
 

 

Chapter One  

 
Almost ten years after the end of World War Two, 

after his discharge from the Army and after he’d saved up 
enough money to keep from going too deeply into debt, a 
long time before I first contemplated suicide, my father, 
George Bright, built a house on Cemetery Road, a country 
road several miles outside Belle City, a small, colorless 
Midwestern town. The road was so named because there was 
a tiny Catholic cemetery, St. Adalbert’s Cemetery, on the road 
about two miles southwest of his house. By the time he 
bought the land and started his house, the parish, named for a 
venerable Bishop of Prague, which established the cemetery 
in the late Nineteenth Century, had long disbanded leaving St. 
Adalbert’s Cemetery to the perpetual care of diocesan 
pensioners who kept it modestly groomed and mowed and 
generally free from the pokeweed, shepherd’s purse, 
dandelions and purslane that clogged the ditches along the 
road in the heat and humidity of Midwest summers.  

The road was rubbed raw and weepy by the summer 
sun and as a young boy I’d ride my bicycle back and forth on 
it to get out of the house and listen to my tires crackle on the 
sticky road oil. I rode to enjoy the simple freedom of 
freewheeling up and down its minor hills. My favorite ride 
was the two miles to the cemetery and as I made the ride I’d 
look at the modest houses along the road, often slowing 
down to peer into a window with curtains awry or to stare 
through a door ajar trying to divine details of others’ intimacy. 
I didn’t do so out of prurient interest at that age, but simply 
to learn how others lived their lives in their houses. At the 
cemetery, I’d lean my bicycle against the trunk of a large elm 
tree and spend a solitary hour or two wandering among the 
shaded dead, reading their headstones, speculating as to their 
stories, particularly the stories of the long dead. I admired, 
even at a young age, the quiet which surrounded the sod-
covered coffins and the peace of perpetual, silent sleep. 



 

 

 I recall the house from which I often fled being 
raised and roofed and finished under my father’s amateur 
hand and watchful, sober eye. He had taken to drinking 
heavily by this time, but he drank little when he worked on 
the house and opened his beer only after laying down his 
tools for the day. I came late to appreciate his persnickety 
approach to construction when I finally understood men like 
him, as soldiers, had straggled tired and scared through utter 
chaos, fought door-to-door to secure bombed out buildings, 
and witnessed once grand structures left wrecked and useless, 
most stripped of brick and mortar and decorative stone, the 
underlying wooden frames charred and black The useless 
remnants of those buildings must have made men like him 
feel anxious and unsettled and informed them, at least 
subliminally, of the asylum offered by a fine building well 
built.  

To make sure the work was done the way he wanted, 
my old man did most of the work himself and hired 
tradesmen only when necessary. Paid carpenters erected the 
frame and brick masons laid the courses of brick veneer that 
covered the frame. Almost everything else – the sheetrock, 
spackling and plaster, roofing, plumbing – he did himself. He 
knitted electrical wires through holes drilled in the wall studs 
and strung the wires between floor joists. He had a 
journeyman electrician attach the ends of wires to terminals in 
the service box so the electric service would pass code and 
also to make sure the house wouldn’t catch fire with us in it.  

Looking backward across the years, staring obliquely 
down the cupped and curving surface of Cemetery Road, I 
now see his house not as essentially solid and serviceable, as it 
certainly was, but as an ephemeral image of the home it 
should have been. Whisking away the ephemera I see two 
physical features which were, in singular ways, commonplace 
and utilitarian, yet allegorical and prescient.  

The first was the basement floor. It was as smooth 
and cold as gray marble. If I close my eyes and conjure up his 
image I see the wrinkled face of the old cement finisher as he 



 

 

worked in a dingy undershirt and bib overalls, taking great 
pride in his flatwork as he methodically finished the concrete 
floor. He worked his trowel and screed across the wet 
concrete with such concentration and application of effort 
that the heat of his determination piped through his muscles 
and bones and through his tools to vitrify the creamy 
concrete and form a surface like polished glass. I remember 
fondly in summer when it was hot, before we had air 
conditioning and before I got too old for such fun, I’d play in 
the basement on the concrete floor while my mother 
manhandled boodles of dripping laundry back and forth 
between her wringer washer and rinse tubs, slopping gray 
water on the floor. I would strip down to my cotton 
underpants and slide across the slippery surface on my 
backside like a leaf skittering across an icy pond.  

When I was fifteen or sixteen years old my old man 
started spending time alone in the basement. One evening, 
without looking up from his plate he said we were going to 
carry his recliner down to the basement after supper. 
Although my parents stashed unused or shabby furniture in 
the basement, it seemed odd because the recliner was his 
favorite chair and a fixture in our living room and he often sat 
in it and smoked his Chesterfields and stared out the front 
window and cursed any strange car that drove by. 
Nevertheless, when we got up from the table we went into 
the living room and stood staring at the chair, a behemoth 
with tweed upholstery on the seat and back, tobacco-colored 
leather arms and headrest, and a metal mechanism that raised 
and lowered the footrest allowing it to recline and recover. 
My old man walked over, opened the front door as wide as it 
would go, opened the storm door and propped it open.  

“We’ll take it out this way,” he said as he approached 
the chair, “down the driveway and in through the basement 
door. That way we won’t have to negotiate the steps.”  

At first we puzzled as to how we should carry it until 
he settled on locking it into its fully reclined position. We 
positioned ourselves at opposite ends and lifted it—he at the  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


