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Additional praise for


Signed, Sealed, Delivered




“A sweet-natured, well-written affirmation of the time-honored role of letters as a uniquely personal way to communicate.”


—Kirkus Reviews




“[Sankovitch] makes an eloquent argument on behalf of the unique personal qualities of sending and receiving letters.”


—Connecticut Post




“Perfect for devotees of pen and paper . . . Sankovitch’s new book examines her personal correspondence with family and friends and the letters of strangers, famous and obscure, and shows the reading of letters to be a pleasurable form of discovery and connection. . . . The book is an enjoyable, if sentimental read and will likely inspire both old-fashioned letter reading and letter writing.”


—Publishers Weekly




“Sankovitch’s review of the art of letter writing is a unique blend of personal and public history. . . . [Her] enthusiasm is clear as she makes the case for their importance. It’s hard to imagine future generations becoming as excited over discovering e-mails and texts as she was over the revelation of century-old letters.”


—Library Journal




“In this age of e-mail, few appreciate any longer the deep joys and satisfactions that spring in mind and heart from writing and receiving letters. Sankovitch combs history to find exceptional correspondents. . . . This book should encourage readers to search out and read the letters’ full texts.”


—Booklist




“Does anybody remember the values associated with handwriting a letter? Does the word ‘cursive’ ring a bell? The author of Tolstoy and the Purple Chair eloquently tracks the history of letter writing and along the way reminds us of how a real letter establishes a personal bond between the writer and the recipient.”


—The Sacramento Bee
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			In memory of Robert F. Menz

		

	
		
			Thou ugly, filthy, camel’s face, You chid me once for not writing to you; now I have my revenge, and more justly chide you, for not having heard from you for so long as I fear you have forgotten how to write.

			Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia, 
in a letter to the Earl of Carlisle, 1630

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Thank you—that is for being born and for the letters too.

			—Letter from Georgia O’Keeffe to Alfred Stieglitz

			When my oldest son was still an only child, my husband and I bought him his first chair and desk. The three of us had set out for the Chelsea flea market early one October morning. The market was known for its collection of used furniture, slightly bent lamps, and bizarre bric-a-brac. We had no clear goal in mind other than wandering through the outdoor aisles before the popular spot became too crowded for a large-wheeled stroller.

			It was a day of big blue skies and fresh air after a night of cleansing rain. We had nothing more pressing to do than keep our thirteen-month-old son happy. Full of young-parent energy and caffeine, we walked the sixty blocks downtown. Jack and I took turns pushing the stroller while Peter entertained us with a constant barrage of songs and chatter.

			I don’t remember who first spotted the small desk and chair, perfectly matched in slivered oak and inlaid scarring, bearing witness to at least one generation of scribblers before us. But there was no question in any of our minds: Peter thumped the desk with his fist and the set was ours.

			We shoved the stroller, desk, and chair into the back of a large yellow cab and went home to the Upper West Side. I cleared out a corner of the living room for Peter’s desk, just below a window and to the side of our nonworking but fine-looking fireplace. From our small kitchen alcove I would be able to keep an eye on the desk, and when I sat to read on the couch facing the fireplace, Peter would be there beside me, working away while I turned pages.

			I set up jars of markers and crayons along Peter’s desk, just where it met the brick wall. I laid out stacks of notebook paper, small index cards, and used envelopes, leaving the middle space of the desk open and clear. Above the jars I attached Peter’s favorite postcard to the rough bricks, a portrait of Shakespeare: the writer looks grim, his lips set in a downward line between goatee and mustache. Five ounces of blue sticky gum held the card straight. Everything was set and ready.

			Peter toddled on sturdy legs over to his desk, pulled out his chair, and began to scribble. He quickly covered an index card with blue marker squiggles, then carefully worked the card into an envelope. His face serious, he turned and handed me the envelope. I had received my first letter from Peter.

			Flash-forward seventeen years, and it is another beautiful fall morning. Peter’s old desk now sits in a sunroom off the main drag of the suburban home we moved to when our fourth child was born. Peter is away at college. We dropped him off there in August, moving him into his dorm on his eighteenth birthday. After getting him settled, we went out for lunch, to celebrate the birthday and the start of college.

