
1 
 

 

Cardboard Hourglass 

 

He haphazardly flipped through the shoebox that lay open on the bed.  Photos, hundreds 

of them, were piled inside.  There was no order, just random stacks of photos whose ages might 

be determined by the clothes the people in them were wearing, or what kind of car was in some 

unknown driveway. 

 Hundreds of photos, faded and fingerprinted, looked back at him from the box.  Faces of 

sepia, black and white, bright Kodachrome, and Polaroid instamatic peered through their 

windows of time, lost. 

 He set his drink—scotch, neat—on the bedside table, ran his fingers through his hair, and 

loosened his tie.  Turning over a few of the photos he saw names that meant nothing to him: 

Margaret ’67; dad’s Oldsmobile, 1972; Lake Boon with Jimmy, summer ’59.  Nothing.  Just 

words.  People and places he didn’t know and now would never know. 

 He knew they were important; he knew that they were him, who he was and where he had 

come from, but that was an abstraction.  He didn’t know any of those people, so what difference 

did it make?  Still… 

 They were important.  Those people and things had been important to her.  She had tried 

to make him understand so many times when he was younger, and again after college when he 

and Suzanne had talked of getting married.  She tried to tell him how important all of this was, 

why he needed to know. 

 Twenty-six-year-olds don’t care about dusty photos, they care about jobs and paychecks 

and vacations, not who took who to some homecoming dance or played high school basketball or 

worked in a butcher shop to put themselves through college.  
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Now, at forty, he cared.  Too late.  The cancer had struck fast and mercilessly, like an 

angry son.  He finished his drink—his fourth since the funeral—and looked into the box, flipping 

again with his fingers, aimlessly, letting the photos run from him like time. 

 How could he find out what they meant now?  What they meant to her?  To him?  His 

fingers stopped.  A face stared back at him from the box.  Small—smaller than wallet size—it 

was an old school photo:  a girl, pretty, dark hair, horn-rims, black dress with pearls, badly faded.  

Whatever color there might have once been was nearly gone, now just a suggestion to his eye; 

but her eyes—he knew those eyes. 

 It didn’t matter if he knew who the photos were or where or when.  It didn’t matter.  All 

that mattered was that he knew they were there, that they were his past, her past.  She had given 

him life and tried to give it meaning.  It was all there. 

 And he knew it, even if he didn’t know them. 

He put the photo in his jacket pocket, tucked the lidded box under his arm, and walked 

out of the room, tears rolling down his cheeks, smiling. 


