                           inspirational
                                    Skipping Rocks
Every summer Mother’s folks would take us to their cabin. ‘Twas neither big nor fancy. Had no furnace. No TV! 

The cistern pump beside the sink was all there was for plumbing. So primitive… and yet 
it seemed like paradise to me!
Almost every day my brother, Bill, and I would quarrel about whose turn it was to clean the hearth and fill the grate. 

Seeing this as 'manly' work, and proud to do our part - but knowing that - on mornings when we both would get up late -

Grandpa’d have it cleaned and filled before we got the chance - we borrowed his alarm clock - set it right beside our bed -

Thereby guaranteeing that we’d have the morning fire warming up the cabin - while the three of us were fed.

Grandma’s giant pancakes - made with buttermilk and flour, and eggs we‘d helped her gather on the morning that we’d left -

Gave us all the energy we’d need throughout the day to reel in fish, and handle all the wood we’d need to heft.

Hard as it may be to picture two rambunctious siblings fighting over daily chores, I swear to you, it’s true. 

Every hour we spent with them we tried to do our part, and jumped at every chance we 
got for little jobs to do.

Seeing how competitive we almost always were, Grandpa introduced us to the art of skipping rocks.

He’d have us search the shallows with our toes to find 'contenders', and sometimes even 

let us dive beneath the neighbors’ docks.

Things like - front or back in Grandpa’s boat, and - upper bunk - were, of course, the types of chances we would hate to lose, 

So every now and then he’d grab a seat and watch us gather smoothly-flattened “saucer-rocks”, to vie for -- right to choose.

Billy - one year older - had a cannon for an arm, but I had looser shoulders… and an 
extra-bendy hip…

And everyone who’s ever done a lot of skipping knows - it’s all about the flatness of     the pebble… and -- the 'dip'.
The skirmishes, of course, were brief, and though his skips were longer… my technique was better, and I usually garnered more. 

And I don’t think he ever figured out, it’s not the power… it’s dipping deep and whipping wide that wins a skipping war!
To this very day - when I am forced to make decisions - but not completely sure about the way I should respond,

I’ll grab a store-bought saucer-rock  (I found a source on line)… sneak out back to where there lies a large, inviting pond…

Take a couple seconds to assess the situation… pose my great dilemma to the wisdom of the stone…

Tip to where my elbow’s only inches off the ground… then exercise the talent that my Grandpa helped me hone.

Three or less means… 'No' - or 'Don’t'… more means… 'Yes' - or 'Do it'! 
It even works for colors - once they’re narrowed down to two. 

It keeps things pretty simple…  and I’ll bet that - if you try…                    

you, as well, may find that - skipping rocks - will work for you! 
                                 Uncle Jessie’s Farm
              Many favorite mem’ries from my not-too-recent past

Are of the summer days I spent on Uncle Jessie’s farm.

Every single visit was a wonderful adventure,

And stays flew by so quickly, though the days were long and warm.

Splitting peas and gathering eggs, and helping feed the livestock,

I did the very best I could, and always loved the jobs.

My chores were almost always fun (though sometimes down-right smelly),

And on the cooler nights he’d have me fetch a pale of cobs

To stoke the big old parlor stove to kill the evening chill,

And there, beside the fire he would spin his famous yarns!
He loved to tell the spooky ones - about the late-fall goblins -

              And how they flew on cloudy nights, and often slept in barns.

“They love to fly around on Halloween,” he’d always say,

“so those who were afraid would trick-or-treat -- the night before!
But, either night, they’ll try their best to sneak inside your house, 

So best to be real careful when you open up your door!”

              That’s the kind of silly tale my Uncle Jessie told.

I knew that goblins didn’t exist (or so my mother said),

But I’ll admit that I was never absolutely sure

‘Cause Uncle Jessie loved to mess around inside my head.

              He even told me dogs could talk - in very ancient days -

And moonbeams melted warts away, if given ample time!
He swore that if you placed a tooth you’d lost beneath your pillow,

You’d sometimes find, by morning, it had changed into a dime!
Even though I made a little money off my teeth,

I never quite believed him… but I never told him so.

I loved my Uncle Jessie… and those days out on the farm…

              And every fall, for several years, I couldn’t wait to go.

                                                       Tell Him
                 My dad removed the training wheels and silly plastic tassels 

that made me hate my older sister’s trike,

And, with a clothespin, placed a playing card within the spokes 

to turn it into something I would like. 

And when I reached the grown-up age of somewhere close to five, 

he taught me how to ride a 2-wheel bike.

He taught me how to whistle, and he taught me how to fish, 

and how to tell a Walleye from a Pike.

He taught me how to gather eggs, and showed me where the cat 

would hide her baby kittens every fall.

He let me steer the tractor, and he let me gas it up, 

and taught me how to do the cattle call.

I learned to ride a horse from him, and how to milk a cow, 

and learned the smell of cleaning out a stall.

And as I sit here smiling at a photo of my dad… 

an old and faded picture on the wall…

                 Though my eyes are blurred with tears, I can clearly see

the priceless opportunities I had

To learn the many things in life a growing youngster must

from one who… through the good times and the bad…

Steered me in the right direction, always by my side, 

and I can’t help but feel so very sad

For falling short of thanking him as often I should have

for giving so much time to be my dad.

I think of how he made me bite a bar of soap… for swearing, 

and how he’d always spank me when I lied. 

And though he watched me lose so many races as a child, 

he'd brag about my trying with such pride.

He always told me, “Son, it doesn’t matter if you win, 

the most important thing is that you tried.”

I only wish, with all my heart, I’d made him understand

                 How proud I was of him… before he died.

                                        Smitten
Me and Connie met one night with family, for a pizza, with brother Terry’s oldest daughter, Jenny, and - 'the boys'.

Even though we actually have no children of our own, having kids around is something both of us enjoy.

When the waitress finally came, the youngest one was whining.   Grant is usually pretty good, but when he’s not… he’s not!
Stephen - he's the oldest, was a very happy camper… he’d just been playing basketball 

and made the winning shot!
David, sitting quietly, carefully scanned the menu while Jenny ordered all the drinks and pizzas for the group.

Still upset and whining, Grant was getting on her nerves, so Jenny stared him down and said… “Now look, ya' little poop,

“Straighten up and settle down or Daddy’s gonna whoop ya’!”  (William glanced at Jenny, and she gave a little wink),

Then turned and put me on the spot - interrogating Grant, “What do you suppose your Uncle Mark is gonna think?”

I was drinking soda when she asked the pointed question.  (It made me spit a little Mountain Dew on Connie’s coat!)

Grant leaned forward… looked at me… and saw that I was grinning.   The whining stopped, he cracked a smile, and -- that was all she wrote!
Only seconds later he was sitting on my lap, giggling like the happy little child he truly is,

And as we acted goofy, it was prob’ly hard to tell whose excitement - and delight - was greater… mine - or his!
And I am here to tell you that there’s nothing in this world by which I’ve been more smitten - and more humbled - and beguiled -

Than how it feels to know the sweetest innocence - and trust --- and always unconditional affection of a child!
                                    Mr. 'Improvise'!
                   The piece of twine he'd fastened to our mailbox down the lane - 

to help the postman drop its door on icy winter days -

Reminded me, when I would stop to see how things were going - 

along with all the other goofy, red-neck-farmer ways

He typically resorted to when something needed fixing -

how often his unorthodox, 'you-must-be-kidding' tries

Had spawned remarks like, "Cleo's nuts!" then soon -- "Well I'll be darned!" 

and earned my dad his fitting nickname --- 'Mr. Improvise'! 

