
Haven it matters what one is, not what one can af-
ford) , he gave her no peace.

“Look! In their bulletin. A reading circle. Twice a
week 1t meets.”

“Haumm,” her answer of not listening.

“A reading circle. Chekhov they read that you like,
and Peretz. Cultured people at the Haven that you
would enjoy.”

“Enjoy!” She tasted the word. “Now, when it pleases
you, you find a reading circle for me. And forty years
ago when the children were morsels and there was a
Circle, did you stay home with them once so I could
go? Even once? You trained me well. I do not need
others to enjoy. Others!” Her voice trembled. “Because
you want to be there with others. Already it makes me
sick to think of you always around others. Clown, gri-
macer, floormat, yesman, entertainer, whatever they
want of you.”

And now it was he who turned on the television
loud so he need not hear.

Old scar -tissue ruptured and the wounds festered
anew. Chekhov indeed. She thought without softness
of that young wife, who in the deep night hours while
she nursed the current baby, and perhaps held another
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in her lap, would try to stay awake for the only time
there was to read. She would feel again the weather of
the outside on his cheek when, coming late from a
meeting, he would find her so, and stimulated and ar-
dent, sniffing her skin, coax: “I'll put the baby to
bed, and you—put the book away, don't read, don’t
read.”

That had been the most beguiling of all the “don't
read, put your book away” her life had been. Chekhov
indeed!

“Money?” She shrugged him off. “Could we get
poorer than once we were? And in America, who
starves?”

But as still he pressed:

“Let me alone about money. Was there ever
enough? Seven little ones—for every penny I had to
ask—and sometimes, remember, there was nothing. But
always I had to manage. Now you manage. Rub your
nose in it good.”

But from those years she had had to manage, old
humiliations and terrors rose up, lived again, and
forced her to relive them. The children’s needings;
that grocer’s face or this merchant’s wife she had had
to beg credit from when credit was a disgrace; the sce-
nery of the long blocks walked around when she could
not pay; school coming, and the desperate going over
the old to see what could yet be remade; the soups of
meat bones begged “for-the-dog” one winter. . . .

Enough. Now they had no children. Let him wrack
his head for how they would live. She would not ex-
change her solitude for anything. Never again to be
forced to move to the rhythms of others.
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For in this solitude she had won to a reconciled
peace.

Tranquillity from having the empty house no
longer an enemy, for it stayed clean—not as in the days
when it was her family, the life in it, that had seemed
the enemy: tracking, smudging, littering, dirtying, en-
gaging her in endless defeating battle—and on whom
her endless defeat had been spewed.

The few old books, memorized from rereading; the
pictures to ponder (the magnifying glass superimposed
on her heavy eyeglasses) . Or if she wishes, when he is
gone, the phonograph, that if she turns up very loud
and strains, she can hear: the ordered sounds and the
struggling.

Out in the garden, growing things to nurture. Birds
to be kept out of the pear tree, and when the pears are
heavy and ripe, the old fury of work, for all must be
canned, nothing wasted.

And her one social duty (for she will not go to
luncheons or meetings) the boxes of old clothes left
with her, as with a life-practised eye for finding what is
still wearable within the worn (again the magnifying
glass superimposed on the heavy glasses) she scans and
sorts—this for rag or rummage, that for mending and
cleaning, and this for sending away.

Being able at last to live within, and not move 1o
the rhythms of others, as life had helped her to: deny-
ing; removing; isolating; taking the children one by
one; then deafening, half-blinding—and at last, pre-
senting her solitude.

And in it she had won to a reconciled peace.

Now he was violating it with his constant campaign-



%8 TELL ME A RIDDLE

ing: Sell the house and move to the Haven. (You sit,
you sit—there too you could sit like a stone.) He was
making of her a battleground where old grievances
tore. (Turn on your ear button—I am talking.) And
stubbornly she resisted—so that from wheedling, rea-
soning, manipulation, it was bitterness he now started
with.

And it came to where every happening lashed up a
quarrel.

“I will sell the house anyway,” he flung at her one
night. “I am putting it up for sale. There will be a
way to make you sign.”

The television blared, as always it did on the eve-
nings he stayed home, and as always it reached her
only as noise. She did not know if the tumult was in
her or outside. Snap! she turned the sound off. “Shad-
ows,” she whispered to him, pointing to the screen,
“look, it is only shadows.” And in a scream: “Did you
say that you will sell the house? Look at me, not at
that. I am no shadow. You cannot sell without me.”

“Leave on the television. I am watching.”

“Like Paulie, like Jenny, a four-year-old. Staring at
shadows. You cannot sell the house.”

“I will. We are going to the Haven. There you

would not hear the television when you do not want
it. I could sit in the social room and watch. You could
lock yourself up to smell your unpleasantness in a
room by yourself—for who would want to come near
your”

“No, no selling.” A whisper now.

“The television is shadows. Mrs. Enlightened! Mrs.
Cultured! A world comes into your house—and it is
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shadows. People you would never meet in a thousand
lifetimes. Wonders. When you were four years old, ves,
like Paulie, like Jenny, did you know of Indian
dances, alligators, how they use bamboo in Malaya?
No, you scratched in your dirt with the chickens and
thought Olshana was the world. Yes, Mrs. Unpleasant,
I will sell the house, for there better can we be rid of
each other than here.”

She did not know if the tumult was outside, or in
her. Always a ravening inside, a pull to the bed, to lie
down, to succumb.

“Have you thought maybe Ma should let a doctor
have a look at her?” asked their son Paul after Sunday
dinner, regarding his mother crumpled on the couch,
instead of, as was her custom, busying herself in Nan-
cy’s kitchen. |

“Why not the President too?"”

“Seriously, Dad. This is the third Sunday she’s lain
down like that after dinner. Is she that way at home?”

“A regular love affair with the bed. Every time I
start to talk to her.”

Good protective reaction, observed Nancy to herself.
The workings of hos-til-ity.

“Nancy could take her. I just don’t like how she
looks. Let’s have Nancy arrange an appointment.”

“You think she’ll go?” regarding his wife gloomily.
“All right, we have to have doctor bills, we have to
have doctor bills.” Loudly: “Something hurts you?”

She startled, looked to his lips. He repeated: “Mrs.
Take It Easy, something hurts?”

“Nothing. . . . Only you.”
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“A woman of honey. That's why you're lying
down?"”

“Soon I'll get up to do the dishes, Nancy.”

“Leave them, Mother, I like it better this way.”

“Mrs. Take It Easy, Paul says you should start bal-
let. You should go to see a doctor and ask: how soon
can you start ballet?”

“A doctor?” she begged. “Ballet?”

“We were talking, Ma,” explained Paul, “you don't
seem any too well. It would be a good idea for you to
see a doctor for a checkup.” |

“I get up now to do the kitchen. Doctors are bills
and foolishness, my son. I need no doctors.”

“At the Haven,” he could not resist pointing out, “a
doctor is not bills. He lives beside you. You start to
sneeze, he 1s there before you open up a Kleenex. You
can be sick there for free, all you want.”

“Diarrhea of the mouth, is there a doctor to make

you dumb?”
“Ma. Promise me you'll go. Nancy will arrange it.”

“It's all of a piece when you think of it,” said
Nancy, “the way she attacks my kitchen, scrubbing un-
der every cup hook, doing the inside of the oven so I
can’t enjoy Sunday dinner, knowing that half-blind or
not, she’s going to find every speck of dirt. . . ."”

“Don’t, Nancy, I've told you—it's the only way she
knows to be useful. What did the doctor say?”

“A real fatherly lecture. Sixty-nine is young these
days. Go out, enjoy life, find interests. Get a new hear-
ing aid, this one is antiquated. Old age is sickness only
if one makes it so. Geriatrics, Inc.”
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“So there was nothing physical.”

“Of course there was. How can you live to yourself
like she does without there being? Evidence of a kid-
ney disorder, and her blood count is low. He gave her
a diet, and she’s to come back for follow-up and lab
work. . . . But he was clear enough: Number One
prescription—start living like a human being. . . .
When I think of your dad, who could really play the
invalid with that arthritis of his, as active as a teen-
ager, and twice as much fun. . . .”

