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TAKING PICTURES RUINS EVERYTHING.

Today life is captured with digital cameras, webcams, and mini camcorders, items that (literally) give us not only immediate gratification, but also the ability to handpick what makes us look best. And with the click-and-upload option readily available to anyone with a social networking account, we’ve all become the photo editors of our own personal tabloids. Gone is the candid portrait that illustrates genuine human emotion with faces and expressions that send our imaginations running. Instead we’re left with an aesthetic that, in and of itself, lacks an aesthetic.

In fact, if there’s any theme that carries through contemporary photos, it’s narcissism. Narcissism fills every pore of MySpace, Facebook, and Twitter, leaving us with photos meticulously taken with specific intentions in mind (and immediately deleted if those objectives don’t pan out). Some people even hire professional photographers to shoot the “perfect” profile photo, clearly illustrating that vanity has never run more rampant in our culture. Be it the “twee gaze” (usually taken in a sun-kissed field of reeds), or “aerial emo shot” (which is always shot from above, as if we’re not supposed to realize that the subject is pushing his arm out of the frame for the most flattering angle), photos are seldom incidental now. They no longer just happen. We are all guilty of, essentially, trying to be something we’re not: our photographed self.

Pictures of our parents and grandparents, however, tend to carry a clearer sense of happenstance, of a natural candidness that results less in coordinated (in)authenticity and more so in the capture of a real moment or era, a forgotten time and place. In other words, these photos represent that misplaced point in time when your parents were effortlessly cool.

That’s why I started My Parents Were Awesome, a blog that collected vintage photos of readers’ parents and grandparents. As someone with absolutely no background in photography, my intent for the site was merely to bring attention to something that was missing from the Internet: warmth. I realized that it was high time to supplement the endless barrage of shots featuring college pranks and half-naked ladies with a wholly different set of untapped resources: old photos and parental devotion.

When my dad, Larry, visited the University of Massachusetts at Amherst in 1976, he knew it was going to become his alma mater. Not long after settling in, he attended an on-campus Jewish shabbat service, where he met Leanne. Leanne was dating her future husband at the time, but she realized that this skinny, bearded boychick would make a great catch for her shy roommate, Sandi, whom Leanne had had to pry out of her dorm room that night.

While they now look back and laugh, remembering sitting Indian-style across from each other in a “hippie dippie” circle of undergrads that fall evening, their simple love story, a parable stripped of glamour and glitter, is what makes it so enchanting. While it’s always pleasant to hear stories of star-crossed lovers reunited or spouses who met amid uncanny circumstances, the trusty “boy meets girl” standby can be equally captivating, and my parents’ pedestrian way of finding each other is more than they need to understand their love.

Although my sister and I grew up on Long Island, Massachusetts was always the go-to destination for weekend vacations. My parents keep their meeting grounds close to their hearts, so, needless to say, I was likely one of very few kids to closely document trips to towns like Lee, North Adams, and Hadley in my travel journal as if I’d gone island-hopping in the Caribbean. Nevertheless, all the familiar sites my folks pointed out never quite made an impact on me until I truly understood how much significance they’d held: Rooster’s, the greasy spoon where they ate breakfast for two dollars; the tobacco fields from which their dog, Sara, would return, covered in filth and reeking of manure; the restaurant where Dad played jazz gigs while Mom made more than twice as much cash waitressing. These places were the literal reminders of their time together before I showed up. And it was always so easy for me to take for granted the fact that there were, indeed, haunts and apartments and shitty jobs they called their own. It hadn’t always been, as I’d lazily convinced myself, diapers and report cards and car pools and chicken nuggets and karate practice. My parents were once young adults who, in dating for three years before moving into a small house together where my mom was forced to turn her ring upside down as if she were wearing a wedding band (the landlord wouldn’t have approved otherwise), simply enjoyed each other’s company. They weren’t hippies in the sense that they wore flowers in their hair and bum-rushed Crosby, Stills, & Nash concerts, per se, but they purposely sought out a quiet, cozy lifestyle far from their noisy New York roots, deep into New England countryside that they could cherish and share with their children for the rest of their lives—a decision that continues to make them nothing less than awesome.

And it’s that sentiment that rings true in the photos from their youth, when developing film cost money and life wasn’t one big fashion show. Larry and Sandi were just being themselves, and, luckily for me, someone was there to press the shutter.



