Solomon Grundy
by

Walter Wangerin, Jr.
1.

Solomon Grundy, an old, old man

With bald on his head and shake in his hand,

      Sauce on his clothes,

      Hair in his nose,

Cripple in each of his digital toes---

Solomon Grundy was most impolite:

He died between Sunday and Saturday night.

Who knows where Solomon Grundy goes?

Or wither the soul of old Solomon blows?
His body is busy; the worms see to that:

From his ribs and his cheeks and the place where he sat

They’re carting off cartilage, stripping the fat.

His body’s beginning to decompose.

      But Solomon G!

      Oh, where is he?

Tell us where Solomon Grundy is at!

Who knows? Who knows where Solomon goes?

Who knows where his spirit intends to repose?

2.

Does it matter how Solomon passed away?

Perhaps it does, but who can say?

On Sunday the village was walking to church

For prayers and for praises, for pious research,

The women in crinoline, men in their vests,

Children, like criminals, dressed in their best—

When all at once Good-woman Brown,

The goodest widow in the town,

      Saw Grundy on his porch.

“Ay-eeeeee!”  she screamed.  She dropped to her knees.

“Oh, noooo,” she groaned.  She shivered and wheezed

      And fainted dead away.

“Good-woman!  Good-woman!” the people cried;

They rushed to help her—and then they spied

The porch and its passenger, cold as clay,

The verminous Grundy, the Solomon eye,

     Defying their Sabbath Day.

Is he dead?  Is he dead?  O people, beware…
The old, old man was pale as prayer,

His eyes wide open, white with a stare,

His mouth agape as if words were in there.

(Oh, none durst touch Grundy, this sinister Sunday!)
Like a branch of the crooked hawthorn tree

His arm was raised, and the people could see

One finger pointing mournfully

      At them!

Ah, which is the secret the dead don’t see?

And whose is the sin that will not be

      Condemned?
No, none durst touch Grundy that sinister Sunday.

He lay on his porch for the rest of the day

Till the knacker man came for to sack him away.

But how did he die?  That no can say.

3.
The sheriff did little.  He waggled his head.

“Not to worry,” he said, “since the dead are…just dead.”

But no one believed him.  They knew it by heart:

Dying is sometimes no less than the smart!

And the preacher that Sunday, he preached about Grundy,

And sinners and Hell and the smell of wet bones,

Of souls lacking eyeballs, who stumble on stones,

Who weep for their rest and who creep into homes:

“Who knows,” he preached in doleful tones

(While women made whimpers and men muffled moans)

“Who knows where old Solomon Grundy goes?

Whence or whither the soul of cold Solomon blows?

Black Sunday!  Slow Sunday, the hours full of woe.

Oh, ominous Sunday when nobody knows

What forces are fogging and filthing the air,

      Or who is going there….


While Solomon putrified


People grew terrified,


Cowered and occupied


      Heaven with prayer.


Fathers were mortified;


Mothers were mystified;


Children ran off to hide


      Any-old-where:

In attics above; in cellars below;

In closets—wherever small bodies could go;

The children, they vanished.  The children were gone.

Not a girl nor a boy, not a Jill nor a John

      For comfort or for care.

And so passed the daylight; and so came the gloom;

And so ticked the clock of unstoppable doom….

And so came the night and the death-sweat, the dew.

Two owls took to flight and began to recite

The cold inquisitional question, Who?  Whooooo?
Fathers might answer that; mothers knew “Who”—

Yet all of their houses stayed silent and still,

And everyone shuddered when one whippoorwill

Asked who was it whipping him, valley to hill:

      Who?  Whooooo?
O Solomon, where goes your spirit and you?

Where do you wander?  What mean you to do?
4.
By midnight the people were peering through blinds,

Through shutters and keyholes and cracks of all kinds,

Afraid to find something, yet seeking the signs

      That Grundy was on the attack.

And they weren’t fools!  These experienced spies

Saw something like fingers afloat in the skies,

Pinching the stars out like fireflies,

      And stuffing the moon in a sack!

And then, while they watched them, the fingers came down,

Caressing the rooftops, enclosing the town

In a grip of such darkness it cancelled the ground

      And buried the village in black.

This blackness was blacker than caverns or coal,

Blacker than smoke in the bottomless hole,

Than basements or Bibles or crypts or the crow

      That begs at the Devil’s back:


Black!

Solomon, Solomon, is it your soul

Or a cloud blowing over that makes us too cold?
Yes, midnight was thick.  It was dim in extremes.

Then—suddenly!—wind hit the village with screams,

Both blasting the candles and shaking the beams

      And causing the children to wail.