“You didn’'t tell me the doctor says your sickness is
in you, how you live.” He pushed his advantage. “Life
and enjoyments you need better than medicine. And
this diet, how can you keep it? To weigh each morsel
and scrape away each bit of fat, to make this soup,
that pudding. There, at the Haven, they have a dieti-
cian, they would do it for you.”

She is silent.

“You would feel better there, I know it,” he says
gently. “There there is life and enjoyments all
around.”

“What is the matter, Mr. Importantbusy, you have
no card game or meeting you can go to?"'—turning her
face to the pillow.

For a while he cut his meetings and going out,
fussed over her diet, tried to wheedle her into leaving
the house, brought in vistors:

“1 should come to a fashion tea. I should sit and
look at pretty babies in clothes I cannot buy. This
is pleasure?”
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“Always you are better than everyone else. The
doctor said you should go out. Mrs. Brem comes
to you with goodness and you turn her away.”
“Because you asked her to, she asked me.”

“They won’t come back. People you need, the
doctor said. Your own cousins I asked; they were
willing to come and make peace as if nothing had
happened. . . .”

“No more crushers of people, pushers, hypocrites,
around me. No more in my house. You go to them
if you like.”

“Kind he is to visit. And you, like ice.”
“A babbler. All my life around babblers.

Enough!”

“She’s even worse, Dad? Then let her stew a while,”
advised Nancy. “You can’t let it destroy you; it’s a psy-
chological thing, maybe too far gone for any of us to
help.”

So he let her stew. More and more she lay silent in
bed, and sometimes did not even get up to make the
meals. No longer was the tongue-lashing inevitable if
he left the coffee cup where it did not belong, or for-
got to take out the garbage or mislaid the broom. The
birds grew bold that summer and for once pocked the
pears, undisturbed.

A bellyful of bitterness and every day the same
quarrel 1n a new way and a different old grievance the
quarrel forced her to enter and relive. And the. new
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torment: I am not really sick, the doctor said it, then
why do 1 feel so sick?

One night she asked him: “You have a meeting to-
night? Do not go. Stay . . . with me.”

He had planned to watch “This Is Your Life,” but
half sick himself from the heavy heat, and sickening
therefore the more after the brooks and woods of the
Haven, with satisfaction he grated:

“Hah, Mrs. Live Alone And Like It wants company
all of a sudden. It doesn’t seem so good the time of
solitary when she was a girl exile in Siberia. ‘Do not
go. Stay with me.” A new song for Mrs. Free As A Bird
Yes, I am going out, and while I am gone chew this
aloneness good, and think how you keep us both from
where if you want people, you do not need to be
alone.”

“Go, go. All your life you have gone without me.”

After him she sobbed curses he had not heard in
years, old-country curses from their childhood: Grow,
oh shall you grow like an onion, with your head in the
ground. Like the hide of a drum shall you be, beaten
in life, beaten in death. Oh shall vou be like a chande-
lier, to hang, and to burn. . . .

She was not in their bed when he came back. She lay
on the cot on the sun porch. All week she did not
speak or come near him; nor did he try to make peace
or care for her.

He slept badly, so used to her next to him. After all
the years, old harmonies and dependencies deep in
their bodies: she curled to him, or he coiled to her,
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each warmed, warming, turning as the other turned,
the nights a long embrace.

It was not the empty bed or the storm that woke
him, but a faint singing. She was singing. Shaking off
the drops of rain, the lightning riving her lifted face,
he saw her so; the cot covers on the floor.

“This is a private concert?” he asked. “Come in, you
are wet.”

“I can breathe now,” she answered; “my lungs are
rich.” Though indeed the sound was hardly a breath.

“Come in, come in.” Loosing the bamboo shades.
“Look how wet you are.” Half helping, half carrying
her, still faint-breathing her song.

A Russian love song of fifty years ago.

He had found a buyer, but before he told her, he
called together those children who were close enough
to come. Paul, of course, Sammy from New Jersey,
Hannah from Connecticut, Vivi from Ohio.

With a kindling of energy for her beloved visitors,
she arrayed the house, cooked and baked. She was not
prepared for the solemn after-dinner conclave, they
too probing in and tearing. Her frightened eyes
watched from mouth to mouth as each spoke.

His stories were eloquent and funny of her refusal
to go back to the doctor; of the scorned invitations; of
her stubborn silence or the bile “like a Niagara”; of
her contrariness: “If I clean it's no good how I
cleaned; if I don’t clean, I'm still a master who thinks
he has a slave.”

(Vinegar he poured on me all his life; I am well
marinated; how can I be honey now?)

B e e —"
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Deftly he marched in the rightness for moving to the
Haven; their money from social security free for visit-
ing the children, not sucked into daily needs and into
the house; the activities in the Haven for him: but
mostly the Haven for her: her health, her need of care,
distraction, amusement, friends who shared her inter-
ests.

“This does offer an outlet for Dad,” said Paul; “he’s
always been an active person. And economic peace of
mind isn’t to be sneezed at, either. I could use a little
of that myself.”

But when they asked: “And you, Ma, how do you
feel about it?” could only whisper:

“For him it is good. It is not for me. I can no longer
live between people.”

“You lived all your life for people,” Vivi cried.

“Not with.” Suffering doubly for the unhappiness
on her children’s faces.

“You have to find some compromise,” Sammy in-
sisted. “Maybe sell the house and buy a trailer. After
forty-seven years there's surely some way you can find
to live in peace.”

“There is no help, my children. Different things we
need.”

“Then live alone!” He could control himself no
longer. “I have a buyer for the house. Half the money
for you, half for me. Either alone or with me to the
Haven. You think I can live any longer as we are
doing now?"”

“Ma doesn’t have to make a decision this minute,
however you feel, Dad,” Paul said quickly, “and you
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wouldn’t want her to. Let’s let it lay a few months,
and then talk some more.”

“I think I can work it out to take Mother home with
me for a while,” Hannah said. “You both look terrible,

but especially you, Mother. I'm going to ask Phil to
have a look at you.”

“Sure,” cracked Sammy. “What'’s the use of a doctor
husband if you can’t get free service out of him once
in a while for the family? And absence might make the
heart . . . you know.”

“There was something after all,” Paul told Nancy in
a colorless voice. “That was Hannah’s Phil calling.
Her gall bladder. . . . Surgery.”

“Her gall bladder. If that isn't classic. ‘Bitter as
gall’—talk of psychosom——"

He stepped closer, put his hand over her mouth,
and said in the same colorless, plodding voice. “We
have to get Dad. They operated at once. The cancer
was everywhere, surrounding the liver, everywhere.
They did what they could . . . at best she has a year.
Dad . . . we have to tell him.”

2

Honest in his weakness when they told him, and
that she was not to know. “I'm not an actor. She’ll
know right away by how I am. Oh that poor woman. 1
am old too, it will break me into pieces. Oh that poor
woman. She will spit on me: ‘So my sickness was how I
live” Oh Paulie, how she will be, that poor woman.
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Only she should not suffer. . . . I can't stand sickness,
Paulie, I can’t go with you.”

But went. And play-acted.

“A grand opening and you did not even wait for
me. . . . A good thing Hannah took you with her.”

“Fashion teas I needed. They cut out what tore in
me; just in my throat something hurts yet. ...
Look! so many flowers, like a funeral. Vivi called, did
Hannah tell you? And Lennie from San Francisco,
and Clara; and Sammy is coming.” Her gnome’s face
pressed happily into the flowers.

It is impossible to predict in these cases, but
once over the immediate effects of the operation,
she should have several months of comparative
well-being,

The money, where will come the money?

Travel with her, Dad. Don't take her home to
the old associations. The other children will want
to see her.

The money, where will I wring the money?

Whatever happens, she is not to know. No, you
can't ask her to sign papers to sell the house;
nothing to upset her. Borrow instead, then
after. . . .

I had wanted to leave you each a few dollars to
make life easier, as other fathers do. There will be
nothing left now. (Failure! you and your “busi-
ness is exploitation.” Why didn’t you make it
when it could be made?—Is that what you're
thinking, Sammy?)
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Sure she's unreasonable, Dad—Dbut you have to
stay with her; if there's to be any happiness in
what'’s left of her life, it depends on you.

