
My Grandmother 

Scott Memmer 

Her name is Hazel Cad num and she is eighty-seven years old.  
She was born and raised in the state of O hio, has l ived her e n tire 
l i fe there-an Ohio that at the t i me of her birth was l i t t le  more 
than open spaces, forests and farmland; an Ohio w hose first 
factories had sprung up along the banks of the Cuyahoga River 
not m uc h  ear l ier than a generat ion before her b ir th-and the story 
I have to tell  of her i n volves not so m uch the locat ion of her body 
in t i me a nd space as t he i nfluence of her human i ty on my m i n d  
a n d  heart-far more i m portan t  co-ordi nates, a s  far a s  I 'm con
cerned . I don't k now m uc h  about her early l i fe, nor do I feel I need 
to. She l ived on a farm no doubt (who didn' t  back then?), had 
chickens and cat t le to feed , chores to do, maybe one or two n ice 
d resses-and yet the outward c ircumstances of her l ife don't much 
concern me here, for what I wan t  to i nvestigate is her i nner world. 
She was always a supremely happy person-an i nexti nguishable 
joy bu rned in her eyes from the t i me she got u p  in the morning 
u n t i l  the t ime s he went to bed at n igh t-an d  though she l ived her 
l ife tenaciously, was not about to go gen t le i n to t he dying of any 
l ight ,  good or otherwise, her dai ly actions were comprist:d of the 
mos t  exac t i ng gentleness, the finest  example I have ever known of 
a h uman being at peace w i t h  herself. I'm remi n ded i n  t h in k i ng of 
her of a passage i n  John Stuart M i l l's Autobiography, for I feel i t  
so accurately defines my grandmother: "Those only are happy 
who have the ir  m inds fixed on some object other than their own 
happiness; on t he happiness of  others, on t he i mprovement of 
mankind,  even on some art or p ursuit ,  followed not as a means, 
b u t  as i tself the ideal end. A i m i n g  thus at someth i ng else, they find 
happiness by t he way." The happiness of others, t he i mproveme n t  
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of man k ind.  My grandmot her improved mank ind by t he imple 
fact of her pre ence, faced l ife graciou l y  and unc mplaining, 
never t hough t nor poke i l l  f anyone. There were only tw k i nd 
of people in t he world w hom he could not abide: piders and 

na kes. To thi day he ha · a  mona I dread of t he ·e two crea tu res 
an aver ion mo l people ri nd forgivable, but  a ide from t h i  her 
record is spotless. I w rite about her now because her influence 
u pon my en ibi l i t y  wa , more perhap t han any ot her ingle 
factor. w hat led me to become a lover of book . W hich i · ironic, 
becau, e m y  grandmot her wa a nd i not a " l i terary" per on, has 
l i ved most of her l ife not at t he univer i t y  but on a farm and yet 
she comes from a t ime and a place w here people had a respect for 
the language w here syntax had not yet been pl in tered i n to 
ten-second tracts and mortgaged out to the networks to ensure 
the propagation of the latest pest i lence-Froot Loops or A llstate 
or Bob Hope or G M 's latest disaster. W hen I read today, par· 
ticularly work that touches or moves me deeply, I am rem inded in 
my heart of my grandmother: it is her face I see when I turn out 
the l ights; it  is her voice I hear in the dark; it  is the fai nt ly stale 
odor of her l iv ing room in Val ley City, Ohio that comes back to 
me again and again, the stale odor of old folks' l iv ing rooms 
everywhere. There are few enough reasons for the circumstances 
in our l i ves-most of w hat we take for fate is actually hap
penstance turned on end-but there is a defi nite reason I th ink 
almost daily of an eighty-seven-year-old woman th ree thousand 
mi les to the east. 