For instance ---

He went to town and bought himself a high-tech cattle prod --

affixed a trap for rodents to its 'zapper' - at the tip --

Strung a trusty piece o' twine from just beneath the 'nectar' 
to, obviously, its trigger - so that --- when it took a sip --

Any barn rat - large or small, would - you know --- 'meet its maker'!
A simple 'Execution', in a quick and quiet way!
And though we had our doubts at first, the darn thing actually worked -

and all our cats got fresh, warm meals... sometimes twice a day!
And ---

He nailed a homemade 'gizmo' to the feedlot's GATE-POST TOP --

attached a bearing-ended ROD to his tractor's iron grill --

Affixed to that a gear-tipped-rod that lead to the cab itself --

Welded that to an 'UP' / 'DOWN' crank -- enabling him, at will,

To activate the 'gizmo' -- which would cleverly relieve him

of the aggravating issue that had always made him wait -- 

Had made him disembark his rig to drive both in - and out -

unless, of course, he had a man on board to run the gate!
                    Normally doing chores alone, the gate thing really bugged him,

so whippin' up a 'silent partner' made a lotta sense.

And once inside the feedlot - and, of course, upon his exit -

knowing whatever livestock was confined inside the fence

Was bound to make an effort to escape - he'd use the 'takeoff '

protruding from the tractor's rear, to close the gate again!
The setup functioned perfectly - no animals got away - 

Either when he left the lot -- or when he headed in!
                    And ---

He'd let the windmill's 'auto-shutoff' do its brilliant thing 

when Spring and Autumn's strongest winds would spur its activation,

But with the fan then -- swung aside -- (to help the mill survive) -

to guard from not replenishing the livestock's sole libation -

He cotter-keyed a lengthy rod to what they call - the 'gear box',

which -- when the fan was forced, by wind, up tight against the tail --

would cause a little plastic arm to push a tiny button

on a small electric motor - which would run until the gale
Had sailed away to pester windmills farther down the road!
The motor turned a pulley that in turn revolved a cam
That raised and lowered the handle -- while the float atop the tank

would intermittently answer --- "Are you full?" -- with -- "Yes... I am!"

The float was wired to disengage the ramrod on the mill -

as well as shut the motor down before it overflowed!
Another crazy setup he'd created on his own ---

my father was a genius -- and I'm proud to say -- it showed!
He's fixin' things in Heaven now... he passed away last fall.

and you can bet he's thinkin' o' ways to tweak the 'Pearly Gates'
So God can -- open an' close 'em -- while he's sittin' on his throne -

                   'cause as ya' know, them - 'up 'n' downs' - are a nuisance Cleo hates!
  I, For Years, Would Misconstrue the Wisdom of His Words
“Money isn’t everything,” and... “Money can’t buy happiness”... were, for me, the most perplexing things my father’d say,

And I, for years, would misconstrue the wisdom of his words, and failed to get the message he was meaning to convey.

“As long as you are comfortable,” he’d clarify his view, “and all the ones you care about...

all the ones you love...
Have, like you, a place to sleep and food that will suffice --- even if the only thing you don’t have plenty of

“Is --- 

Funds to purchase items you perceive as those required to indicate a person’s massive wealth and great success --

Being safe and relatively healthy -- trust me, son -- often finds the happier man the one endowed with less!”

                                 On Assisted Suicide
       Sitting alone in a hospital waiting room, watching the nurses rush by, 

       I’d been perusing the old magazines, doing my best not to cry...

       When there, on a page, was a stain I could tell had likely been caused by a tear, 

       As off in a faraway room lay my mother... not struggling to live -- but to die...

       Doing what Dad had agreed to at last... accepting the reason for why...
       And Mom had agreed there was no other way she could possibly get there from here.

                                   Sooner or Later
Sooner or later a day may arrive when you’re saddled with making decisions 

concerning the future of someone you love… regardless if family or friend, 

Who lucidly claims -- "Once I'm unable able to properly care for myself - 
that is the point where I'm hoping to leave so my sorrow will come to an end.

Often reluctant to move to new homes, many - who’re left unaware

that places today, designed for the elderly, promise a comfortable life -

Make up their minds to endure every hardship, preferring to stay where they are,

especially the married ones - desperately wanting to be with their husband or wife.

Such was the case with our father - now eighty - Mom had been gone quite a while,

and living alone for a number of years, his health was in steady decline.

“What should we do?” I appealed to my sister - us being his only two kids -

“He says he’s OK with us selling his home… but he’s planning to move into mine!”

“I feel it’s best that he be in a nursing home - rather than living with us -

but if he insists, I’m sure we can handle his living with Helen and me.”

“He needs to be close to good medical help, with nurses,” his sister agreed,

And Kevin and I are convinced that a home is the safest place father could be.  

“We're in a one-bedroom flat," she explained, "and living on nickels and dimes -

and what he'll receive from the sale of his house will be needed to pay for his bills.

We both work full time and he’s really been slipping since Mother's demise, as you know, 

and I'm kinda worried I'd fail to make sure he was taking his shots and his pills.”

“You're right,” I responded, “there'll need to be doctors and nurses around day and night. 

I noticed some bruises and jokingly asked him, “Be honest Dad... what did ya’ do...
Slip in the shower - fall down the stairs --- git in a brawl at a bar?”

The scowl he gave me was not a surprise… and the answer he gave wasn’t true!”           

“Obviously bugged by my question, he answered, ‘It’s prob'ly the meds that I’m on. 

The doc said the bruising's a side-affect, son… and told me to 'pay it no mind’.

But feeling suspicious, I phoned his physician to check on his claim as to why - 

Never before having noticed him bruising - now we would suddenly find

“Dark purple spots on his face and his wrist.    I knew that his meds hadn’t changed. 

I’m tellin’ ya’, Kelly… I think he’s falling!    We know that he struggles to walk.

I’m sure you’ll agree - though it’s tougher than hell - he's no longer safe on his own, 

and we need to schedule a meeting real soon… it’s time that the three of us talk.

“Kelly suggested we do it that night - but rather than give him a call -

afraid he might panic - she felt it was best if we took him, instead, by surprise.

Nervously smiling at first… in but seconds, the look on his face made it clear 

he knew why we’d come, and three minutes later - we sat there with tears in our eyes!
“Making Dad move was the hardest decision my sister and I ever made.  

It tore us apart… but both of us felt he’d have died fairly soon had we not, 

A risk we, of course, weren’t willing to take.   We did what we did out of love.

Lucky for all, the place that we found --- for the only father we’ve got ---

“Isn’t as bad as he thought it would be.   He’s actually taken up bowling! 