Prop me up, children, think of me, too. Shuffied,
chained with her, bitter woman. No Haven, and
the little money going. . . . How happy she looks,
poor creature,

The look of excitement. The straining to hear every-
thing (the new hearing aid turned full). Why are
you so happy, dying woman?

How the petals are, fold on fold, and the gladioli
color. ‘T'he autumn air,

Stranger grandsons, tall above the little gnome
grandmother, the little spry grandfather. Paul in a
frenzy of picture-taking before going.

She, wandering the great house. Feeling the books;
laughing at the maple shoemaker’s bench of a hundred
years ago used as a table. The ear turned to music.

“Let us go home. See how good I walk now.” “One
step from the hospital,” he answers, “and she wants to
fly. Wait till Doctor Phil says.”

“Look—the birds too are flying home. Very good
Phil is and will not show it, but he is sick of sickness
by the time he comes home.”

“Mrs. Telepathy, to read minds,” he answers; “read
mine what it says: when the trunks of medicnes be-
come a suitcase, then we will go.”

The grandboys, they do not know what to say to

us. . . . Hannah, she runs around here, there, when is
there time for herself?
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Let us go home. Let us go home.

Musing; gentleness—but for the incidents of the
rabbi in the hospital, and of the candles of benedic-
tion.

Of the rabbi in the hospital:

Now tell me what happened, Mother.

From the sleep I awoke, Hannah'’s Phil, and he
stands there like a devil in a dream and calls me
by name. I cannot hear. I think he prays. Go
away, please, I tell him, I am not a believer. Still
he stands, while my heart knocks with fright.

You scared him, Mother. He thought you were
delirious.

Who sent him? Why did he come to me?

It is a custom. The men of God come to visit
those of their religion they might help. The hospi-
tal makes up the list for them—race, religion—and
you are on the Jewish list.

Not for rabbis. At once go and make them
change. Tell them to write: Race, human; Reli-
gion, none.

And of the candles of benediction:

Look how you have upset yourself, Mrs. Ex-
cited Over Nothing. Pleasant memories you
should leave.

Go in, go back to Hannah and the lights. Two
weeks 1 saw candles and said nothing. But she
asked me,

So what was so terrible? She forgets you never
did, she asks you to light the Friday candles and
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say the benediction like Phil’s mother when she
visits. If the candles give her pleasure, why
shouldn’t she have the pleasure?

Not for pleasure she does it. For emptiness. Be-
cause his family does. Because all around her do.

That is not a good reason too? But you did not
hear her. For heritage, she told you. For the boys,
from the past they should have tradition.

Superstition! From our ancestors, savages, afraid
of the dark, of themselves: mumbo words and magic
lights to scare away ghosts.

She told you: how it started does not take away
the-goodness. For centuries, peace in the house it
means.

Swindler! does she look back on the dark centu-
ries? Candles bought instead of bread and stuck
into a potato for a candlestick? Religion that sti-
fled and said: in Paradise, woman, you will be the
footstool of your husband, and in life—poor cho-
sen Jew—ground under, despised, trembling in cel-
lars. And cremated. And cremated.

This is religion’s fault? You think you are still
an orator of the 1905 revolution? Where are the
pills for quieting? Which are they?

Heritage. How have we come from our savage
past, how no longer to be savages—this to teach. To
look back and learn what humanizes—this to teach.

To smash all ghettos that divide us—not to go
back, not to go back—this to teach. Learned books
in the house, will humankind live or die, and she
gives to her boys—superstition.
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Hannah that is so good to you. Take your pill,
Mrs. Excited For Nothing, swallow.
Heritage! But when did I have time to teach?
Of Hannah I asked only hands to help.
Swallow.
Otherwise—musing; gentleness.

Not to travel. To go home.

The children want to see you. We have to show
them you are as thorny a flower as ever,

Not to travel.

Vivi wants you should see her new baby. She sent
the tickets—airplane tickets—a Mrs. Roosevelt she
wants to make of you, To Vivi’s we have to go.

A new baby. How many warm, seductive babies. She
holds him stiffly, away from her, so that he wails. And
a long shudder begins, and the sweat beads on her
forehead.

“Hush, shush,” croons the grandfather, lifting him
back. “You should forgive your grandmamma, little
prince, she has never held a baby before, only seen
them in glass cases. Hush, shush.”

“You're tired, Ma,” says Vivi. “The travel and the
noisy dinner. I'll take you to lie down.”

(4 long travel from, to, what the feel of a baby
evokes.)

In the airplane, cunningly designed to encase from
motion (no wind, no feel of flight), she had sat se-
verely and still, her face turned to the sky through
which they cleaved and left no scar.
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So this was how it looked, the determining, the cru-
cial sky, and this was how man moved through it, re-
mote above the dwindled earth, the concealed human
life. Vulnerable life, that could scar.

There was a steerage ship of memory that shook
across a great, circular sea: clustered, ill human beings;
and through the thick-stained air, tiny fretting waters
in a window round like the airplane’s—sun round,
moon round. (The round thatched roofs of Olshana.)
Eye round—Ilike the smaller window that framed dis-
tance the solitary year of exile when only her eyes
could travel, and no voice spoke. And the polar winds
hurled themselves across snows trackless and endless
and white—Ilike the clouds which had closed together
below and hidden the earth.

Now they put a baby in her lap. Do not ask me, she
would have liked to beg. Enough the worn face of
Vivi, the remembered grandchildren. I cannot, can-
not. . . .

Cannot what? Unnatural grandmother, not able to
make herself embrace a baby.

She lay there in the bed of the two little girls, her
new hearing aid turned full, listening to the sound of
the children going to sleep, the baby’s fretful crying
and hushing, the clatter of dishes being washed and
put away. They thought she slept. Still she rode on.

It was not that she had not loved her babies, her
children. The love—the passion of tending—had risen
with the need like a torrent; and like a torrent
drowned and immolated all else. But when the need
was done—oh the power that was lost in the painful
damming back and drying up of what still surged, but
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had nowhere to go. Only the thin pulsing left that
could not quiet, suffering over lives one felt, but could
no longer hold nor help.

On that torrent she had borne them to their own
lives, and the riverbed was desert long years now. Not
there would she dwell, a memoried wraith. Surely that
was not all, surely there was more. Still the springs, the
springs were in her seeking. Somewhere an older
power that beat for life. Somewhere coherence, trans-
port, meaning. If they would but leave her in the air
now stilled of clamor, in the reconciled solitude, to
journey to her self.

And they put a baby in her lap. Immediacy to em-
brace, and the breath of that past: warm flesh like this
that had claims and nuzzled away all else and with
lovely mouths devoured; hot-living like an animal—
intensely and now; the turning maze; the long drunk-
enness; the drowning into needing and being needed.
Severely she looked back—and the shudder seized her
again, and the sweat. Not that way. Not there, not
now could she, not yet. . . .

And all that visit, she could not touch the baby.

“Daddy, 1s it the . . . sickness she's like that?”
asked Vivi. “I was so glad to be having the baby—for
her. I told Tim, it’ll give her more happiness than any-
thing, being around a baby again. And she hasn’t
played with him once.”

He was not listening. “Aahh little seed of life, little
charmer,” he crooned, “Hollywood should see you. A
heart of ice you would melt. Kick, kick. The future
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you’'ll have for a ball. In 2050 still kick. Kick for your
grandaddy then.”

Attentive with the older children; sat through their
performances (command performance; we command
you to be the audience); helped Ann sort autumn
leaves to find the best for a school program; listened
gravely to Richard tell about his rock collection, while
her lips mutely formed the words to remember: ig-
neous, sedimentary, metamorphic; looked for missing
socks, books, and bus tickets; watched the children
whoop after their grandfather who knew how to tic-
kle, chuck, lift, toss, do tricks, tell secrets, make jokes,
match riddle for riddle. (Tell me a riddle, Grammy. I
know no riddles, child.) Scrubbed sills and woodwork
and furniture in every room; folded the laundry;
straightened drawers; emptied the heaped baskets
waiting for ironing (while he or Vivi or Tim nagged:
You're supposed to rest here, you've been sick) but to
none tended or gave food—and could not touch the
baby.