The reasons go back many year . To tel l  you t he w hole s tory 
would be to trace t he en tire h istory of my fam i l y  how my fat her 
and mother met, how t hey married how t hey got on in the year 
before my bro t her and I were born-none of it very pertinen t to 
the matter at hand. Suffice it to say t hey met and married. M y  
father got o u t  o f  t he service after serving in the Phi l ippines i n  
World W a r  I I ;  m y  mother, t he you ngest chi ld o f  four, stayed a t  
home wi th  G randma a n d  G randpa and hel ped around t he farm; 
and after the dust had settled and the bodies had been counted and 
the dog tags swept into one h uge mound-after Nagasak i  and 
Dresden and Auschwitz-my mother and father took themselves 
to a justice of the peace and got themselves married. In Ohio, i n  
places l i ke Brunswick, Chagrin Falls, Hinckly, Medina, Twin-
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sburg, Valley City, life was almost too quiet. In ten years we 
would have Korea, Elvis Presley, television ; five years after that 
Gidget would go Hawaiian, the silly girl. But for now things were 
quiet. It was a lull, the proverbial calm before the storm. What 
does the human species do in such a lull? It makes replicas of itself. 

I was born in 1 954, three years after my brother. We were raised 
on a steady diet of Captain Kangaroo and Wheaties, which may 
help to explain a lot of things. We lived in a suburb of Cleveland, 
about an hour southeast of that City of Light, and year after year 
as I grew up I l istened to the Cleveland Indians lose on the radio. 
Occasionally I'd watch them lose on TV. After a while I only read 
about them losing in the paper the next day. Our neighborhood 
was so WASPish, so genti le, so l i ly-white, I can't recall meeting a 
single black person or a Jew unt il my early teens. I was what you 
might call sheltered. The most traumatic event in my life at this 
time was for one of my guppies to d ie, an event which should not 
have affected me as devastatingly as i t  did: there were three 
hundred and thirty-three left. 

In 1 959  my mother took ill, an illness lasting some five years 
until her death in 1 964. I should tell you-for reasons which may 
or may not become apparent in a moment-that I had originally 
intended to write this account without mentioning my mother, 
without reaching into the family closet and pulling out a few 
convenient, well-dusted skeletons; but I find that her l ife and the 
life of my grandmother, however different they may have been in  
their own particulars, however unalike they may have been in the 
specific, were so inextricably woven, so entangled in the to and fro 
of grief and wonder and regret and the momentary b ittersweet 
victory turned suddenly, sourly, and without warn ing into defeat, 
that I cannot speak of one without speaking of the other. In 1 959  
my mother was diagnosed as  paranoid schizophrenic, a malady as 
capricious as the wind but a thousand times more deadly, a malady 
which has, like cancer, the unique ability to fracture and destroy 
whole families-and it felled her like a small tree. Each time she 
fell the doctors picked her up and pumped her full of electroshock 
and Thorazine (she came back to us scarred but functional, a frail 
w illow ready for new felling), and it was in these picking-up times 
that my brother and I took the hour-and-a-half drive with my 
father to my grandmother's house in Valley City, Ohio. To 
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grandmother's ho use w e  we n t ,  b u t  as for m yself not  w i t ho u t  the  
usual  word les� good byes a nd a t igh ten ing se nsa t io n  i n  my gu t t hat 
to ld me som e t h i ng was terr i b l y ,  terr ibly w rong. Someone was 
abo u t  to  ge t h u r l .  l �ensed . and l d i d n ' t  w a n t  i t  to  be me. I t  w<�sn ' t .  
ex<�c t ! y . B u t  G randma was  a l ways t he re .  her apro n  surgica l ly  
a l l ac hed in  t l1m.e days i t  see ms. a nd w he n  m y  fa t he r  sw u ng t he car  

i n t o her gra \·e l  d r i veway a n d m y  brother  a nd l b u rs t  from t he car 
door<., l i ke a couple of gre y h o u nds a f ter  t he fleei ng rabb i t .  '>he 
gree ted ll'> w i t h  ope n a nm and open F rigida i re.  M y  fa t her  wou ld  
lea n: U'> t he re for  a week or two.  som e t i mes t h ree.  a n d  af ter  
\CVcra l  o f  m \' mot her\ b reakdowns a nd several dr i ves t h rough the  
qu ie t .  cool cou n t ryside of nor t heast e rn  O h io .  past c ider  s tands  a mi 
old barns and m i b  and m i le'> of cornfie lds. l bega n to sec t ha t  Dad 
wa!:> us ing G ra nd ma's house as a place of refuge. l d i d n ' t  begrudge 
h i m  t ha t :  a t  t he t i m e  we needed a place to h ide. I ns tead I took i t  to  
me as m y  home away from home. 

