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~~UNITED STATES~~

THE FOUR
QUESTIONS

Allegra Goodman

Ed is sitting in his mother-in-law Estelle’s gleaming kitchen. “Is it
coming in on time?” Estelle asks him. He is calling to check on Yehu-
dit’s flight from San Francisco.

“I’s still ringing,” Ed says. He sits on one of the swivel chairs and
twists the telephone cord through his fingers. One wall of the kitchen is
papered in a yellow-and-brown daisy pattern, the daisies as big as Ed’s
hand. The window shade has the same pattern on it. Ed’s in-laws live
in a 1954 ranch house with all the original period details. Nearly every
year since their wedding, he and Sarah have come out to Long Island
for Passover, and the house has stayed the same. The front bathroom is
papered, even on the ceiling, in brown with white and yellow flowers,
and there is a double shower curtain over the tub, the outer curtain held
back with brass chains. The front bedroom, Sarah’s old room, has a blue
carpet, organdy curtains, and white furniture, including a kidney-shaped
vanity table. There is a creaky trundle bed to wheel out from under
Sarah’s bed, and Ed always sleeps there, a step below Sarah.

In the old days, Sarah and Ed would fly up from Washington with
the children, but now the kids come in on their own. Miriam and Ben
take the shuttle down from Boston, Avi is driving in from Wesleyan, and
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arm around Methodist Amy, and says, “Mom and Dad, I promise when
I get married I'll elope.” No one laughs at this.

When it’s time for the four questions, Ed reads them himself. “ “Why
is this night different from all other nights? On other nights we eat leav-
ened bread. Why on this night do we eat matzah?’ Ben, could you put
your feet on the floor?” When Ed is done with the four questions, he
says, “So, essentially, each generation has an obligation to explain our
exodus to the next generation—whether they like it or not.”

A

That night in the moaning trundle bed, Ed thinks about the question
Miriam raised at the first seder. Why are there four of everything on
Passover? Four children. Four questions. Four cups of wine. Lying there
with his eyes closed, Ed sees these foursomes dancing in the air. He sees
them as in the naive illustrations of his 1960s Haggadah. Four gold cups,
the words of the four questions outlined in teal blue, four children’s
faces. The faces of his own children, not as they are now but as they
were nine, ten years ago. And then, as he falls asleep, a vivid dream
flashes before him. Not the children, but Sarah’s parents, along with the
Rothmans, the Seligs, the Magids, and all their friends, perhaps one thou-
sand of them walking en masse like marathoners over the Verrazano
Bridge. They are carrying suitcases and ironing boards, bridge tables,
tennis rackets, and lawn chairs. They are driving their poodles before
them as they march together. It is a procession both majestic and fright-
ening. At Estelle’s feet, at the feet of her one thousand friends, the steel
bridge trembles. Its long cables sway above the water. And as Ed watches,
he feels the trembling, the pounding footsteps. It’s like an earthquake
rattling, pounding, vibrating through his whole body. He wants to turn
away; he wants to dismiss it, but still he feels it, unmistakable, not to
be denied. The thundering of history.
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