After a week she said: “Let us go home. Today call
about the tickets.”

“You have important business, Mrs. Inahurry? The
President waits to consult with you?” He shouted, for
the fear of the future raced in him. “The clothes are
still warm from the suitcase, your children cannot
show enough how glad they are to see you, and you
want home. There is plenty of time for home. We can-
not be with the children at home.”

“Blind to around you as always: the little ones sleep
four in a room because we take their bed. We are two
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more people in a house with a new baby, and no
help.”

“Vivi is happy so. The children should have their
grandparents a while, she told to me. 1 should have my
mommy and daddy. . . .”

“Babbler and blind. Do you look at her so tired?
How she starts to talk and she cries? I am not strong
enough vet to help. Let us go home.”

(To recondiled solitude.)

For it seemed to her the crowded noisy house was
listening to her, listening for her. She could feel it like
a great ear pressed under her heart. And everything
knocked: quick constant raps: let me in, let me in.

How was it that soft reaching tendrils also became
blows that knocked?

C’'mon, Grandma, I want to show you. . ..

Tell me a riddle, Grandma. (I know no riddles.)
Look, Grammy, he's so dumb he can’t even find
his hands. (Dody and the baby on a blanket over
the fermenting autumn mould.)

I made them—for you. (Ann) (Flat paper dolls
with aprons that lifted on scalloped skirts that
lifted on flowered pants; hair of yarn and great
ringed questioning eyes.)

Watch me, Grandma. (Richard snaking up the
tree, hanging exultant, free, with one hand at the
top. Below Dody hunching over in pretend-
cooking.)

(Climb too, Dody, climb and look.)

Be my nap bed, Grammy. (The “Nol” too late.)
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Morty’s abandoned heaviness, while his fingers
ladder up and down her hearing-aid cord to his
drowsy chant: eentsiebeentsiespider. (Children
trust.)

It's to start off your own rock collection,
Grandma.

That's a trilobite fossil, 200 million years old
(millions of years on a boy’s mouth) and that
one’s obsidian, black glass.

Knocked and knocked.

Mother, I told you- the teacher said we had to
bring it back all filled out this morning. Didn’t
.you even ask Daddy? Then tell me which plan
and I'll check it: evacuate or stay in the city or
wait for you to come and take me away. (Seeing
the look of straining to hear.) It's for Disaster,
Grandma. (Children trust.)

Vivi in the maze of the long, the lovely drunken-
ness. The old old noises: baby sounds; screaming of
a mother flayed to exasperation; children quarrel-
ing; children playing; singing; laughter.

And Vivi’s tears and memories, spilling so fast, half
the words not understood.

She had started remembering out loud deliberately,
so her mother would know the past was cherished, still
lived in her.

Nursing the baby: My friends marvel, and I tell
them, oh it's easy to be such a cow. I remember how
beautiful my mother seemed nursing my brother, and
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the milk just flows. . . . Was that Davy? It must have
been Davy. . . .

Lowering a hem: How did you ever . .. when I
think how you made everything we wore ., . Tim,
just think, seven kids and Mommy sewed everything
. . . do I remember you sang while you sewed? That
white dress with the red apples on the skirt you fixed
over for me, was it Hannah's or Clara’s before it was
mine?

Washing sweaters: Ma, I'll never forget, one of those
days so nice you washed clothes outside; one of the
first spring days it must have been. The bubbles just
danced while you scrubbed, and we chased after, and
you stopped to show us how to blow our own bubbles
with green onion stalks . . . you always. . . .

“Strong onion, to still make you cry after so many
years,” her father said, to turn the tears into laughter.

While Richard bent over his homework: Where is it
now, do we still have it, the Book of the Martyrs? It al-
ways seemed so, well—exalted, when you’d put it on
the round table and we’d all look at it together; there
was even a halo from the lamp. The lamp with the
beaded fringe you could move up and down; they're in
style again, pulley lamps like that, but without the
fringe. You know the book I'm talking about, Daddy,
the Book of the Martyrs, the first picture was a bust of
Spartacus . . . Socrates? 1 wish there was something
like that for the children, Mommy, to give them what
you. . . . (And the tears splashed again.)

(What I intended and did not? Stop it, daughter,
stop it, leave that time. And he, the hyprocrite, sitting



g8 TELL ME A RIDDLE

there with tears in his eyes—it was nothing to you
then, nothing.)

. . . T'he time you came to school and I almost died
of shame because of your accent and because 1 knew
you knew I was ashamed; how could 17 . . . Sammy’s
harmonica and you danced to it once, yes you did, you
and Davy squealing in your arms, . . . That time you
bundled us up and walked us down to the railway sta-
tion to stay the night ’cause it was heated and we
didn't have any coal, that winter of the strike, you
didn’t think I remembered that, did you, Mom-
my? . . . How you'd call us out to see the sunsets. . . .

Day after day, the spilling memories. Worse now,
questions, too. Even the grandchildren: Grandma, in

the olden days, when you were little. . . .

It was the afternoons that saved.

While they thought she napped, she would leave the
mosaic on the wall (of children’s drawings, maps, cal-
endars, pictures, Ann's cardboard dolls with their
great ringed questioning eyes) and hunch in the girls’
closet on the low shelf where the shoes stood, and the
girls’ dresses covered.

For that while she would painfully sheathe against
the listening house, the tendrils and noises that
knocked, and Vivi's spilling memories. Sometimes it
helped to braid and unbraid the sashes that dangled,
or to trace the pattern on the hoop slips.

Today she had jacks and children under jet trails to
forget. Last night, Ann and Dody silhouetted in the
window against a sunset of flaming man-made clouds
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of jet trail, their jacks ball accenting the peaceful
noise of dinner being made. Had she told them, yes
she had told them of how they played jacks in her vil-
lage though there was no ball, no jacks. Six stones,
round and flat, toss them out, the seventh on the back
of the hand, toss, catch and swoop up as many as possi-
ble, toss again. . . .

Of stones (repeating Richard) there are three
kinds: earth’s fire jetting; rock of layered centuries;
crucibled new out of the old (igneous, sedimentary,
metamorphic) . But there was that other—irozen to
black glass, never to transform or hold the fossil mem-
ory . . . (let not my seed fall on stone). There was an
ancient man who fought to heights a great rock that
crashed back down eternally—eternal labor, freedom,
labor . . . (stone will perish, but the word remain).
And you, David, who with a stone slew, screaming:
Lord, take my heart of stone and give me flesh

Who was screaming? Why was she back in the com-
mon room of the prison, the sun motes dancing in the
shafts of light, and the informer being brought in, a
prisoner now, like themselves. And Lisa leaping, yes,
Lisa, the gentle and tender, biting at the betrayer’s
jugular. Screaming and screaming.

No, it is the children screaming. Another of Paul
and Sammy'’s terrible fights?

In Vivi's house. Severely: you are in Vivi's house.

Blows, screams, a call: “Grandmal” For her? Oh
please not for her. Hide, hunch behind the dresses
deeper. But a trembling little body hurls itself beside
her—surprised, smoothered laughter, arms surround
her neck, tears rub dry on her cheek, and words too
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soft to understand whisper into her ear (Is this where
you hide too, Grammy? It's my secret place, we have a
secret now) .

And the sweat beads, and the long shudder seizes.

It seemed the great ear pressed inside now, and the
knocking. “We have to go home,” she told him, “I
grow 1ll here.”

“It's your own fault, Mrs. Bodybusy, you do not

rest, you do too much.” He raged, but the fear was in
his eyes. “It was a serious operation, they told you to
take care. . . . All right, we will go to where you can
rest.”
— But where? Not home to death, not yet. He had
thought to Lennie’s, to Clara’s; beautiful visits with
each of the children. She would have to rest first, be
stronger. If they could but go to Florida—it glittered
before him, the never-realized promise of Florida. Cal-
ifornia: of course. (The money, the money, dwin-
dlingl) Los Angeles first for sun and rest, then to
Lennie's in San Francisco.