			“After we eat, you guys should get going,” Peter said to me as we sat down in the French restaurant a block away from Harvard Yard.

			“No problem.” I nodded. I understood. He wasn’t saying “hit the road” to me, not really. He was just saying that it was time for him to go his own way, and that family was not invited.

			Within hours of leaving him on the steps of Memorial Hall, I got a text on my phone: “Love you.”

			I showed it to Jack.

			“Nice,” he said, and I agreed. Very nice.

			But I wanted more. I wanted more than the texts and tweets and the occasional phone calls I got over the next few weeks. I wanted a letter.

			“Drop me a line sometime,” goes the old farewell. A casual request, but for me a strong desire. With one child off at college, and three more to go, joining their brother in places near or far but not home with me, I wondered: Why does a letter mean so much?

		

	
		
			1

			Letters Found

			Yet write, oh write me all, that I may join
Griefs to thy griefs, and echo sighs to thine.

			—Alexander Pope, “Eloisa to Abelard”

			Years ago I found a trove of old letters. I found them in a broken-down steamer trunk buried under moldy blankets in a dilapidated shed attached to a decrepit row house. The house was on West Seventy-Eighth Street in New York City and we’d just become its owner.

			Jack and I had first heard about the old house for sale in our neighborhood two months earlier. On a cold November morning we took a walk over to look at it. The windows of the redbrick town house had a few cracked panes of glass and the bricks needed a good cleaning, but otherwise the place seemed solid. It was narrow, less than seventeen feet wide, but a whopping five stories tall. At the very top, a small, oblong window blinked under a sharply curving roofline. The house was charming and vaguely Amsterdamish in the pitch of its roof, the rhythm of its rows of windows, and the arch of its front door.

			Suddenly the front door was flung open. A well-dressed woman came out, pulling an old chair behind her. We watched as she struggled with the chair, trying to prop the door wide open.

			Jack hiked up the stairs to help the woman with the door. Mission accomplished, he introduced us as interested buyers. The woman hesitated for a moment.

			“The open house starts at one,” she said, “and I just came by to clean up what I can . . . but if you’d like to come in, please do.”

			We followed her into a large hallway with stained but sturdy parquet floors and a winding staircase upholstered in worn red velvety carpeting. An octagonal lamp hung overhead, unlit.

			“I thought the electricity was on, but I guess not,” the real estate broker said. “Watch your step.” She led us through the house, first going up the stairs to the very top floor. From there we saw that the house had only half a roof, the layers of old terra-cotta tiles broken and uneven, the plaster gone. Cold seeped in.

			“No real functioning heating system,” we were told. “The boiler hasn’t worked in years.”

			It quickly became apparent that the plumbing also had failed in times long gone by. When Jack turned on the faucet in a bathroom painted lime green, the walls of the dark purple bedroom next door spouted minifountains of water. The pipes had been frozen and burst so many times, leaks ran in lines across the cracked walls.

			The broker shrugged and led us downstairs, all the way down to the ground floor. As she walked back to show us the overgrown garden, she suddenly pitched forward. Jack grabbed her just in time, holding her tightly and pulling her up and out of a large opening in the spongy floor.

			“Better get upstairs,” he said, and she agreed.

			We sat in the front hallway, the three of us perched on broken and dusty chairs, and she told us a bit of the history of the house. It had been owned by the same family for over a century but the family was long gone.

			“No one has lived here in over fifteen years,” she explained.

			“We love it,” I burst out, and Jack nodded in agreement.

			Who couldn’t love this house, even if it was unlit, unroofed, unheated, unplumbed, and with rotting floors? Built in 1888, it still had the original stained glass in the front windows and an ornate rounded staircase leading upward under a lead-paneled glass skylight. The ceilings on every floor were high, the moldings along the walls exquisite, and every room had a fireplace, with borders and mantels made of thick marble and elaborately tiered wood. Each fireplace was different from the other. One was so elaborately tiered, there would be a place for every framed family photo we owned. We belonged in this house.

			Our offer for the house was accepted. More and more offers kept coming in, higher and higher, but the seller remained firm. Our own lawyer couldn’t believe it.