They bus him to ballgames - take him for rides, and he’s made himself dozens of friends!
It was tough on us both to commit him… but what I can tell you is this:

Do what you must - regardless the cost - to make certain that - as their life ends -

“They’re never alone, 'cause - take it from me - there's nothing I know of that's worse
than not having someone to talk to, to laugh with... someone who’s there when you’re sad! 
However -- since neither of us has any children -- should both of us outlive our spouse -- only myself or my sister 'll be there... to do like we did for our dad!”

                                     The Bachelor
Blustery winds were blowing and the grass was cold and damp, as I would creep across the morning lawn. 

The dew, again, had turned the morning paper into slush… but nourished all my flowers with the dawn!
Many things in life are seen by some as good… some, bad. The dew is one example…

as I’ve shown… 

And in the autumn of my life, I’ve learned the pros and cons of bachelorhood, and living all alone.

Never quite convinced that I could make a marriage work, I’ve dated some… but never 
tied the knot.

And though I’m glad for all my friends who chose to raise a fam’ly… I've never cared if 
I would try or not.

Single life is often quiet… something that I like.  The noise of children sometimes drives 

me nuts.
But as I sit here watching as the door to having children - children of my making - slowly shuts,

I’m no longer certain of decisions that I made when total freedom seemed the way to 
go… 

And speculate on how I’ll share the love I feel inside, the older - and the lonelier - I 
grow.

                              For All, a Second Chance

“So tell me… what’s adopting like?  Seems a little risky - picking out your children from the local lost and found! 

Suppose the kid’s a ‘loser.’ Do they let ya' bring ‘em back? Can you - if it doesn’t work - return them to the pound?”

Eldon’s callous words betrayed his negative perception of what my wife and I had done, but we were well prepared. 

Many times before these types of questions had been asked by those whose folks - for them - we felt had never truly cared.

People raised by parents that were bent on getting rich.  Moms an' dads who’d failed to show their open arms to them. 

Feeling it was jealosy that prompted his remarks, this is how - to make him comprehend,  

I answered him:

“Friends of ours - while driving up to Saddleback to ski - lost control on icy roads and both of them were killed.

Their only child survived the crash, but - being five years old - was far too young to understand the void that needed filled.

“Suddenly an orphan - she was taken by the county - and placed into a foster home with folks she’d never met! 

My wife and I, at once, began proceedings in the hope that custody of Dani Jo was something we could get.

“Loving kids the way we do… and being family friends… Gail and I were confident we’d qualify for sure.

She had no aunts or uncles… all her parents’ folks were dead… and both of us can tell you what most orphan kids endure!
“Gail was only three years old when cancer claimed her mother.   She never knew her father - he was killed in Vietnam. 

And left on someone’s covered porch when I was two years old... I - like her - was nurtured by a foster dad an' mom!
“Both of us have super folks, and great extended fam’lies, but wisely weren’t informed about the fact that we’d been -- ‘placed’,                                                                             Until we’d reached our teenage years because our parents knew that learning this would be the toughest thing we’d ever faced.

“And they were right.   We took it hard - but raised the way we were - both of us were happy kids.  Our lives are filled with love! 

And so is Dani Jo’s, because, you see, for all this time… her happiness was all that Gail and I’ve been thinking of.
“Anxious and determined to repair the broken heart of someone that my wife and I had known since she was born,

We tried to fill her parents’ shoes the best way that we knew.   While knowing that the fam’ly life from which she had been torn
“Never could be duplicated - only born in mind - Gail and I revised our 'plans' and filed to take her in.

And now, for having had the chance to raise her, there’s no way that I can overemphasize how grateful we have been.

“And I can guarantee you, Dani Jo has always known endless love and understanding - 

just the way she had
Before that tragic afternoon when fate destroyed her world - leaving her to cope with life without her mom and dad.

“And while her heart was healing she would keep us on our toes by conjuring up comparisons for which we weren’t prepared. 

She wondered why we’d wanted her… and if we truly loved her… asking early on to know exactly why we’d cared!
“Being merely 'fam’ly friends' - I clearly understand how she'd found it difficult to fathom what we’d done,

But Gail could not have children, so… for us to raise a child… adoption was our only means for ever having one.

“While hating how it came to be, the voids that needed filled seemed to be our destinies - for all a -- 'second chance' --
And knowing God will sometimes soften tragedies in life by helping out its victims with the wishes that he grants,

“Gail and I had prayed and prayed that those who were in charge would fail to find a better home than ours for Dani Jo. 

It took the better part of seven months to get it done, and that - I’m very proud to say - 

was 15 years ago!
“So, Eldon… to your question: ‘Can you take the ‘losers’ back?’  Obviously they’d 
want you to -- if things went really bad --                                                                                      But you don’t have to worry, ‘cause -- you’ll never get a child… and I would pity any kid that had you for a dad!”
                             She Enjoyed a Lot of Love

“This is quite a picture,” Uncle Theodore remarked. “It shows them in their Hudson…

with that little dog they had. 

Abbie says that you and Vernon bought him as a puppy somewhere ‘round a year or so before you lost your dad.”

“Abbie’s right.  My father’s health was slipping pretty fast, and knowing Mom would need a live-in friend to help her cope, 

He and I slipped out one afternoon, and - for her birthday - bought that tiny ball o’ fur 
that we could only hope

“All the things she’d done for him that kept her super busy, like - bathing - dressing - feeding - nursing… Corky would replace, 

Thereby helping Mother - after Dad had passed away - wrestle with the emptiness and loneliness she’d face.

“They became inseparable, just as we had hoped, which verified the wisdom in the purchase that we’d made. 

Corky was the sweetest little thing you ever saw, and all of us were tickled pink to watch 
the way they played.

“Just before the funeral Mother told me, with a smile, that after dinner, every day, she’d 

find that little fart
Curled up tight in Father’s wheelchair, basking in the sun… adding that her doing so 
both warmed - and broke - her heart.

“Sadly - not long after, Corky’s health began to weaken - which, of course, meant Mother had more 'special things' to do - 

But caring for her “baby” was a burden she enjoyed - just the way that Abigail is glad 
to care for you.

“Seven years would pass before the day would fin’ly come when we would pack up Mother’s things and move her in to town. 

Dogs were not allowed, you see, in nursing homes back then, so, naturally, we took her. 
It was that, or… put her down!
“Learning that her tiny friend would not be there beside her day an' night was hard for her… it tore her up inside - 

But bringin' Corky ‘round to visit once or twice a week always raised her spirits --- she was there when Mother died.

“Corky spent her final days with us - and I suppose it’s been about a year or so since Vernon found her dead - 

Curled up tight in Father’s wheelchair, basking in the sun -- her all-time fav'rite thing to do -- and in her favorite bed!
“And, yes... that’s quite a picture, Uncle Ted --- and in that album --- the one thing you may notice that a lot are taken of --                                                                                                                 Is that little ball o’ fur!    She’s in a ton o’ pictures… and there’s no doubt about it… 
she enjoyed a lot of love.
                                    The Visitation
Forty-seven years ago I went abroad for college, then - after graduation - chose to live across the sea.

I called my parents often, and I mailed them many cards, but rarely made the trip back home, which deeply bothers me.

Mom and Dad had both worked hard to pay my way through school. The college was 
a fine one, but, alas, so far away. 

I returned to see them only twice in nineteen years! What I wouldn’t give to have them here with me today.