He told her the next day. “You saw what Nancy
wrote: snow and wind back home, a terrible winter,
And look at you—all bones and a swollen belly. I
called Phil: he said: ‘A prescription, Los Angeles sun
and rest."”

She watched the words on his lips. “You have sold
the house,” she cried, “that is why we do not go home.
That is why you talk no more of the Haven, why there
is money for travel, After the children you will drag
me to the Haven.”

“The Haven! Who thinks of the Haven any more?
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Tell her, Vivi, tell Mrs. Suspicious: a prescription, sun
and rest, to make you healthy. . . . And how could I -
sell the house without you?”

At the place of farewells and greetings, of winds of
coming and winds of going, they say their good-byes.

They look back at her with the eyes of others before
them: Richard with her own blue blaze; Ann with the
nordic eyes of Tim; Morty’s dreaming brown of a
great-grandmother he will never know; Dody with the
laughing eyes of him who had been her springtide love
(who stands beside her now) ; Vivi's, all tears.

The baby’s eyes are closed in sleep.

Good-bye, my children.

3

It is to the back of the great city he brought her, to
the dwelling places of the cast-off old. Bounded by
two lines of amusement piers to the north and to the
south, and between a long straight paving rimmed
with black benches facing the sand—sands so wide the
ocean is only a far fluting.

In the brief vacation season, some of the boarded
stores fronting the sands open, and families, young
people and children, may be seen. A little tasselled
tram shuttles between the piers, and the lights of roller
coasters prink and tweak over those who come to have
sensation made in them.

The rest of the year it is abandoned to the old, all
else boarded up and still; seemingly empty, except the
occasional days and hours when the sun, like a tide,
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sucks them out of the low rooming houses, casts them
onto the benches and sandy rim of the walk—and
sweeps them into decaying enclosures once again.

A few newer apartments glint among the low
bleached squares. It is in one of these Lennie’s Jeannie
has arranged their rooms. “Only a few miles north and
south people pay hundreds of dollars a month for just
this gorgeous air, Grandaddy, just this ocean close-
ness.”

She had been ill on the plane, lay ill for days in the
unfamiliar room. Several times the doctor came by—
left medicine she would not take. Several times Jeannie
drove in the twenty miles from work, still in her Visit-
ing Nurse uniform, the lightness and brightness of her
like a healing.

“Who can believe it is winter?” he asked one morn-
ing. “Beautiful it is outside like an ad. Come, Mrs. In-
valid, come to taste it. You are well enough to sit in
here, you are well enough to sit outside. The doctor
said it too.”

But the benches were encrusted with people, and the
sands at the sidewalk’s edge. Besides, she had seen the
far ruffle of the sea: “there take me,” and though she
leaned against him, it was she who led.

Plodding and plodding, sitting often to rest, he
grumbling. Patting the sand so warm. Once she
scooped up a handful, cradling it close to her better
eye; peered, and flung it back. And as they came al-
most to the brink and she could see the glistening wet,
she sat down, pulled off her shoes and stockings, left
him and began to run. “You'll catch cold,” he
screamed, but the sand in his shoes weighed him
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down—he who had always been the agile one—and al-
ready the white spray creamed her feet.

He pulled her back, took a handkerchief to wipe off
the wet and the sand. “Oh no,” she said, “the sun will
dry,” seized the square and smoothed it flat, dropped
on it 2 mound of sand, knotted the kerchief corners
and tied it to a bag—*“to look at with the strong glass”
(for the first time in years explaining an action of
hers) —and lay down with the little bag against her
cheek, looking toward the shore that nurtured life as it
first crawled toward consciousness the millions of
years ago.

He took her one Sunday in the evil-smelling bus,
past flat miles of blister houses, to the home of rela-
tives. Oh what is this? she cried as the light began to
smoke and the houses to dim and recede. Smog, he
said, everyone knows but you. . . . Outside he kept
his arms about her, but she walked with hands push-
ing the heavy air as if to open it, whispered: who has
done this? sat down suddenly to vomit at the curb and
for a long while refused to rise.

One’s age as seen on the altered face of those known
tn youth. Is this they he has come to visit? This Max
and Rose, smooth and pleasant, introducing them to
polite children, disinterested grandchildren, “the
whole family, once a month on Sundays. And why not?
We have the room, the help, the food.”

Talk of cars, of houses, of success: this son that, that
daughter this. And your children? Hastily skimped
over, the intermarriages, the obscure work—*“my doc-
tor son-in-law, Phil”"—all he has to offer. She silent in
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a corner. (Car-sick like a baby, he explains.) Years
since he has taken her to visit anyone but the children,
and old apprehensions prickle: “no incidents,” he si-
lently begs, “no incidents.” He itched to tell them. “A
very sick woman,” significantly, indicating her with
his eyes, “a very sick woman.” Their restricted faces
did not react. “Have you thought maybe she’d do bet-
ter at Palm Springs?” Rose asked. “Or at least a nicer
section of the beach, nicer people, a pool.” Not to have
to say “money” he said instead: “would she have sand
to look at through a magnifying glass?” and went on,
detail after detail, the old habit betraying of parad-
ing the queerness of her for laughter.

After dinner—the others into the living room in
men- or women-clusters, or into the den to watch TV—
the four of them alone. She sat close to him, and did
not speak. Jokes, stories, people they had known, be-
ginning of reminiscence, Russia fifty-sixty years ago.
Strange words across the Duncan Phyfe table: hunger;
secret meetings; human rights; spies; betrayals; prison;
escape—interrupted by one of the grandchildren:
“Commercial’s on; any Coke left? Gee, you’re missing
a real hair-raiser.” And then a granddaughter (Max
proudly: “Look at her, an American queen”) drove
them home on her way back to U.C.L.A. No inci-
dent—except that there had been no incidents.

The first few mornings she had taken with her the
magnifying glass, but he would sit only on the
benches, so she rested at the foot, where slatted bench
shadows fell, and unless she turned her hearing aid

down, other voices invaded.
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Now on the days when the sun shone and she felt
well enough, he took her on the tram to where the
benches ranged in oblongs, some with tables for check-
ers or cards. Again the blanket on the sand in the
striped shadows, but she no longer brought the magni-
fying glass. He played cards, and she lay in the sun
and looked towards the waters; or they walked—
two blocks down to the scaling hotel, two blocks
back—past chili-hamburger stands, open-doored bars,
Next-to-New and perpetual rummage sale stores.

Once, out of the aimless walkers, slow and shuffling
like themselves, someone ran unevenly towards them,
embraced, kissed, wept: “dear friends, old friends.” A
friend of hers, not his: Mrs. Mays who had lived next
door to them in Denver when the children were small.

Thirty years are compressed into a dozen sentences;
and the present, not even in three. All is told: the chil-
dren scattered; the husband dead; she lives in a room
two blocks up from the sing hall—and points to the
domed auditorium jutting before the pier. The leg?
phlebitis; the heavy breathing? that, one does not ask.
She, too, comes to the benches each day to sit. And
tomorrow, tomorrow, are they going to the community
sing? Of course he would have heard of it, everybody
goes—the big doings they wait for all week. They have
never been? She will come to them for dinner tomor-
row and they will all go together.

So it is that she sits in the wind of the singing,
among the thousand various faces of age.
She had turned off her hearing aid at once they
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came into the auditorium—as she would have wished
to turn off sight.

One by one they streamed by and imprinted on
her—and though the savage zest of their singing came
voicelessly soft and distant, the faces still roared—the
faces densened the air—chorded into

children-chants, mother-croons, singing of the chained
love serenades, Beethoven storms, mad Lucia’s scream
drunken joy-songs, keens for the dead, work-singing

while from floor to balcony to dome a bare-footed
sore-covered little girl threaded the sound-
thronged tumult, danced her ecstasy of grimace to
flutes that scraiched at a cross-roads village wed-

ding

Yes, faces became sound, and the sound became faces;
and faces and sound became weight—pushed, pressed

“Air”"—her hands claw his.