			“The family won’t back out on the deal,” he told us. “They have a good feeling about you.” Real estate in New York City sold on good karma: unheard of.

			And then more good karma: we found Joseph, a contractor willing to work with us to put our house back into working order for a price we could afford. It was Joseph who first discovered the trunk of letters. A few days after we closed on the property, he called me on my cell phone. He’d begun cleaning the place out, bringing in a crew of strong young men to work.

			“Come over, we found something in the backyard.”

			When I arrived at the house, Joseph gestured to me to follow him downstairs. We passed through the lower floor, the boards now reinforced and solid, and out the back door. The yard behind our house was small and had been used for years by the neighbors as a dump site. One green bush flourished in a corner but the rest was littered with trash, covering the weeds struggling to get through. Joseph led me over to a shed attached to our house at one corner.

			The small shed was made of plywood and covered with a corrugated tin roof. A torn screen acted as the door. I entered the small, dark space and waited for my eyes to adjust.

			Taking up most of the space was a steamer trunk. It was an old-fashioned one made of panels of wood with bands of steel across the middle. The trunk had sunk into the dirt floor. I could see that the bottom section had rotted out, leaving the bands of steel flexing in vain.

			I remember opening the trunk with a shiver of excitement. A cascade of bundled letters fell out, released from decades of interment. They were dusty and musty but surprisingly sturdy. The bundles had been tied up tightly in blue and red ribbons. I loosened one of the bundles to take a look. The envelopes encasing the letters were easy to read and were mostly addressed to Mrs. Dewitt J. Seligman, or Mrs. Addie Bernheimer Seligman, or to Mr. and Mrs. Dewitt J. Seligman. I had found the letters collected and kept by Addie Bernheimer Seligman. Who was she? And how did this trunk come to be in this shed attached to my new house?

			Below the packets and packets of letters were two cardboard boxes labeled “Cramer’s Photo Dry Plates”; a flower-patterned box containing a ribbon-trimmed straw bonnet; a thick book bound in navy blue entitled Who’s Who in New York City and published in 1918; and numerous bundles of tiny cardboard notices, wrapped in fraying twine. I pulled a notice out from one of the bundles. It was a reply card for a wedding:

			Mr. and Mrs. Julius Kohn will attend.

			Further digging revealed a yellowed New York Times newspaper, slid in among the bundles of replies. It had been folded back to the society announcements. In between the notices of the wedding of Miss Eugenia, daughter of N. A. Jennings, to Lieutenant Daniel H. Kingman (as noted in the piece, “the two older sisters of the bride had already found husbands in the army”) and the charitable gift of Mrs. John Jacob Astor ($1,500 to the Children’s Aid Society to fund the permanent housing “in the West for 100 destitute boys of New York”), I read the announcement for the wedding between Addie Bernheimer and Dewitt Seligman, celebrated the day before, on June 5, 1878. The ceremony and the reception were held at the house of the bride’s family on West Fourteenth Street:

			Both families are well known in social and business circles, the Bernheimers being wealthy real-estate owners and the Seligmans being of the firm of J. & W. Seligman & Co. . . . Both families are very large, and their members alone numbered some two hundred persons . . . the presents numerous and costly . . . At the reception, nearly five hundred people were present.

			I lifted the blue Crane’s boxes out of the trunk. Inside I found glass plate photographs of the couple’s honeymoon at Niagara Falls. One photo had been printed and placed into a gilded frame. In the photo, the pair of newlyweds face each other on the cliffs just above the falls. Addie sits stiffly in a chair with Dewitt beside her in another chair, his mustache curled to perfection and the swell of his sideburns matching the swells of the falls behind. A bonnet perches on the top of Addie’s upswept hair. I was suddenly sure I had seen that hat before. Back to the trunk to find the flower-patterned box. I opened the box and there it was: the hat Addie Bernheimer Seligman wore on her honeymoon, over one hundred and thirty years ago, perfectly preserved.

			“I’ve got to get this stuff back to the family,” I told Joseph.

			I drove over to Home Depot in Queens to pick up plastic bins for the contents of the old trunk, and then spent the rest of the day loading them up. I packed in bundle after bundle of letters, and packet after packet of wedding reply cards, and brought the bins back to our apartment.