—ELIOT GLAZER
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I AM SO EXCITED TO HAVE the opportunity to contribute to this book, My Parents Were Awesome, because, well they are awesome. I got to digging around my old photo box looking for the perfect picture of my parents to submit and, lo and behold, two reasons why they are awesome jumped out of this photo that is more than forty years old.

First my mother, Paula Ann Hiers. Beauty queen. Cheerleader. The life of the party. I mean, her nickname was Poot. Poot as in fart. That’s my momma. The personality she was born with is now enjoyed by millions of people, but in 1965 she only had eyes for my dad … Jimmy Deen. Bad boy. Wrong side of the tracks. Fast car. Marlboro Reds with a cold Bud racked up tight in the crotch cruising Slappey Boulevard on a Saturday night.

Which leads me to reason number one:

My mom doesn’t judge people. Never ever. She took one look at Jimmy and was off. Riding shotgun in that fast car with her feet propped up on the dash, stealing a sip of cold beer while puffing on her own cigarette—menthol, of course. My mom didn’t care where my dad came from, and loved him for the boy he was and the man that was sure to come.

Reason number two:

Look at that picture again. My dad was cool! Look at him. White dinner jacket with a thin little bow tie. Tan, rested, and ready. But look closer … down at his shoes … brown penny loafers. My dad didn’t have the ability or finances to jaunt off to the shoe store and get a new pair of lace-ups for the big dance. What’s a South Georgia boy to do? Make do, that’s what. Shine up those Weejuns and cut a rug. The best part about the whole thing is he owns that outfit. After seeing this photo my wife said, “They were a really good-looking couple.” You’re damn right they were, as much for the brown shoes with a tux as anything else. Good luck solving the riddle of the papier-mâché face looming over my parents. I’ve asked for thirty-some odd years for an explanation and neither one has a clue what it meant.

In the year 1965 Jimmy proposed marriage to Paula and after a small wedding attended by family and friends, they lived happily ever after … until about 1971 anyway.

My mom lost both of her parents within a few years of each other. Grandfather Hiers passed away before I was born, and Grandmother Hiers went to Heaven right after my brother Bobby was born in 1970. Mom’s brother, Bubba, was a teenager at the time and moved in with us. The loss of her parents coupled with the pressure of raising not only my brother and me, but her brother, too, proved to be too much. It was slow to come, but when I was in middle school my mom was a total agoraphobic.

My dad was raised in a family that had their own set of challenges. He came from a big family on a very small budget. The easiest way to classify his childhood was dysfunctional. People deal with situations differently, and at that time my dad self-medicated. Nothing illegal, mind you, but not within the boundaries my mom set … which were pretty damn tough considering her condition. Right now you may be thinking I’m taking a pretty strange route to the “My Parents Were Awesome” part, right?

Well, here’s the awesome part:

My mom and dad loved us every day. More important, they told us every day and kissed us and hugged us. My dad kisses me on the mouth to this day and I’m a forty-two-year-old man. And you know what? I’m gonna kiss my son on the mouth until I’m pushing up dirt. A parent’s love, y’all. That’s awesome.

We also learned to let yesterday go. The past is in the past forever. Learn from your mistakes and try like hell not to repeat them. No regrets, y’all. That’s awesome. We also learned from my parents the importance of not taking ourselves too seriously. When you laugh at yourself first, it drowns out the sound of everyone who is really laughing at you.

Love, a free spirit, and laughter. That’s not a bad life plan. And the fact that we learned it from two kids born in South Georgia who were chewed up and tumbled through their early adulthoods is damn near a miracle.

The curtain came down on my parents’ marriage after twenty-seven years but it proved to only be an intermission. My father has moved back to our hometown, Albany, Georgia, and married the woman he dated before he met my mom. He has straightened out all his curves in the road and taught me there is no way to measure the will of a man. I am as proud of him as I am of anything else in my life.

And my mom, well, you know about her already.
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Jamie Deen is one half of the Deen Brothers Incorporated and wants to be the best husband, father, son, and brother he can be.
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I WAS ELEVEN WHEN I REALIZED my parents Did It.

It was sometime after science class in sixth grade, and I don’t know how the conversation started, but before long, sitting on one of the steel benches outside our homeroom, Julian Garcia, Jessica Quimbo, and I had pieced together the origin of our existence: Somewhere, sometime, at least once, our mothers and fathers had given in to animal lust—the same animal lust we ourselves were on the threshold of feeling—and mashed their private parts together and Did It.

