DEATH COMES TO THE
NEIGHBORHOOD
Mr. Rowan died. A heart attack took his life, like many men in
Sheraden, a pocket community on the western edge of Pittsburgh. My ten
year old eyes thought him old but he was the first friend to go the way of
death.
The Rowan's lived next door on a street that allowed only six feet
between the houses. Except for strangers, everyone entered both houses
from the back door. Nestled at the base of a block long hill, the front steps
of both houses were very steep and very long. Our house being on the
corner with a sidewalk going up the hill, the steps from the sidewalk to our
backyard were much shorter. The Rowan's regularly climbed the short
steps to our back walk and transversed the short distance to their back
porch. We saw them every day, going back and forth to work, to the store
and to services at the parish church.
The backyards sloped gently up for thirty feet to the back alley,
separated only by a knee high fence. A swing set dominated our yard two A-frame metal bars supported a crossbar long enough to hold two
swings and a trapeze. Grass beneath the swings quickly succumbed to

the brushing of swinging feet. The Rowan's yard, by contrast, was all
grass, bordered by flowers on the sides and hedges at the back.
In that back yard, Mr. Rowan taught me how to play golf. Two childsized wooden clubs whacked at a plastic golf ball. He showed me where
to place my hands so that I had the proper grip. I suspect I was four or five
because I never hit the ball beyond the thirty foot yard. Regardless, Mr.
Rowan applauded every swing. Several years later, golfing became more
diﬃcult when Mary, his twenty-eight year old daughter, planted a
Christmas tree in the middle of the yard. We still managed to play around it
for a year or two but the spreading tree soon made golf impossible.
Mr. Rowan never called me Den or Denny, as most other people did.
I was always Den, my boy. Perhaps the two and a half year old that had
moved in next to him became the son he never had. Regardless, he made
my parents third son feel very special and that made his death my first
encounter with loss.
His death came in his early 70's. About that time, several men in the
neighborhood died of heart attacks. These men died in their early 40's, my
dad's age. In a Catholic neighborhood where nobody got divorced, these
families stood out as having only a single parent. The thought of losing a
parent haunted me, not knowing how I could ever survive if one of my
parents died.

Also at this time, my dad began flying in airplanes as part of his job
for Dravo Corporation. In the late 50's and early 60's, airplane crashes
dominated the news and I breathed a sigh of relief every time Dad's plane
landed. Fortunately they landed safely but death was never far from my
mind.
It would be many decades before my father died and by that time I
had experienced many deaths, but Mr. Rowan was my first.

