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I burned the old wicker laundry basket today – the one with the worn handles and the 

split edges.  We’d used that basket for as long as I can remember, and it finally broke under the 

weight of wet laundry en route to the line.  How many coal-dusted overalls did it carry, how 

many berry-stained aprons of my ancestors? 

There is a deep sadness that consumes me equal to the flames that gobbled hungrily at 

the destruction of this tangible past I fed it.  Was it sacrilege to let go of that which sustained 

those I loved, that which bore the places of where their hands had been?  Was something of 

them still left there on the handles, those finger prints that defined them? 

I wonder now, in the glow of these orange flames, what it is about the past that entices 

me to linger, to stop as if sucked in by some undertow of truth.  Maybe in my mind the past was 

a simpler time.  I think it really was simpler if for no other reason than the fact that time is 

stopped there, in the memory.  When time is frozen I can take a clear-eyed look at it, stand 

back and assess without worry that my attentions need be focused on the concerns of the 

present.  Time has a way of filtering out the peripheral, those tags of momentary interest and 

distraction that clutter the pathway of intent.   

I see my great grandparents now, both in my photo clicked memory and in the black and 

white pictures that fill the bottom drawer of my mother’s dresser.  Mema and Pepa stand 

there, not smiling, just looking at the camera as if defying it to capture any truth about them at 

all – the truth that they gladly raised my mother, that alcoholism stole their meager wages on 

the way home from the mines, that the reason to listen to “The Baptist Hour” on the radio was 



 
 

for the obituaries.  In the picture they stand on the front lawn and do not hold hands, do not 

extend an arm out to encircle each other.  It’s as if they’re holding their breath to keep who 

they are, what they believe, from being captured and ensconced in an explanation that did not 

include their promises. 

Who were they, really - those people who were more than the relatives of children who 

would someday look back on a history of bright summer days when the breeze blew across the 

laboriously cleaned clothes drying on a stretched line in the back yard?  Who were those people 

who weighed their promises against time and bartered their laughter for one more day? 

I wonder if I summons these memories out of regret that I wasn’t more present to the 

happenings and urgencies of the time or if I simply, by virtue of being a child at the time, am 

entitled to these happy recollections.  The return to those times of the past is like looking for 

something lost when I keep revisiting the same places as if that which is missing will suddenly 

appear, having been overlooked the first dozen times.  This, until I let myself realize that the 

answers from the past will only take me so far into the questions of the present.  

There’s an aura of privilege that I carry as I proceed through life.  The cornerstone has 

afforded me a competence through no attentions of my own save a good memory.    

And yet I entertain, even coax, the sadness that comes with this release of the past that 

falls ashen in the fire pit outside my door.  It’s as if the longing keeps those precious memories 

alive and thus the people whose sweet reminiscence I pocket and let their kindness, their love 

and admiration, cheer me on, encourage me towards the future.  And I throw my misgivings 

into the abyss of memory as the flames, strong in the present, lick with selfish greed. 