Strolling through this attic I am fighting back the tears, just as I have done throughout the many years gone by. 

Objects from my childhood days are everywhere I look, and as the mem'ries slip into my heart -- I start to cry.

Despite my eyes are somewhat blurred, I quickly spot a friend I often held to keep me feeling safe when I was scared.

A scraggly, one-eyed teddy bear, whose name, of course, was “Wink"... and over in the corner stands the stroller that we shared.

Wink was there to comfort me when Grandpa passed away.  Then Grandma, too… he never let me down when someone died. 

I’m sure that little stroller seemed a rolling-king-size-bed when Mom, on lovely summer days, would take us for a ride.

There’s the wind-up phonograph that proudly graced the parlor, and there’s the great big, dovetailed box of records Dad would play. 
Most of them are symphonies.   A pretty good collection, but prob’ly not a lot of tunes that folks would know today.

There’s the little bike I got, I think, when I was six… my mode of transportation on

 a hundred million trips, 

And I recall the ride I had to give to Bonnie Kelsey to make her say - “I love you” -

and then kiss me… on the lips!
There’s the cast iron bank in which I’d put what I was given for doing chores and losing teeth, but - when I’d get a dime -                                                                                    Which - back then - would buy an ice cold soda - I confess… it wound up in a pop  machine - downtown - from time to time.

Look at that old rocking horse!  Now, that’s a lovely mem’ry.  I can actually see me with my cowboy hat and gun!
And there’s the rusty wagon that I pulled behind my trike. Can’t believe I had so many ways for having fun.
There’s the cage our hamster called its home for several years. “Walker” was a runnin’ little fool when he’d escape. 

I can still remember when I got myself in trouble for working on a way to put a bell on him --- with tape!
Seemed to me a great idea.  My folks did not agree. As I recall, they grounded me for 

what I’d tried to do. 

Thinking back, I must admit, it was a little dumb… and if I had the chance to do it over - I’d use glue!
Well, look at that.  I can’t believe they kept that worthless vacuum. She got that thing 

from Grandma! It’s a genuine antique. 

When Dad brought home a new electric model she was thrilled.  Half our house is carpeted… and Mom cleaned every week!
Oh, my gosh, I can’t imagine why they’d keep this dresser. Most the knobs are missing, and the wheels are locked up tight. 

Must have been for sentimental reasons, I suppose, ‘cause - as is sits - you’d have to 
do a lot to make it right.

And that right there is what they called - when I was young - a “wireless”.  Mom and 

Dad would sometimes dance when certain songs were played.
The tubes were always going bad. I’ll bet it doesn’t work, seein's how the lens is cracked and cord is badly frayed.

And there’s the pea green highchair where I ate my good old “Pablum”.  I can easily picture me, with tiny spoon and bib, 
Always needing, after I was done, a thorough cleaning… then Mom would sing some lullabies and lay me in my crib.

And there it is! The tiny bed I slept in as a youngster. Not as big and fancy as the ones they have today,

But nonetheless I feel my childhood days were quite superb, and I would never care to have them changed in any way.

Still, despite these happy mem’ries, half the tears I’m shedding fall because my selfish heart is aching deep inside.

How I wish that I’d come home to see my folks more often, and been there in their final hours to hold them… as they died.

Looking ‘round the attic one last time, the sweet reminders fill my lonely soul with thoughts… some beautiful… some sad,                                                                               But as I leave, I’m thankful for the solace that I’ve found for having spent this really precious time with - Mom an' Dad!
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                                   David’s Little Fib
If not for gently lapping waves that rinsed her rocky shores, the massive lake might actually not have told us where she was. 

Hidden just beneath a fluffy quilt of misty gray, she’d disappeared within the fog, the 

way she often does.

Walking down the beaten path, with tackle box and poles, we made the silent journey 

to the old and feeble dock. 

This was late October, and we knew this time of year the sun would start to burn away 
the mist ‘round six o’clock.

Me an' David… that’s my grandson… knew those early clouds could help to keep our “special places” secret from the rest. 

We would fish our favorite spots until the fog would lift, then fib about locations where our luck had been the best.

Secret spots are not the kind of thing you spread around. They’re very hard to find, and 
so you only tell your friends. 

Most are near the shoreline, where the structure’s nice and thick, and under fallen branches in the coves, and on the bends.

I remember, one day… after catching lots of fish… someone heading out walked up and asked us if we’d tell
Where we’d caught our stringers full of walleyes, cats, and bass.  That’s when David proved that I had really taught him well.

Though every single fish we had was caught in “Cattail Cove” (a favorite spot we always fished where cattails line the shore) -  

David told the guy we’d caught them all “... down near the dam” - then poured it on and told him… “We released a dozen more!”

Of course, the dam and Cattail Cove are actually miles apart, but as that dude - with all 

his buddies - roared across the lake,                                                                                       I just smiled and winked at him to know how wise an angler that savvy little fart is going to make!
                                For Delbert and Nellie

I can still see Grandma Nellie circlin’ ‘round the table. She’d ask him, “Delbert… would you like some coffee?” He’d say, “Please.” 

And if you paid attention you could see that she was peeking, for just outside the kitchen window - waving in the breeze -

Hung a bunch of linen things, and Delbert’s flannel work shirts.  Grandpa read the paper while she hummed her favorite song. 

(“Just a Closer Walk With Thee” today’s my favorite hymn… and every time I hear it, 
I can't help but sing along).

Grandma Nellie often caught me staring up at Grandpa.   She knew he was my idol, and she clearly understood
That when he told his stories it was best she hung around, ‘cause if he felt it helped to stretch the truth a bit… he would!
He often took me out with him to do the morning chores, and ‘bout the time the sun was halfway up we’d take a break. 

Those eggs and bacon breakfasts were the greatest in the world, and no one comes in even close to Granny’s Johnnycake.

I remember how I felt the first of many times Grandpa Delbert swung me up to ride the old John Deere.

I thought I’d have to stand beside him, but… to my surprise… he picked me up an’ sat 
me on his lap an’ - let me steer!
“Always think ahead,” he told me, “tractors turn real wide.   An’ this right here’s the throttle… it’s the thing that sets the speed. 

Now… turn the key, an’ take your foot and push that button there. I’ll help you with the shifting, and we’ll go and get some feed.”

I don’t think we ever made it into second gear, but I was on a cloud as wide as Texas on his knee.

And I remember Delbert telling Nellie over breakfast - ' - the best and strongest farmhand 
that he’d ever had - was me!'
Grandpa always had a way of making me feel proud. He taught me how to be a man   when I was just a kid.                                                                                                                 Being taught to earn my way - and Nellie’s awesome cooking - are just a couple reasons why I loved them like I did.
Shortly after supper I would take my evening bath, then Nellie’d walk me up the stairs 

and tuck me into bed.

Because of all we’d do each day, I’d sleep just like a rock… the pride of being 'Grandpa’s helper' swirling through my head.