			The next morning I called our real estate lawyer. I described what I had found in the old shed. A few days later, he called me back. The sellers didn’t want the trunk or any of the stuff I’d rescued from its rotting shell.

			“They want you to have the letters. It’s part of the sale, it all goes to you.”

			I hung up the phone and wandered down our long hallway, the only place where I’d found room for the plastic bins. I opened one up, the same shiver of excitement that I’d felt a few days before coursing through me. But now I was the undisputed heir to the found bounty.

			It was late winter when I discovered the trunk full of Addie Seligman’s letters and almost winter again before I had read through them all. I had a part-time job back then, three little kids, one teenage stepdaughter, a house renovation to oversee, and little time to read through stacks of letters wholly unrelated to my family or me. But whenever I had a free moment, I returned to the letters. They fascinated me and drew me into a world long gone.

			Dewitt’s letters to his wife were written in an elegant hand but difficult to decipher, penned from metal nibs dipped in ink. One of the first letters I could puzzle out was so funny that I laughed aloud when reading it. It was a letter Dewitt wrote to Addie, dated “April 29, ’79.” I had to remind myself it was 1879, just fourteen years after the Civil War had ended. Rutherford B. Hayes was president, Gilbert and Sullivan were writing their operettas, Thomas Edison was working out the glitches of an electric light, and Dickens had died just nine years earlier.

			But none of that figured into Dewitt’s letter of advice to his beloved wife, written to celebrate the “b-a-b-y” that was due to arrive very soon; he described the soon-to-be-born child as “a little bit of a thing, which you can put in your pocket or stick up your nose for shelter when it rains.” His advice begins with the importance of keeping “its toes scrupulously clean.” He goes on to say that Addie as mother must “forbid” her child “from eating pate de foie gras the first three days of its life.” By the sixth day, Dewitt counsels, the child will be ready for “baseball on the open lot,” and by the tenth day, “let it run for Congress.”

			I could not decipher the final line: it was either “Your son will then be a marvel” or “Your son will then be a novel.” But in fact, that much-anticipated son was never to be. When I went to search for the birth, I could find none recorded. I cried, as the young couple must have as well. First anticipation and laughter, then loss and tears. In 1880, a daughter, Ethel, was born. Two more children followed, Alma in 1883, and James in 1890.

			Ethel was my link to the letters. In the early 1900s, Ethel wed Dr. Edgar Dinkelspiel and moved into his house on West Seventy-Eighth Street. She raised two boys there, Edgar and Gerald. Her elder, Edgar, went on to become commissioner of Long Branch, New Jersey, and a man about town, while her younger, Gerald, stayed on in the house on West Seventy-Eighth until the end of his life, trading postage stamps by mail and staying out of the public eye. His grandmother Addie must have left the trunk with her daughter Ethel. Ethel left it with Gerald, and Gerald put it in the shed out back in the yard.

			I could find only one letter from Ethel in the trunk, a sad missive of sorrow following the 1921 death of “my best friend, my husband.” I also found one letter from the younger sister, Alma, undated, in which she complained about the persistence of a suitor to whom she was “giving the cold shoulder, alas in vain.” The overwhelming majority of the letters that Addie kept and collected were the letters written by her only son, James Bernheimer Seligman. I found hundreds of letters in the trunk from James, dating from his childhood through the end of Addie’s life in 1937. Most of the letters were written during his years at Princeton, from 1908 through 1912.

			James’s letters hooked me from the first looping words of greeting: “Dearest Mamma” or “Darling Parents.” And the final sign-off—almost every note and letter ended with “your loving son James”—sealed the deal. I fell in love with a man who had lived a century before me.

			[image: •]

			The Seligman family came to the United States from Germany in the early 1800s. They began as peddlers and shop owners. As they prospered, they moved into banking and manufacturing. During the Civil War, the Seligmans supplied the Union uniforms and funding by securing foreign bonds. Two towns and one railroad locomotive were named for the Seligman family and in the old Who’s Who in New York City I found row upon row of their names.