“Ewwww!” we screeched, writhing and restless, darting to and fro as if we could physically shake the utter grossness of this thought from our tender systems. But it was too late: The notion had been planted. Our parents had had sex. And in Julian’s and Jessica’s cases, definitely more than once; I am an only child, but that was cold comfort in light of this icky revelation.

The thought of my parents having sex was horrific enough—unlike my classmates, my parents had birthed me in their forties, and imagining fifty-somethings doing the nasty was just too much for this prepubescent girl to handle—but from this idea, another evolved: My parents had lives before me. And that was downright barbaric.

My short life was all I knew, so certainly my life was all they knew, too. Right? But now I imagined that they must have had experiences that had nothing to do with me. Years full of them, in fact. It felt like cheating. They had cheated on me, with each other! How dare they!

Several years ago, not long after my father died (and a few years before my mother followed), I rescued my parents’ phone-book-thick red and blue photo albums from the basement of my mother’s apartment building, which flooded every winter like clockwork. Over her shrill objections—“Jenny, stop! They’re full of mold!”—I carefully extracted hundreds of 1970s-era Polaroids from the soppy albums. Luckily, most of the snaps were untarnished, clear as if they’d been taken the day before, but some had been tinted blue from water damage, which actually gave them an artsy flair.

And there they were: Eleanor and Johnny in the Keys. Eleanor and Johnny mid-laugh, slightly stoned and loving it. Eleanor sitting on Johnny’s lap, beaming with newly minted devotion, a cigarette dangling between her delicate fingers as his muscular, tattooed arms tightly encircled her waist. Johnny with his arm draped over Eleanor in the living room of his mother’s house after she tasted her mother-in-law’s marinara for the first time. (Years later my father would admit that my mother’s red sauce was better, much to her delight.) Forget about being a twinkle in their eye—I’m not even a fragment of a thought in these pictures. And though seeing them that young and carefree is undeniably a trip, that fact sends a shiver down my spine.

We can’t help it—we think of ourselves as flesh-and-blood inevitabilities, wandering the earth, paying our taxes, emptying our DVRs, and it’s chilling to think that there was a time when our existence wasn’t so certain. An unexpected aberration—an untimely breakup, a “Honey, I have a headache,” a condom that didn’t break—and we wouldn’t be here at all.

But there’s also something charming about seeing our parents in their taut, sinewy prime. When those photos were taken, the petite, attractive brunette and her Italian roughneck boyfriend weren’t Jenny’s parents—they were Johnny Mascia and Eleanor Sacks of Brooklyn, New York. Those four eyes that stare back at me from 1975 haven’t a clue as to what they would become, and without the weight of parental responsibility, they look so free. Weightless. Buoyant. And stylish! My mother’s enviable waist, not yet thickened by childbirth, slithers into a smart white pantsuit. My father’s hands, not yet swollen and callused by years of carpet cleaning and installation, are gracefully splayed across my mother’s demure shoulders. They don’t know they are parents. They may as well be me and my boyfriend.

They also don’t know they are dead. These Polaroids are all I have left of them, and for that I’m glad—no, proud—that I disobeyed my mother and rescued them from her dank Staten Island basement. My weakness for nostalgia came in handy after all.

And now, when I look at pictures of me and my boyfriend, I see that same childless innocence in our eyes. We glow in the embrace of fresh desire, and it dawns on me that someday soon my own waist will be thickened by childbirth, never to retract, and he will grow arueful paunch, and in twenty years we’ll look back at our own set of pictures and think, We were awesome once, weren’t we?

And one day, these photos will be all our children have left of us.
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Jennifer Mascia received an MS from Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journalism in 2007 and has spent the past four years as an editorial assistant on the Metro desk of The New York Times. Her memoir, Never Tell Our Business to Strangers, was published in 2010 by Villard.
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IT’S THE RED SHOES THAT GET me. I stare at this photo of my parents—my dad poured into tight clothes, with his belt pulled up around his naval; my mom in a blue-and-white maternity dress dotted with red buttons that resemble candy—and I wonder who these people are. Surely they aren’t related to me. Surely this isn’t the same woman who ruined my summer days of leisure, hauling me around to thrift store after thrift store in search of “new” shoes or purses or dresses.

