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Mom would walk in with a stew pot filled with hot buttered popcorn and a stack of wooden bowls.  We kids would sit “Indian style” on the floor in our footie pajamas while Dad erected the white screen on the opposite side of the room.  Mom would dole out the popcorn by scooping up one bowlful at a time from the pot and we would pass it down to whoever was the smallest child at the time.  Dad would set up a folding tray-table and dismantle the slide projector; pulling out and unwrapping the power cord; plugging it in; and letting the fan run for several minutes.  Then he would turn on the bulb to see if it worked properly.  We would shudder if the light didn’t come on, because all but the youngest of us knew what drama followed should the bulb have to be replaced.  Dad would bellow, “Whose been messing with this projector!?  I just replaced this bulb.  There is no way that it should be blown out!”

Mom would answer calmly, but with a tremble in her voice, “Tom, no one has had that thing out since last Christmas.”

Dad would bark back, “These things don’t just break themselves, yunno!”

Eventually, however, the tension would subside, the bulb would be replaced, someone would throw a couple more logs into the fireplace, the lights would dim, and the slide show would begin.  Dad would loosen the rubber band from around a box of twenty-four thirty-five millimeter slides and started narrating.
“As you know,” he would say, “I just got back from Corning, NY where my office is designing new buildings to replace those wiped out by the recent flood.  Here’s one that shows the concrete foundation that has just been poured for their new Post Office.”

“BUILDINGS!!!!????”

We were all thinking it, but no one dared say a word.  “He’s going to show us more slides of those boring buildings!”  We had all been through this before.  We wanted to see pictures of the Fourth of July at Grandma Haefner’s house, or Thanksgiving with Aunt Barbara and Uncle John’s kids, or some of the classic “naked baby pictures”.  Anything but BUILDINGS!

We would suffer through about a half an hour of pictures of buildings, stretched out by elaborate descriptions of construction processes and engineering principals we couldn’t hope to comprehend.  The fire would become a soft sputtering red and yellow glow and our popcorn bowls would sit empty in our laps.  We were all wishing that we could’ve just gone to bed instead of having to suffer through this stupid slide show.  Until, finally, Dad would announce, “I also have this pack of slides from the Fourth of July, Halloween, and Thanksgiving.  Does anyone want to see these?”
“Yes Daddy!  Let’s see some pictures of us, Daddy!”  We would squeal from our positions on the living room floor.  Eventually, somehow, the whole process would turn into a magical string of moments.  Our father was an intensely funny person after a few glasses of wine, when he finally decided to relax.  Sometimes he would even pull out the “old” boxes of slides and show the “naked baby pictures” and the “scary Santa Claus picture” and threaten to someday show them to our future husbands and wives.

Eventually Mom would step in and try to stop him.  “Tom, it’s getting late and the kids have to go to bed and get some sleep.”

Dad would rise from his chair, throw a few more pieces of wood on the fire and say, “Let’s just do a couple more.  We haven’t even seen Christmas 1964 yet.”  
Mom would relent, and watch as one by one we children dozed off.  Dad would work his way back through the slides to their wedding pictures and images of his graduation day at Notre Dame.  I’m not sure that I ever fell asleep during any of these marathons, however, one by one; Mom would walk or carry us off to our bedrooms.

 I don’t know what Mom and Dad talked about on those nights after all of us children were finally tucked into bed, but it still sends a shiver through my shoulders when I try to think about it.  I imagine that they had kind, gentle, loving conversations that dripped of self-satisfaction and relaxation.  I imagine that they fell asleep on those nights wrapped up in each others’ arms whispering to each other how much they loved one another.  I hope that is how it really happened.
Many years later Dad would die of cancer, knowing little of the lasting memories that nights like that had seared into the minds of everyone of his children.  Many years after that, I saw every single one of those slides.  They healed some wounds.  They opened others.  They dredged up some unpleasant memories.  They made me realize that no matter how much we loved and hated each other along the way, that we were a family; and we are his family.  Through both good times and bad, none of us have ever completely severed that bond.  He helped make us, shape us, define us, and force us to redefine ourselves; sometimes in very unpleasant ways.

I can only speak for myself, and not for any of my brothers and sisters, but after considerable reflection; I’m glad that he was my father.  You don’t have a choice in such things and we could’ve done so much worse.  He was demanding, tyrannical, and at times psychologically abusive; but he always tried his best, and he gave each of us a chance to make our own way in this crazy world without having to worry about taking care of him or our mother.

He was “my” father, and no matter how much I loved him, despised him, or ended up just like him; I am forever grateful that he left us with the thousands of images that now remind me of; and often redefine my past.

Family members have praised me for the countless hours that I spent preserving these portraits.  However, they should be praising him for caring enough to create these snapshots to begin with.  Not everyone I know has such a complete record of their family history.  I merely copied a bunch of stuff.  He created us, documented the process every step along the way, and left it here for us to absorb whenever we are inclined to make the time and have the courage to do so.  From scenes in South Bend Indiana, to Raymond Road, Ayrault Road; through baptisms, first communions, confirmations, graduations, weddings, and over twenty Christmases; the slides and the people in them are his creations, his memories, his family, his children, and his grandchildren.  They are stronger than any building.  (Though we saved a few of those slides, as well we should have.)  

This CD and the songs on it merely express the thoughts and the feelings that oozed out throughout this process of scanning over seven thousand slides.  I had little time to dwell upon the present, however, presently; it seems that most of the wounds have healed; 
And I’m smiling, albeit sometimes through eyes filled with tears.
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