LENA

By Paula Goodlett


“Flo, we’ve got to do something.”


J.D. and Flo were getting ready for bed.  J.D.’s tone caused Flo to look up quickly.  J.D. rarely sounded so upset.


“Is there a problem with something, J.D.?” Flo asked.


“It’s more that I’m worried that there will be a problem, Flo.  It’s Mother.  I’ve had Price Ellis, Charlotte Green and Hope Underwood on the phone today.  They insist that Mother has to be convinced to leave Pritchard’s.  It’s getting pretty crowded and they’ve got a lot of people with real problems now.  Mother doesn’t need to be there.  Her only problem is the arthritis, she doesn’t need nursing care.  She’s taking up space they really need.  What are we going to do?” J.D.’s voice was cracking from stress.

“We had the same kind of day, J.D.  In my case it was Mary Jo, Claudette and Joellen.  They must be calling from the same list.  I didn’t want to mention it and ruin your sleep.  They all know how we’ve tried, and they all agree that Lena made the choice.  Still, the way things are now, she needs to move in with us.  Does Wallace or Bernice have any ideas?”


“Wallace and Bernice both work full time.  Someone is always home here.  It’s up to us.”  J.D. was getting calmer, now that he was talking.  “How are we going to convince her to move in with us?  She’s refused for two years.  I’ve got to get the ‘Adopt-an-Elder’ people off my back.  They interrupted meetings all day!”

“Calm down, J.D., calm down.  They’re just on another one of their drives.  The whole town knows that Lena would be welcome here.  It’s her own stubborn idea that she ‘won’t be a burden’.  She treats family the same as she would charity.  First, she can’t manage stairs, so where are we going to put her?” Flo asked.

“It will have to be my den.  It’s closest to the bathroom.  Mother will need that.”  J.D. was at his best with a problem to solve.

Amazed, Flo asked, “You’re giving up the boy’s club?”


J.D., surrounded by women at home, had insisted on taking a large room on the ground floor as his own.  It was his private space, and he didn’t like intrusions.  He wouldn’t even allow Flo’s bi-annual cleaning sprees in there.  True, he hadn’t spent much time in his den lately, but Flo was still surprised.


“Like I said, it’s closest to the bathroom.  Now that there are some men around here, I don’t need to run and hide.  Some of the conversations you and the girls had . .  How could any man stand it?”  J.D. defended himself. 

“Has Wallace still got the key to her storage unit over at Clyde’s?” Flo asked.  When J.D. nodded, Flo continued, “Here’s what we’re going to do . . . “
                             ***


Lena Richards was a strong, independent woman.  Widowed at thirty-one, she had raised Wallace and J.D. by herself.  She had raised them to be strong, decisive, competent men.  She didn’t want to give up her own independence, and she didn’t want to ‘be a burden’ to her sons.  At seventy-five, when housekeeping had become more than she wanted to deal with, Lena had sold her house.  She had used the proceeds, as well as her savings and Social Security, to continue living as she chose.  

Pritchard hadn’t been a nursing care facility prior to the Ring of Fire.  Now; however, it had become more and more crowded and had more and more truly needy patients.  Lena, with her sharp mind, her sharper tongue, and her ability to get around with a walker, didn’t need that kind of care.

                             ***


“So, that’s the situation.”  Flo had finished her explanation to Anna, Ilsa, and Maggie.  “What do you think?”

“I zink ve should get busy.  Lena should kom heim und be vit family.  Ilsa, ve get to see the ‘secret room’.  Vat treasures ve vill find, eh?”  Anna laughed.


“Oh, ja, Anna.  Flo, is full of gold und silver?”  Ilsa grinned.


The ‘boys club’ had become another standing joke in the household.  Anna and Ilsa were appalled at the idea of a room dedicated to avoiding family.  The one time all the men had tried to sneak away, Anna had called in the troops.  With ten children lining the walls and staring, J.D., Johan and Wilhelm had given up.  In truth, they were all usually too tired to spend time talking, when they could be sleeping.
                           ***



J.D.’s den had yielded very few secrets.  A stack of seed catalogs, a bunch of old lesson plans and a pile of old magazines were the extent of the treasure.  The boxes from the closet had been set aside, so J.D. could go through them later.  His desk now occupied a corner of the bedroom, along with the chair.


“Where can we put this ugly old thing, Anna?”  asked Flo.  It’s really an awful old chair.”


Looking over at Anna, Flo caught a flicker of expression.  Flo privately thought of it as the ‘Oh, you rich Americans’ look.


“Come on, Anna, out with it.  Don’t tell me it’s a throne.  It’s just an old, ratty-looking fake-leather recliner.  There must be dozens in Grantville.”  Flo defended herself.  “Just wait ‘til you see Lena’s furniture.  She’ll never agree to keep this thing in her room.”


“Is goot of J.D. to give room to Mama, yes?  J.D. should not haf to lose favorite chair.  Is sturdy chair.  Vere can ve put it?”  Anna questioned.


“You do have a point, Anna.”  Flo admitted.  “I suppose we can put it back in the living room.  I warn you, though, anyone who sits in it will fall asleep.  J.D. used to nap in front of the television.  Just wait until you hear the snores.”