The strangers in this ancient, sepia-tinged photo—they’re too put together. Too fashionable. Too, what’s the word? Cool.

It makes me cringe to even think it.

But I keep coming back to those shoes.

Flat and comfortable looking, they are the sensible kind of thing you’d probably wear if you’re carrying around an extra ten pounds in your vagina. But at the same time, they gleam. They sparkle. They provide a perfect complement to the splay of red buttons running down my mom’s elegant bodice, giving the appearance of a subdued Fourth of July party.

They match her outfit so perfectly that it makes me consider the idea that she had, at one time, thoughts revolving around things other than me—thoughts that centered on fashion and style and the kind of kicky little red shoes you might find on some innocent soul in an emerald world, her young heart bursting with song and promise. That’s the thing that gets me. My mom was young once, and although this feels awkward to admit, this photo proves she was also good looking.

My mom had always told me that her first job was as a clerk at her local Montgomery Ward department store, and I had always filed away this information in some rarely dwelled-upon internal locker. She was young. She worked as a store clerk. Probably billions of American girls did the same thing. But now it occurs to me that she could have found a similar customer service job just about anywhere. She could have been a carhop or a burger flipper. She could have been the girl handing you slightly damp rented bowling shoes, smiling at the thought of making clowns for a living. But she chose a department store—a place filled with clothes. And I’m only now beginning to see why.

When I was a kid, my mom shopped at any and every thrift store she could find. Growing up, I never realized we might be hurting for money. It just felt normal to see her in some overly floral dress or toting around a leather purse with a frayed seam tucked snugly against her midsection, as if to hide it from view. Her shoes were always worn and creased, no matter that she had just purchased them the day before. She’d come home from a day of shopping, and in contrast with my friends’ mothers—who littered their hallways with shopping bags and hatboxes—my mom returned with only the aroma of dust and attic.

“Oh they’re just as good as any other clothes,” she’d say, dumping her new … ish dresses in the washing machine for the first time in who knows how long.

I wouldn’t necessarily use the word frumpy but it pained me to see my mom’s horrible choice of clothes. I’d cluck my tongue and shake my head at her selections, sighing to myself and coming to terms with the idea that she just had no sense of fashion. No sense of style.

I grew up during the great Guess Jeans fad of the 1980s, yearning for the little green ass triangle to mark me as the apotheosis of cool. Add in Reebok Pumps and a leather bomber jacket from Aéropostale or one of those heat-sensitive shirts that changed color as you wore it, and I could have probably made a perfect stand-in for that kid on Silver Spoons. Oh how I wanted a train in my house.

I remember standing in the kitchen one afternoon, begging and pleading with my mom for a pair of Guess overalls—not so I could go around looking like a pint-sized farmer in the latest Italian denim, but so I could leave the straps dangling out from under my shirt like all my friends.

“Why not just buy jeans then?” my mom wondered. “They do the same thing and they’re cheaper!”

Poor woman. Had she even heard of the word cool?

My mom looked down at her shoes for a moment. They were scuffed and the rubber on the heel tilted sharply to one side. She sighed and tossed a dishrag on the counter, agreeing that she could probably find a dress for her upcoming party “somewhere” although we both knew where that might be.

“Okay,” she finally relented.

A few hours later, she took me to the mall, where she bought a pair of overalls from a clerk she knew—a clerk who gave her an employee discount and slid the jeans into a bag quickly, while looking around. My mom handed me the bag and patted my shoulder, smiling—probably off the look of joy in my eyes. Then we hit up Chik-fil-A for free samples and went to the Salvation Army to see what we might find for her.

I look at this photo now and see a different couple. From the bulge in my mom’s belly and the time stamp on the back of the slim stock, I can guess she was pregnant with her middle child, my brother Jeff, whom we would lose seventeen years later. The family would break up after that. My dad, so young and full of energy in his formfitting yellow shirt, would become a drunk, seek help, and leave the family, taking what was left of a tiny nest egg and disappearing. If there were any photos from this era, we probably all would have looked broken and hopeless—the look of pain and quiet tragedies playing across our faces.

But in this older photo, my parents posing with smiles and arms slid unseen behind their backs, this distorted future seems impossible. This young, put-together couple looks too happy.