“Whenever 1 enjoy myself. . . . Then he saw the
gray sweat on her face. “Here. Up. Help me, Mrs,
Mays,” and they support her out to where she can
gulp the air in sob after sob.

“A doctor, we should get for her a doctor.”

“TIch, it’s nothing,” says Ellen Mays, “I get it all the
time. You've missed the tram; come to my place. Fix
your hearing aid, honey . . . close . . . tea. My view.
See, she wants to come. Steady now, that's how.” Add-
ing mysteriously: “Remember your advice, easy to
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keep your head above water, empty things float.
Float.”

The singing a fading march for them, tall woman
with a swollen leg, weaving little man, and the swollen
thinness they help between.

The stench in the hall: mildew? decay? “We sit and
rest then climb. My gorgeous view. We help each other
and here we are.”

The stench along into the slab of room. A wash-
stand for a sink, a box with oilcloth tacked around for
a cupboard, a three-burner gas plate. Artificial flow-
ers, colorless with dust. Everywhere pictures foaming:
wedding, baby, party, vacation, graduation, family pic-
tures. From the narrow couch under a slit of window,
sure enough the view: lurching rooftops and a scallop
of ocean heaving, preening, twitching under the moon.

“While the water heats. Excuse me . . . down the
hall.” Ellen Mays has gone.

“You’'ll live?” he asks mechanically, sat down to feel
his fright; tried to pull her alongside.

She pushed him away. “For air,” she said; stood
clinging to the dresser. Then, in a terrible voice:

After a lifetime of room. Of many rooms.

Shhh.

You remember how she lived. Eight children. And
now one room like a coffin.

She pays rent!

Shrinking the life of her Into one room like
a coffin Rooms and rooms like this I lie on
the quilt and hear them talk

Please, Mrs. Orator-without-Breath.



108 TELL ME A RIDDLE

Once you went for coffee I walked I saw
A Balzac  a Chekhov to write it Rummage Alone
On scraps

Better old here than in the old country!

On scraps Yet they sang like like Wondrous!
Humankind one has to believe So strong for what?
To rot not grow?

Your poor lungs beg you. They sob between each
word.

Singing.  Unused the lifein them., She in this
poorroom withher pictures Max You  The
children  Everywhere unused the life @ And who
has meaning? Century after century  still all in
us not to grow?

Coffins, rummage, plants: sick woman. Oh lay
down. We will get for you the doctor.

“And when will it end. Oh, the end.” That night-
mare thought, and this time she writhed, crumpled
against him, seized his hand (for a moment again the
weight, the soft distant roaring of humanity) and on
the strangled-for breath, begged: “Man . . . we'll de-
stroy ourselves?"”

And looking for answer—in the helpless pity and
fear for her (for her) that distorted his face—she un-
derstood the last months, and knew that she was
dying.

4

“Let us go home,” she said after several days.
“You are in training for a cross-country run? That is

why you do not even walk across the room? Here, like
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a prescription Phil said, till you are stronger from the
operation. You want to break doctor’s orders?”

She saw the fiction was necessary to him, was silent;
then: “At home I will get better. If the doctor here
says?”

“And winter? And the visits to Lennie and to Clara?
All right,” for he saw the tears in her eyes, “I will
write Phil, and talk to the doctor.”

Days passed. He reported nothing. Jeannie came
and took her out for air, past the boarded concessions,
the hooded and tented amusement rides, to the end of
the pier. They watched the spent waves feeding the
new, the gulls in the clouded sky; even up where they
sat, the wind-blown sand stung.

She did not ask to go down the crooked steps to the
sea,

Back in her bed, while he was gone to the store, she
said: “Jeannie, this doctor, he is not one I can ask
questions. Ask him for me, can I go home?”

Jeannie looked at her, said quickly: “Of course,
poor Granny. You want your own things around you,

~ don’t you? I'll call him tonight. . . . Look, I've some-

thing to show you,” and from her purse unwrapped a
large cookie, intricately shaped like a little girl. “Look
at the curls—can you hear me well, Granny?—and the
darling eyelashes. I just came from a house where they
were baking them.”

“The dimples, there in the knees,” she marveled,
holding it to the better light, turning, studying, “like
art. Each singly they cut, or a mold?”

“Singly,” said Jeannie, “and if it is a child only the
mother can make them. Oh Granny, it’s the likeness of
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a -real little girl who died yesterday—Rosita. She was
three years old. Pan del Muerto, the Bread of the
Dead. It was the custom in the part of Mexico they
came from.”

Still she turned and inspected. “Look, the hollow in
the throat, the little cross necklace. . . . I think for
the mother it is a good thing to be busy with such
bread. You know the family?”

Jeannie nodded. “On my rounds. I nursed. . . . Oh
Granny, it is like a party; they play songs she liked to
dance to. The coffin is lined with pink velvet and she
wears a white dress. There are candles. . . .”

“In the house?” Surprised, “They keep her in the
house?”

“Yes,” said Jeannie, “and it is against the health
law. I think she is . . . prepared there. The father
said it will be sad to bury her in this country; in Oax-
aca they have a feast night with candles each year;
everyone picnics on the graves of those they loved un-
til dawn.”

“Yes, Jeannie, the living must comfort themselves.”
And closed her eyes.

“You want to sleep, Granny?”

“Yes, tired from the pleasure of you. I may keep the
Rosita? There stand it, on the dresser, where 1 can see;

something of my own around me.”

In the kitchenette, helping her grandfather unpack
the groceries, Jeannie said in her light voice:

“I'm resigning my job, Grandaddy.”

“Ah, the lucky young man. Which one is he?”
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“Too late. You're spoken for.” She made a pyramid
of cans, unstacked, and built again.

“Something is wrong with the job?”

“With me. I can’t be"—she searched for the word—
“What they call professional enough. I let myself teel
things. And tomorrow I have to report a family. . . .”
The cans clicked again. “It’s not that, either. I just
don’t know what I want to do, maybe go back to
school, maybe go to art school. I thought if you went
to San Francisco I'd come along and talk it over with
Momma and Daddy. But I don’t see how you can go.
She wants to go home. She asked me to ask the doc-
tor.”

The doctor told her himself. “Next week you may
travel, when you are a little stronger.” But next week
there was the fever of an infection, and by the time
that was over, she could not leave the bed—a rented
hospital bed that stood beside the double bed he slept
in alone now.

Outwardly the days repeated themselves. Every
other afternoon and evening he went out to his new-
found cronies, to talk and play cards. Twice a week,
Mrs. Mays came. And the rest of the time, Jeannie was
there.

By the sickbed stood Jeannie's FM radio. Often into
the room the shapes of music came. She would lie
curled on her side, her knees drawn up, intense in lis-
tening (Jeannie sketched her so, coiled, convoluted
like an ear), then thresh her hand out and abruptly
snap the radio mute—still to lie in her attitude of lis-
tening, concealing tears.
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Once Jeannie brought in a young Marine to visit, a
friend from high-school days she had found wandering
near the empty pier. Because Jeannie asked him to,
gravely, without self-consciousness, he sat himself
cross-legged on the floor and performed for them a
dance of his native Samoa.

Long after they left, a tiny thrumming sound could
be heard where, in her bed, she strove to repeat the
beckon, flight, surrender of his hands, the fluttering
footbeats, and his low plaintive calls.

Hannah and Phil sent flowers. To deepen her plea-
sure, he placed one in her hair. “Like a girl,” he said,
and brought the hand mirror so she could see. She
looked at the pulsing red flower, the yellow skull face;
a desolate, excited laugh shuddered from her, and she
pushed the mirror away—but let the flower burn.

The week Lennie and Helen came, the fever re-

turned. With it the excited laugh, and incessant words.
She, who 1n her life had spoken but seldom and then
only when necessary (never having learned the easy,
social uses of words), now in dying, spoke incessantly.