She’d wait until I’d said my prayers, then leave the door ajar so I could see the hall light, and - in case there was a storm - 

She’d light a little candle, while reminding me she knew that darkness didn’t scare me, 
but the flame would keep me warm!
Today I’ve got my fingers crossed that someday I will have a marriage that will be as strong - and last as long - as theirs,                                                                                ‘Cause I can definitely tell you everything there is to know about the love one feels inside when -- someone truly cares!
                                     Near the End
I just passed the corner where for years I used to turn.  It always makes me smile when I recall roaring down that old dirt road, knowing… near the end… you’d be waiting... just inside the door,

All dressed up so pretty, knowing I was on my way to pick you up and take you into town. 

First we’d scoop the loop awhile… then we’d see a movie.  What I’d give to make that run 

once more.  

That went on for several months then - after graduation - we made plans to marry in the fall, but like so many other fellas, I was called to war, and everything we’d planned was put on hold.

At first your letters came in droves - then they tapered off.   The final few were laced with tiny clues, saying our relationship was very… near the end… I fin’ly grasped what I was being told.

Loneliness is powerful, and absence stokes the embers that smolder in a long-neglected heart.  Countless fools have left their loved ones floundering for affection, leaving them exposed to those who prey, 

Searching for the weaker souls who fin’ly… near the end… falter from their need for being held.  Nothing done by email, or a cell phone, can replace a hug from those we love who’re far away. 

Having learned the hard way, I can guarantee you this… I’ll never move away from Mom and Dad.  Doesn’t matter what it means, I’ll always live close by, so - when at last their final race is run - 
I, at least, will be there… to remind them… near the end… I’ve always loved them both with all my heart, and they will know, without a doubt, I’m glad that they’re my folks, and so extremely proud to be their son.

                                 On Small Town Life

Fifty-seven years ago, when I was but a child, I thought my mom and dad were pretty 

cool.

The only things they ever did that really ticked me off were - make me take a bath…

and go to school. 

After learning all my friends had folks that did the same, reluctantly, I did as I was told. 

Now I’ve got a private practice… shower every day… and both of them are eighty-nine years old. 

More than once my father'd told me - when the school would call asking why I'd not shown up for class -

“What you didn’t learn today, you’ll wish you had tomorrow.  It’s rarely good enough to barely pass!”

Naturally, to me it felt like I was being pushed.    Forced to study harder… to excel. 

But as the 'A's kept rolling in, my folks would voice their pride - as useful doors were opening up as well.

The small scholastic scholarship I won for being bright was just enough to help me enter college.

Studying hard, while taking crappy jobs to pay the rent, I fought like heck to quench my thirst for knowledge. 

After graduation, I began exploring options - none of which included Mom and Dad - 

Turning down a chance to set up shop where I’d grown up, and stay within the lovely life 

we had.

I finally found an opening - a thousand miles away, and took a job for which the pay was high,

And when they’d ask if I’d be  'coming home soon' - I’d reply - “Things are pretty hectic - but I’ll try!”

Well, a week ago last January, Mother broke her hip.  It’s all healed up, but hurts her when she walks.   

And Dad will not admit it, but, I’m sure he’s had a stroke… he sounds a little slurry when 

he talks. 

Given their declining health and how they’re struggling hard to cope with issues brought about by age,

And clearly understanding that it won’t be all that long ‘til each of them will turn their final page,

I asked my wife to try to reach a realtor - back home.  She smiled and told me, “Honey, 

I just did.  

He told me… when I told him who you were… the two of you played hooky many times when you were kids!
“You know I miss - and love - your folks a lot… and I’m OK with moving back to where you used to live.

They worked so hard to give you what you needed to succeed… and now what they are needing - you can give. 

“We’ll sell this place and buy one somewhere close to where they live, and swap what you’ve got now for - what you had.”

Well that’s precisely what we did… and I’m so very glad we're both around to help my 

Mom and Dad. 

The town is short on doctors and I opened up a practice.  I only wish I’d done so at the 

start. 

It took me thirty years to learn that living in a town as small as ours does wonders for the heart!
Every now and then I treat a classmate!   What a gas.   It’s always so much fun to reminisce. 

I knew that I’d be happier for havin' moved back home, but never dreamed it’d be as sweet as this. 

What I’m tryin' to tell you is ---  if you - like me - were born in or even near a tiny town…

If you move away for work, chances are, my friend… there’ll come a day you’ll wish 

you’d turned it down!      
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                                       The Violin
Once upon a dusty shelf, half-hidden by the rafters, I chanced upon a fine old violin.

Quite surprised to find it, I could tell that it was old, and wondered whose device it 
might have been.

“Dad,” I hollered, “come on up here.  Look at what I found. A fiddle… and I think it’s pretty old.” 

Dad came running up the stairs to join me in the attic, and here’s the actual story that he told:

“I forgot my father’s violin was even up here. It needs to come back down, where it belongs. 

Grandpa bought it shortly after he an’ Flo got married.  I’ll bet it knows at least a thousand songs.

“I remember, as a boy, the hours and hours of screeching, as Dad began to work at what we swore -

By the time he’d mastered it would drive us all insane, or maybe even very much before!
“But, with time, the screeching and the squealing disappeared... until, at last… on almost every day… 

Wafting through our tiny home, the lilting of concertos and minuets would float, as Dad would play.”

Learning this would puzzle me, for now - at thirty-five - I’d never known he’d played 
the violin!
I asked my dad the reason. He said, “When your Grandma died, he put it down…and never played again!
“She was just about your age when fever took her down, and just a few days later, stole her life. 

Grandpa serenaded her until she passed away. The playing stopped the day he lost his wife.
“You know what… give me that.  I’ll see if I can tune it. We’ll take it to the nursing home tonight.                                                                                                                                  I’ll just bet he’ll recognize it. Prob’ly cheer him up. It ought to be a very welcome sight.”

And that’s exactly what we did.  But when we reached his room, and, all together, 

sprung the big surprise, 

The knowing smile that warmed our hearts was very much expected -- but when we saw 
the tears that filled his eyes -
We began to wonder if he truly understood… these 'people' - who were standing ‘round his bed
Actually were his fam’ly - and it looked as though the ploy would not pan out the way 

my father’d said.

But then, to our amazement - with an even bigger smile, he reached to take the instrument and bow, 

And promptly - with his fragile hands - began to fill the air with sounds which from but violins can flow.

The serenade was wonderful.  It thrilled our little group.  And as the music drifted down the hall… 

It was simply beautiful, and as we watched him play, our tears of pride - and joy - began to fall.

All of us were spellbound by his playing, for, you see… his mind had failed him several years ago,

And by my father’s eyes I knew - the tune he’d picked to play - was the one he’d used to say “Goodbye” to Flo!
                                   One o’ These Days…
          My father, like a lot of dads, was always making statements,

vowing that the three of us would take exotic trips.
The ones we actually took were simply journeys into town… 
his promised ones were those that called for trains, or planes… or ships. 

“One o’ these days,” he told me once, “we’ll run on down to Bixby…

an’ you an’ me an’ Mom ‘ll see ourselves a picture show!
We’ll wait until they say they’re showin’ a Jimmy Stewart film. 

When Jimmy’s in ‘em… don’t take much to get you’re mom to go.  

“We’ll prob'ly have to beg a bit ‘cause movies ain’t exactly 

somethin’ she’d be quick to pick for how to spend a buck.