			In 1894, when mining heir Benjamin Guggenheim secured James’s aunt Florette in marriage, it was viewed as a coup for the up-and-coming Guggenheims to be associated with the older, established Seligmans. The Seligmans barely approved, sending a telegram to their European cousins: “Florette engaged Guggenheim smelter.” Peggy Guggenheim, offspring of the marriage, writes in her autobiography that the cousins misinterpreted it as “Florette engaged. Guggenheim smelt her.”

			Perhaps the Seligmans softened when Ben Guggenheim went down on the Titanic, dressed with his steward for the occasion in dinner jackets and famously stating: “We’ve dressed up in our best and are prepared to go down like gentlemen.”

			Dewitt Seligman, brother of Florette, husband of Addie, and father of James, received a law degree from Columbia but never practiced, instead acting as a stockbroker with a seat on the exchange and as a banker with J. & W. Seligman. He also wrote plays (nearly every play ended with an explosion of some kind and not a single play was ever produced); served on the New York City Board of Education; published and edited a magazine called Epoch; and served for decades as a trustee of the Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor.

			Addie’s family, also German Jews who had come to the United States early in the nineteenth century, was rich in real estate and socially acceptable to the Seligman family (in contrast to her sister-in-law’s choice of Benjamin Guggenheim).

			But I didn’t fall for James because of his pedigree or his money or his connections. I fell for his letters. From the sweet early notes in which he practices his handwriting (“Dear Mamma, Do you think my writing has improved any?”) to the letters he wrote while off at college, and the notes he dashed off later while working and traveling, James was a sweet and funny and affectionate correspondent.

			He wrote home almost daily, and sometimes twice or three times a day, during his years at Princeton. Woodrow Wilson was president of the university at the time and in the middle of his fight to close what he called “the elitist” eating clubs. James would take all his meals in “the commons” dining hall as a freshman and sophomore, but he didn’t mind. In fact, James seemed to love everything about Princeton: “This is a bully place and I am enjoying it immensely,” he wrote during his first fall there.

			Whether scrawled quickly or with the words languorously rounded out, James’s letters home from college are portraits of a young man with a history of delicate health but possessed of a robust appetite for experience, pleasure, and fun: “I am getting a good college education, developing like a film, apologizing to the grass every time I step on it, scrambling like an egg, yelling like a bear, telling the upperclassmen to go to @#$.”

			Studying didn’t seem to interest him too much: “I will study later after my nap,” and fun was to be had in many places: “I saw the game with Penn last night (basketball). It was interesting. The game? Oh no. The girl I was sitting next to . . .” Even the freshman hazing by upperclassmen made him laugh: “They asked me for my freshman cap . . . I haven’t the slightest idea what they wanted it for, except to pretend they were freshys too. Anyhow, I handed it to them, and gave them my address, so I could get it back. I haven’t much hopes however.” Then, in an added postscript, “Hurrah! I just got my hat back! The hazing has begun and it is a lot of fun.”

			A typical college student, he always seemed to be in need of money: “As I have to pay $1.35 a day for meals until college opens [he’d arrived early], my supply of cash is almost extinct. I haven’t opened a bank account, as you advised me not to, so that’s how the math stands. The latest is black garters, so blew myself to a pair.” (Hint, hint. Send more money.) And money was sent: “I cashed your first check, and found very little trouble in cashing it. In fact, if you have any more checks you need cashed, kindly forward same, and I will oblige.”

			Four years of college later, he is still happy for the checks: “Your letter and your check couldn’t have possibly been more welcome—especially the latter. If you send a check with every letter, write as often as you want, twice a day if necessary.”

			His sweet nature comes through in the self-deprecating jokes (“I am once more sorry to say, with tears in my nose, and with shaking toes, etc that I didn’t pass French . . . Thanking you again for your kind applause, I will close as Le Student Francais”); the small details about his day (“Chapel was great. I never laughed so much in my life”); and in answering what he called the “ponderous interrogations” sent by his mother: “My diet consists principally of food. My health is fine.”

			James writes of his classes—“Woodrow Wilson lectures to us in Jurisprudence—It is a treat to listen to him speak”—and of his newfound passions, including a love of Dickens: “I finished Bleak House, and enjoyed the last 100 pages more than anything I have ever read in my life—Am going to get Oliver Twist tonight.”