In a half-whisper: “Like Lisa she is, your Jeannie.
Have I told you of Lisa who taught me to read? Of
the highborn she was, but noble in herself. I was six-
teen; they beat me; my father beat me so I would not
go to her. It was forbidden, she was a Tolstoyan. At
night, past dogs that howled, terrible dogs, my son, in
the snows of winter to the road, I to ride in her car-
riage like a lady, to books. To her, life was holy,
knowledge was holy, and she taught me to read. They
hung her. Everything that happens one must try to un-
derstand why. She killed one who betrayed many. Be-
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cause of betrayal, betrayed all she lived and believed.
In one minute she killed, before my eyes (there is so
much blood in a human being, my son), in prison
with me. All that happens, one must try to under-
stand.

“The name?” Her lips would work. “The name that
was their pole star; the doors of the death houses fixed
to open on it; I read of it my year of penal servitude.
Thuban!” very excited. “Thuban, in ancient Egypt
the pole star. Can you see, look out to see it, Jeannie,
if it swings around our pole star that seems to us not
to move.

“Yes, Jeannie, at your age my mother and grand-
mother had already buried children . . . yes, Jeannie,
it 1s more than oceans between Olshana and you . . .
yes, Jeannie, they danced, and for all the bodies they
had they might as well be chickens, and indeed, they
scratched and flapped their arms and hopped.

“And Andrei Yefimitch, who for twenty years had
never known of it and never wanted to know, said as if
he wanted to cry: but why my dear friend this mali-
cious laughter?” Telling to herself half-memorized
phrases from her few books. “Pain I answer with tears
and cries, baseness with indignation, meanness with re-
pulsion . . . for life may be hated or wearied of, but
never despised.”

Delirious: “Tell me, my neighbor, Mrs. Mays, the
pictures never lived, but what of the flowers? Tell
them who ask: no rabbis, no ministers, no priests, no
speeches, no ceremonies: ah, false—let the living com-
fort themselves. Tell Sammy’s boy, he who flies, tell
him to go to Stuttgart and see where Davy has no
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grave. And what?” A conspirator’s laugh. “And what?
where millions have no graves—save air.”

In delirium or not, wanting the radio on; not seem-
ing to listen, the words still jetting, wanting the music
on. Once, silencing it abruptly as of old, she began to
cry, unconcealed tears this time. “You have pain,
Granny?” Jeannie asked.

*The music,” she said, *“still it is there and we do
not hear; knocks, and our poor human ears too weak.
What else, what else we do not hear?”

Once she knocked his hand aside as he gave her a
pill, swept the bottles from her bedside table: “no
pills, let me feel what I feel,” and laughed as on his
hands and knees he groped to pick them up.

Nighttimes her hand reached across the bed to hold
his.

A constant retching began. Her breath was too faint
for sustained speech now, but still the lips moved:
When no longer necessary to injure others
Pick pick pick Blind chicken
As a human being responsibility
“David!” imperious, “Basin!” and she would vomit,
rinse her mouth, the wasted throat working to swal-
low, and begin the chant again.

She will be better off in the hospital now, the doctor
said.

He sent the telegrams to the children, was packing
her suitcase, when her hoarse voice startled. She had
roused, was pulling herself to sitting.
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“Where now?” she asked. “Where now do you drag
me?"”

“You do not even have to have a baby to go this
time,” he soothed, looking for the brush to pack. “Re-
member, after Davy vou told me—worthy to have a
baby for the pleasure of the rest in the hospital?”

“Where now? Not home yet?” Her voice mourned.
“Where ts my home?”

He rose to ease her back. “The doctor, the hospital,”
he started to explain, but deftly, like a snake, she had
slithered out of bed and stood swaying; propped be-
hind the night table.

“Coward,” she hissed, “runner.”

“You stand,” he said senselessly.

“To take me there and run. Afraid of a little
vomit.”

He reached her as she fell. She struggled against
him, half slipped from his arms, pulled herself up
again.

“Weakling,” she taunted, “to leave me there and
run. Betrayer. All your life vou have run.”

He sobbed, telling Jeannie. “A Marilyn Monroe to
run for her virtue. Fifty-nine pounds she weighs, the
doctor said, and she beats at me like a Dempsey. Be-
trayer, she cries, and I running like a dog when she
calls; day and night, running to her, her vomit, the
bedpan. . . .”

“She needs you, Grandaddy,” said Jeannie. “Isn’t
that what they call love? I'll see if she sleeps, and if she
does, poor worn-out darling, we’ll have a party, you
and I: I brought us rum babas.”
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They did not move her. By her bed now stood the
tall hooked pillar that held the solutions—blood and
dextrose—to feed her veins. Jeannie moved down the
hall to take over the sickroom, her face so radiant, her
grandfather asked her once: “you are in love?” (Shame-
ful the joy, the pure overwhelming joy from being
with her grandmother; the peace, the serenity that
breathed.) “My darling escape,” she answered incoher-
ently, “my darling Granny”—as if that explained.

Now one by one the children came, those that were
able. Hannah, Paul, Sammy. Too late to ask: and
what did you learn with your living, Mother, and
what do we need to know?

Clara, the eldest, clenched:

Pay me back, Mother, pay me back for all you
took from me. Those others you crowded into
your heart. The hands I needed to be for you, the
heaviness, the responsibility.

Is this she? Noises the dying make, the crablike
hands crawling over the covers. The ethereal sing-
ing.

She hears that music, that singing from child-
hood; forgotten sound—not heard since, since. . .
And the hardness breaks like a cry: Where did
we lose each other, first mother, singing mother?

Annulled: the quarrels, the gibing, the harsh-
ness between; the fall into silence and the with-

drawal.
I do not know you, Mother. Mother, I never

-

knew you.

TELL ME A RIDDLE 117

Lennie, suffering not alone for her who was dying,
but for that in her which never lived (for that which
in him might never live). From him too, unspoken
words: good-bye Mother who taught me to mother
myself.

Not Vivi, who must stay with her children; not
Davy, but he is already here, having to die again with
her this time, for the living take their dead with them
when they die.

Light she grew, like a bird, and, like a bird, sound
bubbled in her throat while the body fluttered in ag-
ony. Night and day, asleep or awake (though indeed
there was no difference now) the songs and the
phrases leaping.

And he, who had once dreaded a long dying (from
fear of himself, from horror of the dwindling money)
now desired her quick death profoundly, for her sake.
He no longer went out, except when Jeannie forced
him; no longer laughed, except when in the bright
kitchenette, Jeannie coaxed his laughter (and she, who
seemed to hear nothing else, would laugh too, conspir-
atorial wisps of laughter) .

Light, like a bird, the fluttering body, the little
claw hands, the beaked shadow on her face; and the
throat, bubbling, straining.

He tried not to listen, as he tried not to look on the
face in which only the forehead remained familiar, but
trapped with her the long nights in that little room,
the sounds worked themselves into his consciousness,
with their punctuation of death swallows, whimpers,

gurglings.
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Even in reality (swallow) life’s lack of it

Slaveships deathtrains clubs eeenough

T he bell summon what enables

78,000 in one minute (whisper of a scream) 78,000
human beings  we’ll destroy ourselves?

“Aah, Mrs. Miserable,” he said, as if she could hear,
“all your life working, and now in bed you lie, ser-
vants to tend, you do not even need to call to be
tended, and still you work. Such hard work it 1s to
die? Such hard work?”

The body threshed, her hand clung in his. A mel-
ody, ghost-thin, hovered on her lips, and like a guilty
ghost, the vision of her bent in listening to it, silencing
the record instantly he was near. Now, heedless of his
presence, she floated the melody on and on.

“Hid it from me,” he complained, “how many times
you listened to remember it so?” And tried to think
when she had first played it, or first begun to silence
her few records when he came near—but could recon-
struct nothing. There was only this room with its tall
hooked pillar and its swarm of sounds.

No man one except through others

Strong with the not yet in the now

Dogma dead war dead one couniry

“It helps, Mrs. Philosopher, words from books? It
helps?” And it seemed to him that for seventy years
she had hidden a tape recorder, infinitely microscopic,
within her, that it had coiled infinite mile on mile,
trapping every song, every melody, every word read,
heard, and spoken—and that maliciously she was play-
ing back only what said nothing of him, of the chil-
dren, of their intimate life together.
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“Left us indeed, Mrs. Babbler,” he reproached,
“you who called others babbler and cunningly saved
your words. A lifetime you tended and loved, and now

not a word of us, for us. Left us indeed? Left me.”
And he took out his solitaire deck, shuffled the

cards loudly, slapped them down.