Le t me te l l  you abou t her hou'>c. The i m med ia te  i m p ress ion is 
one of i ncred i ble c lea n l i ness. Above a l l  e lse the  B i b le- t h u m ping 
fron t ier  m o t h e rs i m pressed u pon t he i r  daugh ters t he lesson t ha t  
clea n l i ness. m y  d e a r  gi rls. is ne x t  to  G od l i ness. G randma a p
pare n t l y  learned her lessons we l l .  ror her house was al way-. 
spot less. There was a la rge black-and - w h i te te lev is ion in the l i v i ng 
room.  and across t h e  room. fac i ng t he te lev is ion.  sa t a m a t c h i ng 
cha i r  and sofa. c i rca 1 900. On t he arms of t h is cha i r  and sofa were 
t hose l i l l i e  l ace doi l l ies you fi nd a l l  over t h e  fu rn i t u re o r  t he 
midwest.  I ' l l  never  forge t t hose doi l l ies. damn t he m .  because l 
cou ld never do a n y t h i ng on t h a t  c h a i r  short  of j u s t  s i t t i ng  there 
w i t ho u t  k n oc k i ng a t  least one of t he m  to t h e  grou n d .  I n  t he back 
pan of t h e  house were two bedrooms. one ba t h .  and-a must  for 
m y  grand m o t he r-a h uge k i tchen .  She loved to cpok . w h i pped u p  
por t ions so h uge t h e y  toppled o ff t he fron ts a n d  sides of our  pla tes. 
boun teous ra t ions  w e  wolfed down as v oraciously as a n y  farm k id 
or ha l f-starved p i ra n ha.  A round t he back of her house she kept  a 
garden w here she grew j us t  abo u t  every t h i ng: corn.  toma toes. 
bea ns. peas. carrots.  on ions,  bee ts. rad ishes, cucumbe rs. gree n 
peppers; b lack berries, boyse n be rries, raspberries. s t ra w berries. e tc  . .  
for h e r  pies; a n d  h e r  prize crop, rhu barb. M y  grandmot her grew 
m ore r h u barb t ha n  t h e  rest of t h e  e n t ire s t a te of O h io. For years 
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half t he U n i ted Sta tes' G . N . P. i n  rhubarb came out of her garden. 

And every summer day, it seemed, she had fresh rh ubarb pie 
cool i n g  on her w i ndows i l l ,  a pie so sweet and sour, so tangy, i t  
made the glands i n  the back of your jaw weep for joy and t he hairs 
on the back of your neck stand on end.  

In  1 964. t hough, a taste more sour even t han my grandmot her's 
r h ubarb pies came i n to my l ife: On February I O t h ,  u nable perhaps 
to sec a n y t h i n g  ahead b u t  more elect roshock and more T horazine, 
m ore w i nd and toppl i ng and get t i n g  up and fa l l i ng dow n,  more 
terror and u ncerta in ty  and dou b t  and pai n .  my mother took her 
own l ife .  For a long t ime afterward no one said any t h i ng .  
Everyone came to t he funeral : everyone wept open ly .  myself 
among t he m .  A fterward. t hough. it was as if an open gash ,  an 
u n heal i ng wound. s t re tched from one end of my fami ly  to the 
ot her. scarr ing my fa ther and my brot her and I permane n t l y, and 
even so much as the men t ion of t his  gash,  part icularly w h i le 
d ri v i n g  t h rough t he desolate February landscape on t he way to my 
gra ndmot her\ house in  Va l ley Ci ty .  Oh io. was enough to prompt 
t he sa l t  from t he road-somehow. I d idn ' t  k now how-to creep up 
t h rough t h e  l'loorboards of t he car and s t ing t he wound of t he 
person who had sa id i t .  Everyone walked on eggs. G randma C. 
sa id not h ing. s i m ply went o n  being w ha t  she had al ways been-a 
p i l la r  of s t re ngt h-and baked and s t i rred and fried more furiously 
t han ever. as if t he way to a ch i ld's a i l i ng heart was t h rough h is 
s tomach.  The a t tempt  was not w hol ly unsuccessful :  grad ually I 
re t u rned to my cu rious self. ask i n g  q uest ions abou t anyth ing  and 
every t h i ng (except m y  mot her), u n t i l  somehow, m i racu lously, as if  
a curtain had been l i fted. February became M arch. I t  was at  th is 
t i me that my brother took to walk ing i n  t he woods. a habi t he's 
con t i n ued to th is  day; walk ing, I d id n ' t  know w here. but  w i t h  a 
determ i na t ion that grew s tronger and stronge r as the season 
progressed, as spring came on,  u n t i l  suddenly i t  was Apr i l ,  and t he 
walks stopped, a n d  the snow mel ted, and t he fields gave off t he i r  
steamy h eat ,  and the t raffic on the h ighway i n  fron t  of m y  
grandmother's house beat by w i t h  madden i ng regulari ty, each 
squeal or squeak of rubber. each cl ick of a studded snow t i re on 
that sheeni n g  asphalt  r un way coun t i n g  out t he m i n u tes and days 
and hours and months of l ives spe n t  try ing to forget .  We a l l  
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wan ted desperatel y  to forge !.  t o  get back to  t h e  norma lcy of 
homework and spring flowers and V ie tnam on t he TV every 
n ight .  to find obl i v ion in the s implest act i v i t ies of dai ly l i fe .  I t  was 
in May of that yea r that ! saw some th ing  I shall never forget .  