			Some of his letters are short, as was his very first from ­Princeton, written the day he arrived on September 22, 1908: “Arrived safely. No headache. Have posted this as soon as I got off train. Will write soon.” But most of the letters James wrote home are much longer, especially those in which he reassures his mother as to his health. He was a sickly teenager (a letter from the headmaster at Columbia Grammar School advised against sending James to Harvard in 1906: “Attend to the rest and development of his slender body and give him that healthy physical foundation on which success largely and happiness mainly depend”—the parents waited two years and sent James to Princeton) and James is constantly assuring his mother, “I am feeling fine.”

			In one letter, James describes having his nose cauterized against colds (“Breathe with your mouth closed, James,” he admonishes himself) and tells his mother his surefire method of fighting off sore throats: with warm drinks and a soft pillow.

			Despite his best efforts, in 1911 James contracted scarlet fever after attending a dance in New York City. He was in quarantine for seven weeks, held in “a private sanitarium” in “a magnificent four-story brownstone mansion at number 35 West Seventy-Second street,” according to an old New York Times clipping I found among the letters. The house belonged to his aunt Belle and he was quarantined there along with two cousins, a Bernheimer and a Guggenheim.

			When James was finally released, he promptly wrote to his parents eight pages filled with anecdotes about his illness—“It was almost worthwhile being ill, everyone was so attentive—I think everyone of my friends without exception sent me something or other, and Aunt Belle was much too kind”—and offered ample promises as to the state of his health: “I had a salt water bath this morning—simply great. You have no idea the way I feel—never felt half as strong in my life so please don’t worry. I wish you could only see me, and then all your fears would be immediately dispelled.”

			He would write again and again promising his vigilance against further illness, as when he wrote: “My vaccination did not annoy me in the least at any time, and has now entirely healed.” Then quickly changing the subject, he writes, “Irving’s letters are interesting but I have had no time to read any of them yet. Please send me more.”

			Poor Irving, whoever he was, just didn’t rate the read. James’s letters, however, most certainly did, and I kept on reading and reading. Snatching fifteen minutes before starting dinner or tackling the laundry or heading off to work, I would sit beside the bins in my crowded hallway and read. Or late into the night, cat at my side, I sat on the hall floor and worked my way happily through a bundle or two of letters.

			James continued to write to his mother after college, even when they were both living in New York City. Mail delivery was twice daily then and he wrote often, assuring his mother “I am feeling fine” and offering up jokes on an almost daily basis: “shall land on the N.Y.S. Ex. Sept.25th. Stocks will then drop 20 to 40 points according to which ones I buy.”

			He wrote to his mother when she traveled, going for the summer months to Loon Lake in the Adirondacks or to Lenox, Massachusetts, in the Berkshires; and when he traveled, writing from the wealthy resort town of Elberon on the Jersey Shore, where he spent many social weekends (“going to a dance as Esther’s twin—will need a number of pillows for padding!”) and from points around the world, including London (“the food is English, that is to say bad, but the atmosphere is lively”), Paris (“absolutely dead boring this time of year—we leave for Deauville in the morning”), Biarritz (“there are only two good hotels in Biarritz, the Carlton and Du Palais, and reservations will be found!”), Deauville (“yours truly won a golf tournament, because everyone else had gone off to goggle at the King of Spain”), Palermo (“such a view I have never seen”), and California (“I love everything out here—still, I love one or two things in N.Y.”).

			James cared little about current events, including politics. The presidential election of 1912, for example, was one of the most exciting in US history, with four parties battling it out. There was a split in the Republican Party between Theodore Roosevelt’s progressive Bull Moose Party and the conservative followers of President William Howard Taft. James’s old professor and Princeton president Woodrow Wilson ran for the Democrats, fighting hard for his place on the ticket. Eugene Debs ran for the Socialist Party. Roosevelt survived an assassination attempt but lost the election, Debs secured one million votes, the first and last time the Socialist Party would do so well in a presidential election, and Wilson won the presidency. But I could not find in any of James’s letters a single mention of the election, nor any reference to having voted.