And you know Mother - bless her soul --- she’d sooner buy the makin’s 

for clothes we need -- or make an extra payment on the truck.  

“An’ one of these days the three of us ‘ll see that darned Hawaii. 

We’ll sell the old jalopy that your Granddad passed us down. 

Up until you came along that car was all we had,

aside from that old buggy, son… fer makin’ runs to town. 

“No idea how much it costs to fly to them there islands, 

but shouldn’t be a whole lot more than Grandpa’s car ‘d bring.
Ya’ know, Leverl… except for when we made that trip to Denver 

to make your Uncle Leonard’s funeral… we ain’t done a thing!
“An’ one of these days we’ll lock this place up tight and take a road trip.  

We’ll see that ol’ Grand Canyon… then head north and see Pike’s Peak.

Prob'ly oughta give some thought to buyin’ a station wagon… 

I’m sure that doin’ both those things would take us near a week!
“Trouble is, like most of us who farm, it’s mostly winter-times 
that offer opportunities to take a family trip.

We’d booked a flight to Birmingham, remember - last November - 

to see Aunt Pearl, but canceled when your mother broke her hip.

              “An’ one of these day, I promise, son… I’ll drag out that old jon boat.

We’ll fix that leak an’ take ‘er down to Silver Glacier Lake.

I know your mom ‘ld go for that ‘cause - every single summer -
              she lets me know that goin’ there’s a trip she’d love to make. 

“Fishin’ ain’t expensive, and it ain’t but forty miles, 

so, more than likely, that’s one place we’ll actually get to go.

I know I’ve made some lofty claims for things I’d like to do,  

and if we’ll ever get them done, well… I don’t rightly know…

“But, one of these days, I’ll keep my word… an’ you an’ me an’ Mom

‘ll take whatever dough we’ve got and - like you know we’ve tried -

Pack our bags and head to -- who knows where.”     Trouble is…

              at somewhere close to nine o’clock last night… my father died!
                                Tough Love and Hugs
       “Where the heck do they learn this crap?” one dad asked another.

When we were kids - we never talked like that!
“Almost every kid I knew at least went out for sports…

No wonder half the kids today are fat!”
Every boy that could would mow at least his family’s lawn,

And many had, like me - a paper route.

Now they’re wearin' gross tattoos, and pants that show their ass, 

And skipping tons o' school - or - droppin' out!
If the parents of the troubled ones would only pull their heads out,

And focus more attention on their kid,

Most would get much better grades - ignore the fashion fads -

And not destroy their lives - like many did. 
Some are highly qualified, and do a super job

Of bringing up their kids, but as a rule…

Most are too preoccupied, and find out far too late

Their kids have actually played them for a fool!
Scenes that twist our youngsters' minds are everywhere they look, 

In theaters - and often on TV! 

And here an' there, in alleyways and corners of our streets,

illicit drugs are sold and even free!
I don’t want my children seeing homeless people begging, 

When shelters offer places they can go,

Or being coyly introduced to controversial lifestyles

On what is claimed to be - a children’s show!
          Parents… take your children back!    There’s evil everywhere.

Some are led astray… some won’t survive.

Let them flounder aimlessly and 'Tragedy' will find them…

So ask yourself… “Why am I alive?”  
          Paying scant attention to the places that they go,

And whom they’re blindly choosing for their friends,
Places most the blame on you, ‘cause, buddy, your front door
Is not where your responsibility ends!”
In almost every circumstance neglect is what’s at fault.

The clues and signs are there, if you just look.

The clothes they choose… the posters in their rooms… and how they talk,

Are virtually every time --- an open book! 
Now far more than ever - they’re exposed to filth and trash.

Why... even twelve-year-olds are dealin' drugs!
So if you love your children, don’t just pray that they’ll be good ---
          Give them what they need -- tough love -- and hugs!
                                    The Salesman 
               A couple weeks ago today, while I was sleeping in,

And lay so very unprepared to have the day begin,

I thought I heard the doorbell ring and slightly twitched my head…

I hoped I had imagined it, so I could stay in bed. 

But, no -  I heard it ring again, and then it rang once more, 

And there was no one home but me to rise and get the door.

I donned a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt and some socks,

Then -- all fired up to kill the jackass - I disarmed the locks! 

By now I had been mumbling to myself - “Who could it be?”

I feared some unsuspecting fool was just about to see

The most perturbed, vindictive dude that they had ever met.

I knew that I was on the verge of blowing up, and yet…

Somewhere from my inner soul I felt a soothing grip.

I took a breath to calm myself, and… biting on my lip…

I slowly turned the deadbolt, then stepped back and swung the door
To find a person standing there I couldn’t have hated more!
It was a - traveling salesman… with a suitcase in his hand!
I glared at him, but it was clear, he did not understand.

And before I had a chance to say one solitary word,

He opened up with the biggest pile of crap I’d ever heard!
He stood there like a robot, with a grin from ear to ear, 

Claiming if he sold ‘just one more item’ for the year

               He would be the winner of a really super prize.

I stood there, stifling curse words, thinking - ‘Most of these are lies!’

               I tried to hide my feeling of contempt as best I could,

Knowing -- what he hadn’t yet surmised -- he shortly would!
Immediately my mind began to calculate -- revenge --

And then I thought… I’ve got it… I’ll feign a buying binge!
“Well come on in,” I chuckled, “real nice day.”  (The man agreed).

“I’m sure you’ll have a lot of things a guy like me will need.

“Would you care for coffee - or a soft drink - or some wine?

I just got my tax return… I’d love to view your line.

“I’ll need gifts for all my kids.  My nieces… nephews… friends.

The list of those I need to buy for… it just never ends!
“This could be the biggest order you have ever had.

I’ll bet you’re going to have to use your very biggest pad.

“Do you have a limit on what just one man can buy?”

The look that question put upon his face ‘bout made me die.

“Not at all,” he beamed, then said, “this means I’ll get my prize.”

(He still had not perceived the vengeance lurking in my eyes)!
“I hope that you don’t mind,” I said, “I’d like to pay in cash.

And when can I expect the goods?”   (I wanted to say trash).

               “Almost right away,” he smiled, “we make them in our shop.

We work a week or two and then, a bunch of us will stop

“And try to sell them door-to-door… that keeps our prices low!
It’s all we can afford, ya' see… and you will never know

“How much I appreciate your looking at my things,

And how much joy and happiness the income from them brings.

               “Looks as though I’ll win the prize, for he who does the best

Gets an extra special little hug from all the rest.”

               He opened up his suitcase and displayed some handmade toys.

“Everything I handle's made by homeless girls and boys.

               “Some have minor flaws, of course, but - like the toys - they’re mine,

               And you will never see a frown on our assembly line!”

I just stood there… reeling from the anger that I’d felt.

But warmed by what he’d said, I grabbed the chance that I’d been dealt.

“Give me five of everything,” I said.    “No… make that ten,”

And wound up buying a little handmade toy for all my kin!
 I thanked the man profusely… and then on his way he went…

         And that’s the most rewarding money I have ever spent.