A round back of m y  grandmot her's house. half-hidden from the 
highway and just  to t he right of her garden when you looked ou t 
t h rough the k i tchen w indow. stood several clot hesl i nes from 
w h ich she hung wet sheets i n  the warmer mon ths of spring and on 
t h rough summer i n to fal l .  She had an electric dryer as I reca l l .  but  
she  preferred. maybe out of  some deference to her mot her's 
t rai n i ng in a day before there were such t h i ngs as e lectric d ryers. to 
hang her sheets by hand and le t  them dry by wind. On the 
mor11 i ng I 'm speaking of i t'd rai ned the nigh t before. dousi ng the 
garden and the lawn beside it  w i t h  a fai r  share of water. and the 
sky, shift ing from grey to ind igo lei pink to azu re with t he rota t ion 
of the ear t h  t ha t  morning. had the sharpness and clarity of a t h i n  
sheet o f  ice sk immed from t he t o p  o f  an Ohio d i tch . I a te some 
cereal .  my brother  went  across the h ighway to throw rocks a t  
some horses. m y  grandmother wen t about  t h e  laundry.  The 
sun l ight  st reamed through the k i tchen w i ndow. catch ing the dust 
motes i n  the air.  charging them w i t h  l ight ,  while in the l iv ing room 
the TV d roned on-some blather about  fi l t h y  old A m e rican l ucre: 
The Price is Right or Jeopardy. Finishing a half a box of cereal, I 
got up,  walked over w i t h  my bowl to t he kitchen sink. turned on 
t he fa uce t, and looked out  into the yard . I t was then that I saw 
w ha t  I w a n t  to tel l  you about .  