Lift high banner of reason (tatter of an orator’s
voice) justice freedom light

Humankind life worthy capacities

Seeks (blur of shudder) belong

“Words, words,” he accused, “and what human
beings did you seek around you, Mrs. Live Alone, and
what humankind think worthy?”

Though even as he spoke, he remembered she had
not always been isolated, had not always wanted to be
alone (as he knew there had been a voice before this
gossamer one; before the hoarse voice that broke from
silence to lash, make incidents, shame him-—a girl’s
voice of eloquence that spoke their holiest dreams).
But again he could reconstruct, image, nothing of
what had been before, or when, or how, it had
changed.

Ace, queen, jack. The pillar shadow fell, so, in two
tracks; in the mirror depths glistened a moonlike blob,
the empty solution bottle. And it worked in him: of
reason and justice and freedom . , . Dogma dead: he
remembered the full quotation, laughed bitterly. “Hah,
good you do not know what you say; good Victor Hugo
died and did not see it, his twentieth century.”

Deuce, ten, five. Dauntlessly she began a song on
their youth of belief:

human being
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These things shall be, a loftier race
than e’er the world hath known shall rise
with flame of freedom in their souls
and light of knowledge in their eyes

King, four, jack “In the twentieth century, hah!”

They shall be gentle, brave and sirong
to spill no drop of blood, but dare
|

on earth and fire and sea and air

“To spill no drop of blood, hah! So, cadaver, and
you too; cadaver Hugo, ‘in the twentieth century igno-
rance will be dead, dogma will be dead, war will be
dead, and for all humankind one country—of fulhl-
ment?’ Hahl”

And every life (long strangling cough) shall
be a song

The cards fell from his fingers. Without warning,
the bereavement and betrayal he had sheltered—
compounded through the years—hidden even from
himself—revealed itself,

uncoiled,
released,

sprung

and with it the monstrous shapes of what had actually
happened in the century.

il -
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A ravening hunger or thirst seized him. He groped
into the kitchenette, switched on all three lights, piled
a tray—"you have finished your night snack, Mrs. Ca-
daver, now I-will have mine.” And he was shocked at
the tears that splashed on the tray.

“Salt tears. For free. I forgot to shake on salt?”

Whispered: “Lost, how much I lost.”

Escaped to the grandchildren whose childhoods were
childish, who had never hungered, who lived unra-
vaged by disease in warm houses of many rooms, had
all the school for which they cared, could walk on any
street, stood a head taller than their grandparents,
towered above—beautiful skins, straight backs, clear
straightforward eyes. “Yes, you in Olshana,” he said to
the town of sixty years ago, “they would be nobility to
you.”

And was this not the dream then, come true in ways
undreamed? he asked.

And are there no other children in the world? he
answered, as if in her harsh voice.

And the flame of freedom, the light of knowledge?

And the drop, to spill no drop of blood?

And he thought/that at six Jeannie would get up
and it would be his turn to go to her room and sleep,
that he could press the buzzer and she would come
now; that in the afternoon Ellen Mays was coming,
and this time they would play cards and he could mar-
vel at how rouge can stand half an inch on the cheek;
that in the evening the doctor would come, and he
could beg him to be merciful, to stop the feeding solu-
tions, to let her die.

To let her die, and with her their youth of belief




122 TELL ME A RIDDLE

out of which her bright, betrayed words foamed;
stained words, that on her working lips came stainless.

Hours yet before Jeannie’s turn. He could press the
buzzer and wake her to come now; he could take a
pill, and with it sleep; he could pour more brandy
into his milk glass, though what he had poured was
not yvet touched.

Instead he went back, checked her pulse, gently
tended with his knotty fingers as Jeannie had taught.

She was whimpering; her hand crawled across the
covers for his. Compassionately he enfolded it, and
with his free hand gathered up the cards again. Still
was there thirst or hunger ravening in him. |

That world of their youth—dark, ignorant, terrible
with hate and disease—how was it that living in it, in
the midst of corruption, filth, treachery, degradation,
they had not mistrusted man nor themselves; had be-
lieved so beautifully, so . . . falsely?

“Aaah, children,” he said out loud, “how we be-
lieved, how we belonged.” And he yearned to package
for each of the children, the grandchildren, for every-
one, that joyous certainty, that sense of mattering, of
moving and being moved, of being one and indivisible
with the great of the past, with all that freed, enno-
bled. Package it, stand on corners, in front of stadiums
and on crowded beaches, knock on doors, give it as a
fabled gift.

“And why not in cereal boxes, in soap packages?” he
mocked himself. “Aah. You have taken my senses, ca-
daver.”

Words foamed, died unsounded. Her body writhed;
she made kissing motions with her mouth. (Her lips

|

. -
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moving as she read, poring over the Book of the Mar-
tyrs, the magnifying glass superimposed over the heavy
eyeglasses.) Still she believed? “Eval” he whispered.
“Still you believed? You lived by 1t? These Things
Shall Be?”

“One pound soup meat,” she answered distinctly,
“one soup bone.”

“My ears heard you. Ellen Mays was witness: ‘Hu-
mankind . . . one has to believe.”” Imploringly:
“Eval”

“Bread, day-old.” She was mumblng. “Please, in a
wooden box . . . for kindling. The thread, hah, the
thread breaks. Cheap thread”—and a gurgling, enor-
mously loud, began in her throat.

“I ask for stone; she gives me bread—day-old.” He
pulled his hand away, shouted: “Who wanted ques-
tions? Everything you have to wake?” Then dully,
“Ah, let me help you turn, poor creature.”

Words jumbled, cleared. In a voice of crowded ter-
ror:

“Paul, Sammy, don’t fight.

“Hannah, have I ten hands? |

“How can I give it, Clara, how can I give it if I
don’t have?”

“You lie,” he said sturdily, “there was joy too.” Bit-
terly: “Ah how cheap you speak of us at the last.”

As if to rebuke him, as if her voice had no relation-
ship with her flailing body, she sang clearly, beauti-
fully, a school song the children had taught her when
they were little; begged:

“Not look my hair where theycut. . . .”

(The crown of braids shorn.) And instantly he left
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the mute old woman poring over the Book of the Mar-
tyrs; went past the mother treading at the sewing ma-
chine, singing with the children; past the girl in her

wrinkled prison dress, hiding her hair with scarred

hands, lifting to him her awkward, shamed, imploring
eyes of love; and took her in his arms, dear, personal,
fleshed, in all the heavy passion he had loved to rouse
from her.

“Eval”

Her little claw hand beat the covers. How much,
how much can a man stand? He took up the cards, put
them down, circled the beds, walked to the dresser,
opened, shut drawers, brushed his hair, moved his
hand bit by bit over the mirror to see what of the re-
flection he could blot out with each move, and felt
that at any moment he would die of what was unen-
durable. Went to press the buzzer to wake Jeannie,
looked down, saw on Jeannie's sketch pad the hospital
bed, with her; the double bed alongside, with him; the
tall pillar feeding into her veins, and their hands, his
and hers, clasped, feeding each other. And as if he had
been instructed he went to his bed, lay down, holding
the sketch (as if it could shield against the monstrous
shapes of loss, of betrayal, of death) and with his free
hand took hers back into his.

So Jeannie found them in the morning.

That last day the agony was perpetual. Time after
time it lifted her almost off the bed, so they had to
fight to hold her down. He could not endure and left
the room; wept as if there never would be tears

enough.
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Jeannie came to comfort him. In her light voice she
said: Grandaddy, Grandaddy don’t cry. She is not
there, she promised me. On the last day, she said she
would go back to when she first heard music, a little
girl on the road of the village where she was born. She
promised me. It is a wedding and they dance, while
the flutes so joyous and vibrant tremble in the air.
Leave her there, Grandaddy, it is all right. She prom-
ised me. Come back, come back and help her poor

~ body to die.

For two of that generation
Seevya and Genya

Death deepens the wonder
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