                            A Few Small Flaws Is Fine
Because the town where I grew up in Maine was so darn small - the folks who made the road maps had elected not to show it! 
Just twenty-seven houses!    If there hadn’t been a sign - passers-by would miss the place and never even know it!
I’m an only-child, and most the other kids were older, so it was often tricky findin' ways for havin' fun.

And yet, despite the lack of friends, I’d grow up there again - just to spend whatever time I could with only one!
Two doors down from our place sat an old decrepit shanty.  The man that lived there, all alone, I knew as only, “Jim”, 

And on the days when all the kids my age were not around, to wile away the empty hours, I’d often turn to him.

Jim was kind o' quirky when it came to his possessions.   He seemed to favor faulty things… with missing parts… and flaws! 

Why, even Jim’s old collie was a smidgen short o’ perfect. Although he walked and ran quite well… he only had three paws!
Buster was pretty dog.  His fur was long and glossy.  And I can guarantee you that - of all the larger breeds -

None, as far as I’m concerned, make better friends than collies, and ones like sweet old Buster are what every child needs!
I couldn’t have loved him even slightly more if he’d been mine.   He lived ‘til I was nine years old and, on the day he died, 

Jim and I, together, dug his grave, and to this day… every time I’ve thought about the things we did… I’ve cried.

He pulled me in a wagon that was made from faded boards that Jim tore off a twister- mangled barn just west o’ town.

The county boys were blown away when Jim said, “Hell… don’t burn it.  Give me seven days, or maybe eight… I’ll have ‘er down!”

In exchange for pulling nails and helping stack the lumber, Jim, to keep a promise, took some wheels from broken trikes…                                                                                   Ones that folks had thrown away but he, of course, had salvaged - (‘cause broken things are what the truly frugal person likes) -
Sawed some excess, half-inch threaded rod from off his windmill - absolutely perfect for the axles that he made…

(By the way, the windmill - like most everything he owned, worked just fine, despite its flaw -- the fan was short a blade) - 

Did a little drillin' and some grindin' here and there, and then - to build the wagon’s cab…he used the weathered wood. 

I can’t recall a thing I’ve ever owned I cherished more, despite the fact that…with its flaws… it didn’t look too good.

Harnessed to the wagon’s tongue with brand new bailing twine, Buster'd gladly pull me 
down the sidewalk - end to end.

I quickly taught him 'go' an' 'stop' - an' 'left' an' 'right'… and 'faster'… an' ain't no way a 
youngster could have had a finer friend.

That ugly homemade wagon - that I earned for helping Jim -- tethered to old Buster with that harness made of twine --

Doubled - on the days that we played 'Cowboys' - as a stagecoach, and I - despite the way 
it looked - was proud to call it mine!
He had an old gray tomcat that I’d always see out hunting.  Ya' knew that he belonged to Jim the minute that you saw
The one odd thing about him:  When he’d sit an' wash his face… the paw he’d use to 

do it had this huge protruding claw!
His kitchen chairs were fancy, and, of course, were all antique, but some had different carvings, and were made from different woods. 

But I am here to testify… no matter where I sat… the lemonade and the cookies that we shared were just as good.

It’s seems a little strange that someone known for being cheap - wound up being one to whom I’ll always be in debt! 

And I am not the only one who owes a lot to Jim.   Here’s a special thing he did I never will forget!
Amidst a monster blizzard on a late December night - with gravel roads like ours the 

ones the county boys cleared last -

Having had a heart attack, Joshua Baxter’s wife knew he’d need a doctor’s help before 
the storm had passed.

Mrs. Baxter called to have an ambulance come get him, but all were out collecting people injured in the storm.

The doctor guaranteed her they would send one when they could, and told her -- 'In the meantime, lay him down, and -- keep him warm!'
Because she’d never driven, she began to call her neighbors, hoping she could find a friend to drive them in to town.
We were down in Brewer on that godforsaken night, and every other neighbor - so she told us, let her down! 
Except for one --                                                                                                         

Knowing - for the way he was - he didn’t have a phone… Mrs. Baxter - terrified - her prospects looking dim - 

Turned in desperation to the man they all thought 'odd', and fought the driving frigid wind to try her luck - with Jim.
Forcing back the screen door through the nearly blinding snow, “My husband’s had a heart attack!” was all she had to say. 

“I couldn’t get an ambulance, and everyone’s afraid of driving in this blizzard.  I’ve just got to find a way
To get him to a doctor. Do you even have a car?” He saw the fear within the eyes of Joshua’s sobbing wife,

And - not afraid of anything - (this guy was tough as nails) - and not the type to miss a chance to save a person’s life…

He grabbed ahold of Dora (as she tells it), by the arm… spun her ‘round and told her -- “You just get him set to go. 

I’ll fire up the Edsel, and we’ll run 'im in to Parkwood.   She’s got a darn good heater... 
and she ain’t afraid o’ snow!
“You just get him bundled up... I’ll help you walk him out... and don’t you worry about 
a thing… he’s gonna be all right.”

And though they made it in just fine, I’m sure they both had doubts when Jim pulled up to load 'em on that cold and dangerous night.

The Edsel, as you might expect, was not a thing of beauty. All four doors were different colors… true to form for Jim. 

The windshield had a great big crack and half the grill was gone, but sure enough -- despite the fact the car was not a gem --

Driven by, I swear, the greatest guy I’ve ever known -- once again he proved that -- while they're certainly not the best -- 

Things with 'imperfections' - even big ones - if you’ll let them - often do the trick just 
fine, and usually pass the test!
The point I’m trying to make is this:  It isn’t always wise to struggle for 'perfection' when it comes to those we love. 

A truly 'perfect mate' is - as you know - a trick to find… and searching for a partner that will - 'fit you like a glove' -

Sometimes ends up costing you the choice you should have made! Depending on the circumstance - “a few small flaws is fine”… 
And I am living proof because, you see… for all these years - amazingly - my darling wife’s been putting up with mine!
                     You’re Wrong About 'Old-Man-Barker'
“Elawishus Barker is the meanest man in Georgia. Absolutely cold as ice… and hard as nails t’ boot.

I’ve actually never met the guy, but - based on what I’ve heard - everyone in Pinkerton despises that old coot!”
That’s what I was told when I was seven - by my father… and everyone, except the preacher, thought that it was true.

But after what we’ve learned tonight, if you still feel the same and think you need to hate him, well… I guess that’s up to you.
All these years I’ve looked the other way when he’d pass by, sure that, if he smiled at me, I’d let my father down. 

Worried I might smile back… I’d hated without knowing… much the same as prob’ly most the people in our town.
Turns out most the folks who, in the past, have worked in Pinkerton -- along with those who’re workin’ now have this man to thank. 

Elawishus owned the mill -- the factory -- and the stockyards… and almost every home in town was financed by his bank.
Never knew he’d covered what the city'd failed to raise to get ourselves a fire station -- ninety thousand bucks!
Didn’t know, behind the scenes, he’d helped to fund the county so they could buy the “First Alerts” their fancy rescue trucks.
Didn’t know he paid to have the Opera House restored.   Built the brand new library. 
Gave the park its pool. 

And now that Reverend Willard’s told us all the things he did to help us in so many ways… I feel like such a fool.
I forgive my father for the comments that he made, remembering how he’d told me, “Son… I’ve never met the guy.” 