Their mothers could hear them.  The mothers could hear:

But no one could see in a darkness so weird.

“Jill!  Jill!” that cried while the high wind jeered.

“Johnny!  Calpernia!”  Shaking with fear

      They searched for their children, but failed.

“Jimmy, where are you?  Oh, Jimmy, I’m frantic!”

But Jimmy was stuck in a nook in the attic.

“My baby!  My son!”—but her son had been swallowed

By nightmares more hateful and midnights more hollow

      Than Satan’s Cimmerian jail.

Mothers and children were far, far apart,
Blackness between them, and sick in the their heart.

Solomon, why do you do us this way?

Hath anyone harmed you?  Did any betray

You or murder you, slay you for money in pay?

      Please, Solomon Grundy!

      Oh, let it be Monday!
And what of the men-folk?  And where were the men,

The elders intelligent, soldiers belligerent,

Boastful, bombastic, magniloquent men?

Did the cries of the women mean nothing to them?


No worries!  No worrying!


Listen:  there’s scurrying;


Someone is hurrying,

Clattering, chattering, cursing, and BAM!

The fathers fly out of their doors with a SLAM!

The Toms and the Tobys, the Ralphs by the score,

The Jacks (and of these there were thirty or more),

The Dicks and the Dirks and the Peters all swore

To be bold in the blackness and ready for war:

Solomon Grundy, we’ll get you somehow!


We’ll murder your ghost


With a snake and a post


In the shape of a cross,


But much sharper than most!

We’ll pierce you, your bowels, your heart, and your brow!



The men?

So where were the men?  In the roads.  In the winds.

In the open, where fear ends and fury begins.

In a crowd.  In a mob full of fists and foul grins,

Thick clubs on their shoulders, thin knives at their shins,

Hate in their gizzards, bane on their breath,

Prepared to put Solomon Grundy to death…

Again.
            “Ho!  There he be!”
            “Oh, no, he’s not!”

            “He’s by that tree!”

            “He’s by that what?”

            “Attack him!”

            “No, wait—

      You fool, that’s a gate!

That’s nought but a gate swinging wide in the wind!”

      The men?  Well, they battled.

      They clubbed their own cattle.

      They stormed through their orchards

      And killed their own apples;

They murdered twelve peck of potatoes—and then,

Lord, save us from Hell and from Grundy!—for then

Someone from somewhere began to fight them!

Such howling, such shrieking went on through the night,

For the men swung their cudgels with all of their might,

But someone swung harder:  he knew how to smite!


With terrible ease


He battered their knees,

Their arms and their ears on the left and the right.


He troubled their stomachs,


He matched them their speeds,


Tattooed them their skullbones,


Disdained them their creeds.

And here’s the advantage in all of his deeds:

      His doing was faster than sight!

No one saw anyone fighting the fight

In the deep of the dark, in the dark of the night

      In the night of old Grundy’s despite.

Go, Solomon Grundy.  Oh, get thee away.

The night is fast over.  It’s almost the day.

We’ve nothing to give thee, no words for to say.

We’re beaten.  Defeated.  On favor we pray:

Thou, Solomon Grundy—please, let it be Monday.

5.
Well, Monday as always came soft to the town;

(If Mondays can laugh, well, this Monday fell down);

Solomon Grundy was nowhere around—

      But villagers, they made a sight.

In the streets were the fathers, asleep and reposed:

But Dick had his fingers in Dirk’s broker nose;

Dirk had a hold of the pants and the clothes

      That Jack had been wearing last night.

Now, the butt of Jack’s club was in Thomas’s mouth;

But Tom’s club was gone; it had fetched such a clout

On Toby that Toby lit out for the south

      And ran till the dawn’s early light.

The children?  The children were tucked in their houses

In odd little corners like odd little mouses,

Curled in the closets on crinoline blouses,

      The places they hid in their fright.

Their mothers were struck in the family commodes,

In ovens and chimneys, in chutes and small holes;

For who can chase children that wriggle like moles

      Through spaces both dismal and tight?

            Right!

6.
But Solomon Grundy, a dead, dead man,

Had died absolutely e’er Sunday began:

      He’d left the good town to its own.

For it would have been silly, disturbing his bones

To terrify folks with spectacular moans

            When, working together,

            They did it much better

            Than Solomon Grundy

            Could manage that Sunday—
      And, bless them, they did it alone.

***





Solomon Grundy






Born on Monday,






Christened on Tuesday,






Married on Wednesday, 






Took ill on Thursday,






Worse on Friday,






Died on Saturday,






Buried on Sunday:






This is the end






Of Solomon Grundy.
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