A Gray Cardboard Box
By Francine Garson
 
            Yitgadal ve’yitkadash she’mei raba… Magnified and sanctified be his great name. The ancient Hebrew words had been spoken, the funeral was over, and the traditional seven days of mourning had passed.  As we had done eleven years earlier when we lost our mother, my sister and I shared the bittersweet task of sifting through a parent’s belongings.  This time, instead of sorting through flowered dresses and colored rolls of yarn, we amassed piles of folded cardigans and mounds of dark socks.  We donated mountains of clothing, stacks of dishes, and a motley assortment of the odds and ends of living to charitable organizations.  But we kept the papers.  Passports, school records, driver’s licenses, letters, and an application for citizenship documented the long and convoluted journey that had led our Polish-born father to bring his American wife to a small farming community in central New Jersey. 
            After my sister returned to her home in California, I went back to my father’s house to finish gathering his things.  I found the gray cardboard box, looking oddly familiar, half-hidden behind an old sewing machine at the bottom of a guest room closet.  It took me a moment to recognize it as the box that had once held my yellow galoshes.  I remembered the joy of stomping through puddles in those rubber boots, confident that my new penny loafers would emerge unscathed. The boots had been given away years ago, and I was surprised to find the box.
I carried the unexpectedly heavy box into my father’s room, hoisted it onto his bed, and lifted its lid.  A jumble of sepia-toned photographs, black and white images, and primitive color snapshots spilled onto the green afghan, crocheted by my mother years earlier, that still covered my father’s bed.  There were many pictures of my father…in army fatigues surrounded by other soon-to-be men, sitting at a table with nameless-to-me relatives or friends, and as a young boy in short pants wedged between a smiling couple whom I recognized as my grandparents.  But other than my father, with the full head of hair that I, even as a child, had never seen, my grandparents, and a cousin or two, the cast of characters released from the confines of a gray cardboard box were unknown to me.  A young boy wearing a woolen vest tucked into pleated pants, a formally posed man with a walrus mustache, and a rattle-holding baby squinting into the camera…all of these people, whose faces had been captured at a long-ago moment by a long-forgotten camera, had been buried for years inside a cardboard box.  Each of them had played a role, large or small, in my father’s life.  To me, they were strangers. 
            Like most adult children, I had a sketchy idea of my father’s history: flight from Nazi Germany, life in Palestine, service in the British Army, immigration to the United States, and marriage to my New York City-raised mother.  I stuffed the pictures back into their gray cardboard home and took them with me, resolving to go through them later, when I would have more time.  The box rested, undisturbed and only vaguely remembered, on the top shelf of my hall closet.  Two months would pass before later finally arrived, and I opened it again.
 
                                                     #         
          I had not seen Yossi in over twenty years.  His father had gone to school with mine in Palestine, and they had maintained a strong friendship for many years.   Although his own father had passed away years earlier, I knew Yossi had kept in close touch with mine.  When he learned of my father’s death, Yossi called me.
            “Francine, this is Yossi from Israel.  I must come to New Jersey to pay my respects to your father.”
             “Yossi, I know that you and my father were close.  But, it really isn’t necessary for you to travel all that way,” I responded.
              “No, you don’t understand.  I must come.”
              Several weeks later, Yossi arrived.  Together, we stood at my father’s grave, and I cried as I watched fifty year-old Yossi Sperling bend to kiss the dirt that had so recently been placed over my father’s body. 
               “Do you have any pictures?” Yossi asked me after we had returned to my house.  I pulled the neglected gray cardboard box down from my closet shelf.  Yossi stared at picture after picture and laid them in neat rows across my kitchen table.  When he came to a small official-looking portrait of a young man with slicked-back dark hair and a thick mustache, he stopped. 
              “This is my father,” Yossi said.
On the back of the picture were some scribbled Hebrew words, which I had been unable to decipher.
              “To Jacob from your best friend, Israel Sperling,” Yossi read.
              “You know the story, yes?” Yossi asked me.
               I did not know the story, no.
               Slowly, quietly, with many pauses as he searched for just the right English words to tell the story of our fathers, Yossi spoke.  “They were in boarding school together.  In Palestine.  Your father and mine.  My father was very wealthy.  His family was in Lithuania.  They owned a bank there.  Your father’s family was already in Palestine.  They had very little.  Hitler took everything away from them in Poland.  When Hitler came to Lithuania, he killed everyone in my father’s family and took all of their money.  My father was alone in Palestine.  No family. No money. Nothing.  He was fifteen.  Your father’s parents took him as a son, and he became a brother to your father.  My father was saved by your father and his parents.”
              Staring at the rows of faded pictures spread out before me, I wondered how many more stories and secrets had died with my father.  As my parents’ eldest child, I had inherited a gray cardboard box and a responsibility.  I grabbed a pen and a long yellow pad.  

“Yossi, tell me what else you know.” 
 