I 'm not very adept  a t  describing significant moments in my l ife . 
They crowd i n  upon me and demand that I get everything righ t
that t he l ig h t i ng's j ust so, t he proper perspective drawn, the faces 
somewhat i n  focus-something like taking a picture or writing a 
poem, two th ings I have never been very good at. That morning 
my grandmother stood beneath her clothesl ines, a basket of wet 
s heets in her arms. She set the basket down ,  picked up her first 
sheet,  a white one, and reached up carefully, s t raining slightly on 
tiptoe, clothespin in teeth, to attach the sheet to the line. A wind 
blew out  of the north, com ing in off Lake Erie seventy miles away, 
billowing the sheet up and away from her as she t ried to secure it; 
t h e  su n , still low on the horizon and so bright it hurt the eyes to so 
m uch as look in its direction, shone through her hai r, turn ing the 
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s i l ver-gray t here to near-whi te.  For a momen t  she became frozen,  
suspended in t i me and motion, and t he ent i re atten t iveness of my 
bei ng focused on her. She was caught i n  a spot  of t ime and 
everyt h i ng sped u p  and a t  the same time s lowed down.  Then 
abrupt ly a l l  motion ceased. M y  n i ne-year-old mind raced, sought  
w i ld ly for explanations-but w hat's to  be  made of  a six
ty-eigh t-year-old woman hanging wet sheets on a clot hesl ine in 
m id-May? I was i ncapable of answering that question at t he 
t ime-maybe st i l l  am today-but i n  l ooking back I suppose her 
i mage there spoke to me of the repet i t ive nature of our l i ves, of the 
fact that our  l iv ing  here is couched in ceremony and r i tua l ,  i n  
repet i t ive patterns w h ich, t hough t hey p lague u s  w i t h  thei r 
con t i n u i ty and ins istence, are nonetheless one of the reasons we 
survive as a species. We need t h is cont inu i ty  to survive.  " Every 
person who had ever l i ved," Thorton W i lder wr i tes in an essay 
d iscuss ing Our Town. "has l i ved an u nbroken succession of un ique 
occasions. Yet  the more one is aware of t h is i nd i vidua l i ty i n  ex
perience . . .  the more one becomes a t ten t ive to w hat these 
d isparate moments have i n  common,  to repetitive patterns. A l i t t le 
fu rther on in the same piece W i lder s tates, " I t  (Our Town) is an 
a t tempt to find value above all  price for the smal lest events in our 
dai ly l ife." Small  even ts. I s uppose what rm talking about w hen I 
describe how my grandmothe r  hangs wet sheets on a clothes l ine is 
smal l  even ts, b u t  I also want  to make clear to you j ust  how much 
larger that event  became i n  m y  mind.  I n  t hat spl i t  second of what 
m ight  be called, righ t ly or w rongly, pre-cogn i t ive awareness ( !  
have a lways fel t  t ha t  for me cogni t ion began i n  adolescence), t he 
r i tua l ist ic repe t i t iveness of mankind came home to me w it h  i n 
cred ible force. We requ ire t h e  accomp lishment o f  t he smal lest 
tasks, I d iscovered then and hold to s t i l l ,  to assure the believabi l i ty  
in  a larger fut u re; we start wi th  the m i nute and work up to t he 
inf in i te. As I studied m y  grandmother on the lawn that  morning, 
watched her reach up to her clothesl ine, watched t he sun come 
t hrough her hair, saw the w i nd t ug at her sheet, I became b l i nded 
by the br i l l ia nce of the sun and had to t u r n  away. I t  came to me 
then, in what was perhaps my first i n te l l igent observation of 
h u ma n  l ife, t ha t  she had washed and dried other sheets; that her 
h usband, the grandfather l never knew, had d ied of cancer on 
sheets she had scrubbed by hand and hung to dry on d ifferen t  
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l i nes; that she had cleansed the l i nens of my mother for years on 
end unt i l  that young woman left home to commi t  t he u l t imate 
repet i t ion-to give a couple of chi ldren to the earth and then, 
t hough not in t he usual way, to die. And now there were ot her 
sheets to clean and dry, other l inens to fold and put  away. I 
watched her for a second and then t he moment  released her and 
she became a s ixty-eight-year-old woman hanging laundry on a 
l ine. 

I r insed out  my  bowl ,  turned off the faucet, put the milk away, 
and went i n to t he l iving room. I turned off Jeopardy. For a long 
t ime I sat on G randma's sofa and played with one of t hose doi l l ies. 
Then,  for only about the third time since my mother d ied, I wept. 

* 

The years have a funny way of taking the edge off th ings. A 
year after m y  mother d ied my father remarried, my stepmother 
and he had a couple of daughters, and in J 969 my new fami ly and 
I moved to California, leaving beh ind a slew of aunts and uncles 
and cousins and second cousins and, of course, my grandmother. 
We went back to visi t in 1 972,  stayed a couple of weeks; I went 
back in 1 97 8  by myself to attend the wedd ing of a friend. 
Grandma st i l l  l i ves in Ohio, though she sold the house in Val ley 
City several years ago and moved in with my aunt .  A month ago, 
upon the occasion of a business tr ip to the east ,  I had the op
portun i ty  to see her again.  I t 'd been five years. 

I flew in to Boston on a Friday morn ing in mid-September, 
rented a car at  the a i rport and headed north toward New Hamp
shire. Why New Hampshire? The answer is that every autumn my 
grandmother comes to New Hampsh i re to visit her oldest 
daughter (my aunt) and her son-in-law (my uncle) to spend six 
weeks in a New England easy chair and watch the World Series 
and see t he leaves change color and fal l  and watch win ter come in 

upon the land. She was to arrive the next day: we were to drive 
down and meet her in New York State. 

