The Magic Jacket

My younger sister, brother and I grew up in a Catholic family in the northeast. If you know anything about a Catholic upbringing, it is by the book. As a family, we attended weekly church services, always dressed to the nines. Our education was also by the book, in elementary and high school we were taught by members of the Sisters of Saint Joseph.  Moreover, throughout our education there were specific guidelines you followed, or else. Appropriate dress was one of them. In the elementary grades, the girls wore plaid skirts that hung below the knee and a white blouse buttoned at the top. Boys wore dark trousers with a white shirt and a club tie. In high school, the uniforms remained the same, but the boys were now outfitted with a gray blazer on which the left breast pocket was emblazoned with the school logo. It was the only formal clothing I owned. This meant that even on Christmas and Easter, I dressed as if I was going to school. At family gatherings or in a restaurant, the skinny kid in the gray flannel jacket stood out like a sore thumb. I had no recourse. Remember, my father always dressed for church on Sunday and usually wore a hat. My mother in her dress and Jackie Kennedy pillbox hat looked angelic. In retrospect, I cannot recall one time when I saw my mother wearing slacks.

That is why the Easter when I turned fifteen, Mom said she wanted to take me shopping for some new clothes. Now, up until then, Mom knew my sizes and my tastes, such as they were, and each Christmas I’d unwrap a new pair of pants or a shirt or two and pretty much wear what I had until the next Christmas. The only exception was my sister, two years younger, who became the darling of one aunt. She’s pick up Frances and they would drive downtown to the big stores on Main Street and they’d browse through Steiger’s and Forbes and Wallace, stores that were up scale haberdashers to us middle-class clientele.

However, Mom and I didn’t go downtown. We walked the four blocks to Blake’s Department Store at the area of town called The “X” because of the half-dozen streets that intersected there. It was spring, so the walking was easy.

We enter Blake’s and face aisle after aisle of women’s clothing. We sauntered past blouses, lingerie, and displays with French labels to the entrance for the Men’s Department guarded by a phalanx of mannequins outfitted in suits and ties. One of them moved and spoke.

“May I help you, Ma’am?” asked the middle-aged man wearing a gray blazer, dark pants with shirt and tie.

“My son,” said Mom pointing at me, “needs a new blazer. All he has is his gray school coat.”

“Let’s see what we can do,” replied the salesman and motioned for us to follow him past tables of clothes neatly stacked or hung on racks arranged by color and size. 

We stopped. Using a cloth tape, he measured my neck size and my arm length, and what he said surprised me.

“Given your height and sleeve length, we’ll have more luck finding your size in the men’s department, not the boys.”

Mom watched as the salesman, who said his name was Myron, handed me sports coats from different racks to try on.

The first was a blue blazer. He helped me slide into it, buttoned it and had me stand in front of a full-length mirror.

“It looks nice,’ said Mom. “I don’t like the buttons,” I replied. “They’re brass,” said Myron.

Next were a camel hair model that felt heavy and hot and then a gray piece that looked like my high school jacket. Finally, Myron helped me try on a black one. “Turn around,” said Mom, “Let me see you.” I made a u-turn and as I did, a jacket hanging on a rack to my left seemed to wave to me. If Mom hadn’t said to turn around, I would have missed it. It was patterned with colorful stripes and I could see that the liner was bright red and silky looking.  I pointed and said to Myron, “I want to try on that one!”

Myron took the jacket off the rack and held it for me to slip on. 

“It’s madras,” he said. “It’s lightweight cotton fabric with this patterned texture and plaid design.” It felt like a second skin. I buttoned it and stepped in front of the mirror. I looked great, I felt great, like a man with his own sense of taste. Myron patted me on the shoulder and said aloud, “This jacket was made for you my boy!”

I wore that Madras jacket to every dance, glee club recital, and Sunday mass had until I graduated high school. I took Myron’s words to heart and never saw that jacket’s twin.
-END-