So it’s the shoes that attract my attention now and make me see my mom in a different light all these years later. I wonder if, slipping them on that morning, clasping the buckles around her slim ankles, she had any inkling of the tragedies to come—the sacrifices she would make, the joys she would put off, all so her spoiled child could live in a world where things like fashion and being cool seemed so important. I wonder if she knew her future family would be living on borrowed time, waiting to break. I have a child of my own now and can finally appreciate all the sacrifices my mom made in the name of parenthood, because I realize now there isn’t one thing I wouldn’t give up in the name of my daughter’s happiness. I look at these glistening, ruby-red shoes now and think of all the tattered shoes she exchanged them for in the years to come and all the things she silently went without, ceding a part of herself to a different song—a song still filled with promise. But for someone else entirely.
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Mike Adamick is a San Francisco stay-at-home dad whose writing regularly appears on National Public Radio and in the San Francisco Chronicle. When he’s not teaching his four-year-old daughter to sew, he’s usually curled up in the pretzel on the living-room carpet, regretting the time he taught her UFC arm bars and leg triangles.
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MY DAD IS A NERD. He’s a programmer, he works for Yahoo!, and his apartment is stacked floor-to-ceiling with math textbooks (80 percent of which he’s read). He’s a big science-fiction fan, but mostly Asimov, not Lucas. His wardrobe is strictly earth tones, usually made out of some kind of new microfiber blend that repels water, though he isn’t clumsy or prone to spills.

He has that nerdy pragmatism that strips something down to its core function and reimagines a more efficient way to perform that function—which usually is also impossible or absurd. He believes that cooking should be left to professionals: It should be built into everyone’s salary that they dine out for every meal. After all, if division of labor makes us more effective, why should one be any more expected to cook their own meals than to make their own shoes? He believes in real sex education: He once told me that he thought an experienced middle-aged prostitute (presupposition: Prostitution has already been legalized, regulated, and taxed) should come to a sex-ed class full of boys and really teach them what is going on. Not just the anatomy, safety measures, and the like, but also what they should be doing in the bedroom. No point in pussyfooting around.

It was because of this kind of pragmatism that I was a little surprised at some advice he gave me. I was with my girlfriend at her parents’ North Carolina home, for what I had thought would be a wonderful week with the family I would soon join. It turned out to be a breakup visit. I lay on the floor sobbing heavily over what is still the most painful experience of my (admittedly sheltered) life. I called anyone whom I thought could help me get it together before she returned home that afternoon. Naturally, I thought of the person who could empathize, but also could tell me the practical move: my dad.

In uncharacteristically macho language, he gave me the following advice about the breakup: Don’t. “You can’t necessarily win this fight,” he said, “but you can go down swinging.” I was too focused on my own troubles to notice how out of character were both the content and the choice of words: My dad had never seen much value in any sort of fight, be it physical, emotional, or food. And it turned out that his advice wasn’t all that practical, at least on the face of it. Rather than preventing a breakup, it protracted it over an excruciating and expensive six months during which I blew thousands of dollars on plane tickets, gifts, and phone cards, not to mention booze. Of course, none of these things helped the situation, except perhaps the booze.

When I had some perspective on this situation, I asked my dad where that advice had come from. I’d never asked about this before because I am a self-absorbed monster, but it turned out that he had a long history with women. Perhaps more accurately, my dad had a long history near women. At the age of thirteen, he’d had a sweetheart in Florida, but he moved with his family to California and by the time he brought himself to reconnect with her, she was married with a kid. He’d had a pretty serious girlfriend in his PhD program in statistics (I do not in any way exaggerate his nerdiness) but she called it off because “it wasn’t going anywhere.” His usual MO was to like a girl from a distance until finally he could work up the courage to like a different girl from a distance.

In a somewhat unnerdy way, he attended a New Year’s Eve party (okay, it was a party for statistics graduate students, but unnerdy for him) and hit it off with a very cute recent transplant from the Soviet Union. With unnerdy bravado, he threw his cards on the table and asked her out. And was rejected. The next semester, he was the TA for her multivariate analysis class, so it wasn’t hard to come up with excuses to ask her out a couple more times in the halls of the department. Rejected and rejected. He decided to try out something called “playing it cool” he had heard so much about. He played it cool for the entire semester, which basically meant no interaction between the two of them. He played it cool
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tony and leeka

by Aaron Khefeits
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steve and teena

by Mike Adamick
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eleanor and johnny

by Jennifer Mascia
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limmy and paula

by Jamie Deen
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