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Introduction

Dear Sandra


Sorry about not getting back to you recently. Went back to the old home. Katie has completely renovated the first floor. She wants to remove the top floor and replace it. It’s going to look like all the other boxes on the street. She said that if there was anything in the attic I wanted I’d better get it out now. You know how bossy she can be. Like her grandmother and aunt. I can’t believe that she’s 50. Where did the time go?  The attic was dusty and more cramped than I remembered. More a crawl space than a real attic. I was reminded once I began crawling over the floor, made up of old doors laid across 2 by 10s, how hard wood is on knees. Especially old knees. And it was dark, even with the flashlight I kept in my one hand. 


There were some old photograph albums up there. I remembeed mother telling me that she had put them in an old box at the end of the attic. I can’t remember what I ate for dinner last night but I can remember something mother told me fifty years ago. I found the box. It was dusty to be sure but seemed well preserved. I opened up the lid and there they were. I stared at them for a while remembering that mother was the last one to touch them, that she was the last one to arrange them in the box, that every act I performed now would erase that fact. Too damn sentimental! Get on with it, I told myself. I stretched out my legs as much as that was possible, sat leaning against one wall, lifted the first album out of the box and opened it on my lap. Using the flashlight as a spotlight, I scanned the first page.


There I was dressed up for hockey, all the equipment except my  skates. I was wearing a pair of rubber boots, the tops turned down like cuffs. Across my chest I proudly wore PITTSBURGH PAINTS. Father, handsomer than I recalled, sported his black moustache and thick wavy hair. Remember the time he shaved it off and you ran to your room crying. We stood for the photograph like soldiers - serious, separated, at attention.  That year father became the coach of the team by default when no one else volunteered. The team won its first five games. Father’s strategy – pat the kids on the back and open the gate. When the team took over first place, the league replaced father with a coach from the front office, someone who would look good in the championship photo. For the rest of the season, father sat in the stands. The team started losing. After all these years I still find myself angry at the Knights of Columbus, at any group of people who dress themselves up in costumes, puffing out their chests and walking in aimless parades for no more reason than personal vanity. Bastards!


You’re in the next photograph, Sandra. You and I sat on a coffee table. I was about six years old; you were a year younger. I was wearing a suit with shorts pants, my hair slick, flattened and pasted to one side. You were wearing a white frilly dress with puffy sleeves. You looked like me in a dress. Remember the summer mother cut your hair short so that the two of us were almost indistinguishable.


The third photograph was taken of the entire family in uncle Leonard’s basement. There is a lamp at one end of the couch. The lamp was golden, shaped like a tree with branches, and leaves and small silver flowers, and fruit that might have been apples. There is a painting by Franz Johnson hanging on the fake pine paneling behind the couch. In the painting, a stream was babbling through some snowy woods. Uncle thought that painting represented the world of culture, art, a world to which he would never be invited. The couch itself was a thick-brushed maroon material. On each arm was a little embroidered sleeve as if the couch were a benevolent creature with arms and legs and feet. Father, dressed in his best suit, has his arm around mom and you also suitably dressed in your Sunday attire. I sat off to one side, in gray flannels, a checkered shirt, and a Perry Como sweater. I had the same expression on my face as the desperate and hungry men in soup lines during the Great Depression. I was fifteen.


Next was my high school graduation photograph. I was wearing a white tuxedo, my hair slicked down and parted off to one side. Father, looking like a young James Garner, stood beside me smiling. He was so proud; I was so indifferent. Maybe father was recalling when he was eighteen, sitting in a barracks in England playing cards, killing time until the invasion began. I was now the same height as my father. The shine on my forehead, created by the flash mother used on the camera, almost made it possible to see the photographer. 


Next was the last photograph of father. He was rising from the lawn chair in the backyard, smiling. There is a playful look on his face as if he is going to attack the photographer. After twenty years of working days at the plant he had been moved back onto the graveyard shift at Seiberling Tire. Another year and he was going to take early retirement. Mother found her dad in bed days after the photograph was taken. You were carrying Alan. Dad never saw any of his grandchildren. A few years later Seiberling Tire was bought by Goodyear. Shortly thereafter the old factory was torn down.


There was a real old  photograph of me at three years old. I am sitting in a round metal tub in the backyard on Galt Avenue splashing my hands in the water. There were several people behind me, leaning over a fence, chatting. Off to one side, a dog sat on the ground, his leg lifted elegantly, licking vigorously. In front of the fence and lying at an odd angle is a storm window. The photographer, mother, can be seen in the reflection. She is beautiful and so young. The sky behind her is filled with leaves and peaches and promise.


Your brother, David

to all the boys and girls

who are now

old men and women
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