New Hampshire is a lways lovely, but lovel iest, I think , in 
autumn.  On t he way to my aunt  and uncle's house I drove past  

Lake Sunipee, found i t  deserted and lonely, not a single boat out .  

I t  was j us t  after Labor Day-late summer or early autumn, 

depending on your frame of reference-and though the leaves 

hadn' t  begun to change yet, most of the tourists had returned to 
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their homes to await the arrival of the w ind and rain-to pick their 

gardens clean and note the passage of a few woolly bear cater
pillars scurrying for cover and cocoon . In a matter of weeks 
several of them would return to see the colors, then dash back to 
those same houses to i nstall storm windows, re-coil the garden 
hose, and cast a sidelong glance at the woodlot. 

The next morn ing, at seven o'clock sharp, my aunt and uncle 
and I pi led into their new Saab 900 (not a turbo), pulled out of the 
driveway and headed off across southern New Hampshire and 
Vermont. We stopped for breakfast, had coffee and ju ice, and 
after a leisurely six-hour drive through so many towns I can't 
remember any of their names, arrived at our destination in  New 
York at t hree o'clock i n  the afternoon . A n  hour later my grand
mother arrived. 

I haven't told you much about the way she looks. I won't tel l  
you much now, except to say that she was smaller than I 
remembered her, less mobile, and that she stooped over and 
needed help when she walked . She looked at me for the longest 
time, perplexed, and didn't know who I was. I told her and she 
seemed puzzled: How had I gotten there? And why hadn't 
someone told her I was coming? W hy hadn't someone said 
something? The answer of course was that someone had, but that 
she, in her old age, had forgotten. She forgets a lot of things now, 
and yet she's fortunate enough to be surrounded by a loving brood 
who elect to do the remembering for her. 

We had dinner together. She ate light: coffee, jello, a few 
crackers. After d inner we took a drive past one of the N ew York 
Fingerlakes. She d idn't say much, seems content to sit and watch 
and listen now. We drove for half an hour or so, then went back to 
our motel room. 

We went to bed early, all four of us-my grandmother, m yself, 
my aunt and uncle-in one motel room, in three different  beds. 
Somewhere in the m iddle of the n ight I woke up. I don't know 
why, but I didn't open my eyes immediately. I lay there for a while 
and l istened to the sounds around me: to the air  conditioner, the 
whirr of traffic on the h ighway, the drip of a faucet, the tick of a 
clock. Across the room I could hear m y  grandmother breathing, 
the steady, rhythmic, inward and outward flow of her breath-the 
simplest of our repetitions but the most v i tal. I kept seeing her in  
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my mind, reaching up to pin that large white sheet on the 
clothesline behind her house in Valley City, Ohio; and though she 
was younger, stronger and healthier in the picture I had in my 
m ind-her hands more able to grasp, her feet more capable of 
navigating the land unaided-she was also the same frail, 
significant woman who lay on that bed j ust now on the other side 
of the room. It brought back to me the i ncredible fragili ty of us 
all-as a people, as a nation, as a planet. l stayed awake for an 
hour or two, bl inked once or twice, then went back to sleep. 

"On the w hole," Joan Didion wrote a few years back, "I am able 
to take a very long view of death." I, too, take the long v iew, do 
not coddle or entice t he beast, but I think a lot about w hat kept me 
awake that night in a strange motel room three thousand miles 
from home. I t  was, of course-as it always has been-my grand
mother. 

As the shadows came through the window that night and the 
faucet dripped on, I questioned the darkness. Shouldn't our lives 
be full, not of darkness, but of light? A nd why should the presence 
of an old woman's teeth in a glass above my head set my mind to 
wandering? Won't we all be in that ben soon enough without 
th inking about it ,  our own teeth m a glass, our own oeac1omes 
disheveled, an air  conditioner droning on and on to keep the 
elements out? We should all  be so lucky at such a time to be 
surrounded by those w ho will tend to the needs of our second 
i nfancy as we have tended to theirs i n  the first. We should all be so 
lucky, but so few of us are. 
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