			In 1920, James was eight years out of Princeton and working down on Wall Street. Exactly at noon on September 16, a horse-drawn buggy loaded with one hundred pounds of dynamite and five hundred pounds of cast-iron slugs drew up outside the J. P. Morgan bank and exploded. Thirty people were killed instantly, hundreds were injured, and windows up and down the street were blown out. The scene is described as one of horror:

			The bomb . . . blew people apart where they walked out on a cool, late-summer day, tore arms and legs, hands and feet and scalps off living human beings. Others were beheaded or eviscerated, or found themselves suddenly engulfed in flames. Still more injuries were caused by a cascade of broken glass and the terrified stampede that followed.

			James was working that day but all he had to say to his parents was a note quickly scribbled out and sent off: “Not hurt in explosion. Feeling fine.” The blast was eventually attributed to anarchists and memorials were held for the victims, but James never mentioned the incident again. Perhaps he just did not like to write of glum or grim events: he shrugged off the April 1912 death of his uncle Benjamin on the Titanic by stating “I don’t write condolences.” Too bad, because with his capacity for gentle humor, he could have lifted the spirits of any survivor.

			When I first read James’s letters, my children were all under six years old. They were good kids, happy and active and curious. We were on the go all the time, with trips to the playground and to the library, hauling armloads of books upstairs to the children’s room and back down again. Every day we needed to resupply ourselves with food and off we went to Fairway or Zabar’s. I loaded our bags onto the stroller handles. If one of the children were to suddenly launch himself from the stroller, the whole thing would go off-kilter and bags would go flying.

			My days were a haze of nonstop activity, some of it work, some of it play, with little time for things like long showers or long books or long anything. To steal a moment away with a letter from James Seligman was a treat. It was an escape from my life as a mother, a life I loved, into a life as a turn-of-the-century man about town, a life that fascinated me. I had a crush on the young man parading around the Princeton campus with such fun and flair. James was my handsome young boyfriend, although I have never seen a photo of him. It is only through his lovely handwriting and gift of words that I imagine him to be so handsome.

			James provided me with a fantasy as I washed dishes and changed diapers and pushed strollers through Central Park. His letters allowed me, invited me, into his world. I was right there beside him as we went off on weekends to visit cousins on the Jersey Shore or met friends at the Century Country Club in Westchester—or better yet, on the Dinard golf course at Deauville on the west coast of France. Of course the details that James shared in his letters home were only part of the picture of his life; what young man shares all his experiences with his mother?

			And so I filled in the rest, imagining evenings spent in New York, dancing and drinking gin; or long afternoons beachside in Biarritz, sharing cigarettes and champagne; or walking hand in hand across Cannon Green at Princeton in the crisp air of a fall afternoon, joining in the nattily dressed crowds expecting—and getting—a win in the 1911 football match against Harvard.

			More than fourteen years have passed since I first read Addie’s letters from her youngest child. I am no longer the young mother I was; I have one son in college and the other three are soon to follow. When I look over James’s letters now, it is not with the warm rush of a young crush but with a softened maternal eye matched by an aching maternal heart. No longer filling in the blanks of what James left unsaid to his mother with fantasies of gin and late-night dancing, I shudder a bit at what my own son will leave unsaid in his letters home to me.

			Rereading the letters of James Seligman proves all over again the power of the written, the handwritten, word. I fell in love with James Seligman, a young man who lived one hundred years ago, through his letters home. I remain loving toward him, as I might feel toward an old boyfriend. James has become a treasured friend and I care about him.

			James is not a person I could have known without his letters. There is little other existing evidence of his life. I found a brief mention of him in a New Yorker article from 1954 titled “Sorting Out the Seligmans” and I found his name in an online family tree listing all the Seligmans of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

			But I have James’s letters and that’s why he lives. Is that why his mother kept all those letters? So that some woman one hundred years in the future would know her son, love him, and, by remembering him, allow him to live on a bit longer? It would not have been a bad plan.

			When Peter moved into his college dorm room, I left a present tucked into his bags of books and clothes: a box of ivory note cards with matching stamped envelopes.
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