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E had spent more than 60
years with the same woman,
and after she died she con-
tinued to enrich his life. He
was 87 when she left, yet he
earnestly continued to go to

work every day — not because there was much
to do at his old Brooklyn law office, but be-
cause she had always told him retirement was
a foolish thing to do with one’s life. This “up
and doing” approach to life was an irrevo-
cable gift she had given to him.

Another reason he went to work, [ believe,
was that he loved coming home at the end of
the day, turning the key in apartment 15-C,
and calling, “Darling, I'm home!” [ don't think
he imagined for a moment that she would
reappear to take his hat and kiss him a wel-
come, It was simply that things were not as
they seemed — despite her absence, she was
always there, held in his heart joyfully and in-
extricably. .

One of the last times I talked with her, she
confided that after all their years together, her
heart still “leaped” each day when she heard
him open the door after his day at the office.
She was an avid painter, so
one might assume that her
creative imagination con-

jured up such romantic im-:. lMy grandfather.
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“He would arrive in a big black limousine with
a chauffeur and a footman! We would all rush
to the window to watch the footman drop a
little set of steps by the car door and help the
old fellow out.”

Anyway, my grandfather was reciting po-
ems that night when the lights stayed on and
on. They were old classic verses whose
memorization had been the stuff of his educa-
tion. Poems like Shelley's “The Cloud™: “1
bring fresh showers for the thirsting flowers,/
From the seas and the streams;/ I bear light
shade for the leaves when laid/ In their
noonday dreams...”

As the: pight wore on, he mulled over
Shakespeare's sonnets. He whispered the po-
ems, that Robert and Elizabeth™ Browning
wrote for one another. At one point, he started
a poem I didn’t recognize, only to stop after
the first two lines: “Tell me not, in mournful
mumbers,/ Life is but an empty dream... .”

“What is that?" [ asked.

He thought for a moment. Then, unable to
remember the title, the poet, or the rest of the
poem, he moved on the Keats and Donne. But
several times he returned to that unknown
poem, saying its opening
lines slowly, thoughtfully:
“Tell me not... ." It sounded
terribly sad to me. I told him
5071 "Yes, it does appear so,
‘doesn’t it?” he said. “But it's
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After she left, hé began when he felt grandfather was gone — for-
sleeping in her bed, an like it. This was ever. Once back to my own
arm’s reach from his own. — home, the partial poem he
Whenever one of his chil- life in the had recited during our last

dren or grandchildren
came to visit, he invited
them to sleep in his old bed
rather than in the guest
room, because he enjoyed
talking deep into the mght I (his grand-
daughter) visited quite often, and discovered
that he spent much of his work day at the law
office napping on a couch, which meant that
he rarely felt like sleeping through an entire
night. At 1 a.m. he would flip on the lamp by
his bed and begin chatting.

When he had had enough, he would switch
off the light, often mid-sentence, and doze.
But at 3:15 a.m., it was on with the lights and

- conversation once again.

The first time this happened, I chided him
for keeping me awake. But gradually, [ grew
accustomed to the fact that he took increas-
ingly little notice of time. He developed a
schedule of his own which, at home and office
alike, consisted of working, napping, eating,
and talking exactly when he felt like it. This
was life in the present tense. It tired me out,
yet there was a serendipity to it that charmed
me.

One night, he never turned off the light at
all. He just talked, reminisced, and recited
poems. He loved poetry and literature. In all
of his many books he had penciled on the fly
leaves the dates when he read them. Some,
like Tolstoy's “Anna Karenina,” had two or
three dates noted. He delighted in telling of
his eccentric literature professors at Colum-
bia University — particularly one stately chap
who always wore a flamboyant black cape:

present tense.

night haunted me: “Tell me
not, in mournful numbers,/
Life is but an empty
dream...." | found myself re-
peating the words again and
again. They still seemed sad to me, even omi-
nous. Were they a verbal threshold leading to
a dark commentary about death and about
life's futility? At the end of his years did my
grandfather have deep regrets he never told
me of, but hinted at with this poem? Was this
man, who had lived so joyously, retracting his
life example and giving me a warning? |
pulled out my poetry books and looked for the
lines. I could not find them.

A few months later, over breakfast, I told
this story to a friend who teaches poetry and
literature. From him [ learned that the lines
came from Longfellow.

After breakfast, I ran to the library and
found a collection of the poet's work. It hap-
pened to be a well-worn, turn-of-the-century
edition, one I could easily imagine my grand-
father poring over.

As | read, my dreary questions ended and
I discovered what my grandfather meant
when he told me, *Yes, it does appear sad, but
it's not really.” For the poem is entitled “A
Psalm of Life.” In its entirety, it is a poem
about life’'s great purpose that survives all
time and all transitions. It is about the lasting
gifts we give one another, and about leaving
footprints for each other to help us find the
way. So he did.

Bunny McBride