                           ***

The ‘boys club’ had probably been the library at one time.  The books had been long gone when J.D. and Flo had bought the house.  The built in shelves along one wall were still in place.  Flo, Anna, Ilsa and Maggie had been cleaning and arranging the room for two days.

Lena’s few books, and her figurines and photographs didn’t quite fill the shelves.  A sleeping area occupied one end of the room, and a sitting area the other.  The door onto the back porch led to another sitting area, where Lena could enjoy good weather.  They’d used Lena’s own furniture, hoping to make the room a place where she could be happy.


“Well, ladies, we’ve done the best we can.  It looks just fine.”  Flo commented.  “Tomorrow, I’ll ride to town with J.D.  It’s time to tackle Lena.”


                         ***


The next morning, fortified with a pot of chicory-laced coffe, Flo felt ready to handle the next step.


Riding into town with J.D. wasn’t a problem.  Killing the hours between dawn and the time Lena would be ready to have visitors was a bit more difficult.  Flo had visited a few friends, and walked the length of Main Street, amazed at the changes in town.

“It’s hard to believe this was once a dying town,” she thought.  “It’s wonderful to see so many kids running around.  And, look at all the people!  It’s so different.”

Arriving a Pritchard, Flo stopped in to see Price Ellis.  She told him her plans and received his quick agreement.


“I’m going to try again, Price.  You know I’ve tried before.  There’s no guarantee that she’ll agree this time, either.  If she doesn’t, I expect you to get Hope and her crew off of J.D.’s back.  They can call me, but they’ve got to leave J.D. alone.  He has enough to worry about.  Agreed?”  Flo asked.


“Agreed, Flo.  They are a little over-zealous, aren’t they?”  Price nodded.  “Lena just doesn’t need nursing care.  I’m sure she’ll be better off out at your place.  That is, if you can get her to go.”


“Nothing like a vote of confidence,” Flo thought, as she walked to Lena’s room.


“Good morning, Lena,” she said, as she entered the room after knocking.


“I’m not going, Florence.  I know why you’re here, and I’m not going.”  Lena definitely had her back up.  No one ever used the name ‘Florence’ unless they were trying to irritate Flo.


“Lena, I know how you feel.  I’ve heard all your reasons.  You don’t want charity, you don’t want to be a burden, and you can pay your own way.  I’ve heard it all before, and I always supported you.  I’m not going to try to argue those points again.” Flo stated.  “This time, I want you to take a walk down the hall with me.  You need some exercise, anyway.”

Accustomed to the time it took, Flo waited patiently for Lena to get ready for a walk.  She and J.D. visited regularly, and knew that Lena couldn’t move with any great speed.


A few doors down the hall Flo stopped and had Lena look inside.  “Do you see this room, Lena?  There are four beds here, and each one is occupied by someone severely wounded in battle.  All these men will require months of physical therapy before they can get around as well as you do right now.  And come over here, please.  This woman was raped and stabbed by soldiers.  It will be months before she recovers from the stabbing, not to mention the rape.”


Moving to another room, Flo said “This is a child, Lena.  We think he’s about ten, but it’s hard to tell.  He can’t talk.  The horseshoe broke his skull.  No one knows if he’ll ever recover.”


As they returned to Lena’s room in silence, Flo let Lena stew a bit.  “I’m not going to pretend that the Ring of Fire was a good thing, Lena.  It cost me my Jennifer, and that will always hurt.  I’d be thrilled if we could go back.  But, we can’t go back.  That means we have to move forward.”


“One of the good things about the Ring of Fire is that it’s caused a lot of people to rediscover the importance of family.  You are family, Lena, and we want you close to us.


“You grew up during the Depression, and you lived through the rationing during WWII.  You have knowledge we need.  Maybe you know why my soap curdles when I add lanolin.  Maybe you know how a treadle spinning wheel works.  Maybe you even know a secret way to keep Brillo under control.  We need you, Lena.  Won’t you please come home and help?”

“You really need me, Flo?” asked Lena.  “I thought I’d just be in the way.”


“Heavens, yes, we need you, Lena!  We’re stuck in 1631 Germany, in the middle of a war.  We need everyone.”  Flo exclaimed.  “Don’t waste yourself, waiting to slide into death.  Fight it.  Help us.  What else can I say?  Come home, Lena, please come home.”


“Call J.D., Flo.  We need to get going.  Pack my things, and let’s go home.”  Faced with a challenge, Lena’s eyes were alight.


                       ***


Lena was quiet on the drive home.  She seemed to be lost in thought.


“Flo,” she said suddenly, “It seems to me that I remember reading something about lanolin soap.  I think you have to let it cool a good while before you add the lanolin.  Don’t remember how much, though.”


“It’s a start, Lena,” Flo said.  “I’ve added the lanolin right at the start both times I’ve tried it.  You wouldn’t believe the mess.  We’ll try again tomorrow.  Maybe it will work this time.”


After another few moments silence, Lena asked “Flo?”


“Yes, Lena?” Flo answered.


“Who’s Brillo?’