And maybe I can find a way to ease the shame I feel… knowing… when it comes to 
having met him… nor had I!
Funny how so many think the “rich” are cold and heartless… filled with great disdain for those who struggle to survive, 

While all the while - behind the scenes, some of them are doing things for which we’d feel they were the finest folks alive!
So if an' when you catch yourself disparaging the wealthy… you might be wise to offer them the benefit of the doubt. 
It may turn out that you one day discover someone 'rich' - without your actually knowing it - in some way helped you out!
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                                    The Great Escape                 

The wind was gusting wildly and the sun had disappeared when I would head for work that rather cool and blustery day. 
Feeling a little anxious as I backed out of the drive, I turned on the radio to listen on my way.

Completely unpredicted, I was stunned to see the storm driving small debris and even branches down the street, 

And while I virtually always wore my seat belt when I drove - I paused to double check 
that I was buckled in my seat!
Only seven blocks from home, I saw the twister coming.  I’d always watched the news to see tornadoes do their thing. 

The air was filled with splintered wood and flying shards of glass, and - even half a mile away - I clearly heard it 'sing'!
Roaring like a freight train with an engine fueled by wind, it weaved around at random 
as it tore our town apart. 

I watched in fear to see how close the monster actually was… so completely terrified, 
it nearly stopped my heart.
Realizing just how great the danger had become, I started searching frantically for someplace in the lurch
Where I might find protection, and that was when I spotted the unpretentious building that appeared to be… a church!
Not a stained-glass window or a steeple to be seen… the only clue to what it was stood proudly on her lawn.

A modest sign that simply read - “Within ye shall be saved” - lured me to the safest place I’d learn I could have gone.

Feeling this might be the only way to save my life - with no real way of knowing what 
the storm would choose to rend -

I left my car and ran to where the little building stood, then forced my way inside, as I 

could smell the killing wind!
I scanned the room and saw an open Bible on the altar - raced to kneel before it, then began to say a prayer.

I remember thinking… with the way that I’ve ignored Him… how could I be fool enough to think that God would care?

I could easily hear the wind - destroying as it moved.  The howling and the ripping sounds were more than I could bear.

I curled up on the floor before the altar, scared to death, while just outside the remnants 
of my world were -- in the air!
Gone but seconds later, I would feel an eerie silence!   In just a couple minutes it had come and gone… but still --

In the welcome quiet lurked a cold, foreboding feeling, and knowing that tornadoes only came to maim… and kill,

I sat there actually shaking from the brush I’d had with 'Death' - and having been a witness to the tempest just outside - 

I would come to realize that I'd been truly lucky for had I taken refuge somewhere else - 

I might have died!
Opening the door to what had truly been my 'Savior'… I would scan the desolation - rife 

with butchered trees -
And see the remnants of my car… upside down and burning… and I, to do my penance, once again fell to my knees!
I knew that I’d escaped what almost surely would have killed me… and understood that     I had found for what so many search.                                                                                   The majesty is meaningless.  It’s prayer that saves our souls… and I am living proof we can be saved -- within the Church!
                                     The Beggar

His clothes were torn and dirty, and his hair and beard a mess. He truly looked as though he very rarely took a bath! 

My instincts had me hating him, and I recall the anger and great disdain that surfaced when he stepped into my path.

As deep inside a part of me was thoroughly repulsed, I felt a strong suspicion that…despite the way he was…

He must have had alternatives to begging on the street! (For years I’d been convinced that almost every beggar does).

Apparently oblivious to what my telling eyes - and icy cold demeanor would so blatantly display,

This desperate, dirty, virtually worthless bum would have the nerve to offer me an open hand - then look at me and say -

“Sir, I hate to bother you but I’ve been out of work for quite a while and I was wondering, could you spare some change?” 

“Not today - or any day,” I barked… “go find a job!”  Then I began to notice - there was something rather strange…

Even quite familiar, in the way it seemed to feel to stand there… just before him… in the reaches of my mind.

“I tried to make it on my own,” his voice was soft and meek, “and I would not be begging now had fate been less unkind.”

I stood there, almost hypnotized by how he’d made his plea, perplexed about the aura of his tired and weathered face. 

My rage would slowly soften as I contemplated why I felt as though I knew him… from another time - and place.

And then… still undecided, but reminded by my thoughts - that standing there - in need - but for the grace of God - was I… 
Mercy warmed my icy heart… compassion had its way… and I would gently quiz him, as 

I looked him in the eye ---

“Something has me wondering... have we ever met before?”   I handed him a dollar, and he said… “God bless you, sir…
And, yes, we have… but I suspect you’re going to be  surprised when I inform you when, and even more so -- where we were!
“The ‘beggar’ is a role I play… to search for those in need.  This is how I dress… and how I look… to walk the street...
But every Sunday those I’ve ‘found’ will come to visit me - and join my flock - inside 
my church… to worship -- at my feet!”
                                                 'Old Man' Crabb
Sixty some odd years ago, when I was just a kid, our home was on the very edge of town.

The man that lived next door to us - a Mr. - O. M. Crabb - for years would wear the - 'mean an' ornery' crown! 

If anyone in Pinkerton had cause to really hate him, and felt - at first - the guy was hard 

to like -

It was me, ‘cause --- havin’ left it sitting in his driveway --- when backin’ out one day --- 
he crushed my trike!
Well… quite a crowd showed up today to tell the man goodbye!!   Most of them were older folks, like me

Who understood that those who felt that Orville was a miser, without a doubt were wrong as they could be.

So… later, at the diner - when some youngster made this comment: “Bet ya’ half the town is glad he’s dead!”

I commenced to settin’ him an’ all his buddies straight… an’ this right here’s precisely what I said:
“All you young’ns figure that the crown was his to wear because you’ve never seen him laugh or smile,

But each of you’ve, unwittingly, condemned him in your minds without so much as givin' him a trial!
“Each of you’ve convicted him on nothing more than hearsay, and joined the fools that called him - ‘Old Man Crabb’,

But I have known the truth about the man since I was ten - when I observed him pickin'
up the tab
“For Henrietta Pendleton - to buy her children clothes… she’d lost her husband, Clete, 

in ‘42!
Orville Crabb was always helpin’ folks to make ends meet… which ain’t the sort o’ thing that misers do!
“Fact is, most the older folks in town are sad as hell. They know some things you younger folks don’t know.

Like… way back in the 20s - as the men returned from war - he’d look for those that had 

no row to hoe 

“And offer them positions at his fact’ry - or his drug store… businesses he started just for them!
Today those peoples’ grandkids... unaware their 'want for nothing' is due, almost exclusively, to him...

“Tear the guy to pieces with their jokes and nasty comments, painting him a cold and selfish man. 

But if you’d care to listen to me prove it isn’t true… with much of what I know… I’m sure 

I can.

“An only child, he helped his father work their tiny farm, which came to him the day his father died. 

He worked the place alone at first then - not far down the road - met the gal that soon became his bride.

“Anna Mae and Orville cleared another twenty acres, and when his neighbors - north and south - retired,

Orville wisely bought their farms… and why so many loved him stems from just a few of those he hired!
“Some o’ these are tidbits that I overheard at Snippy’s - an’ when it comes to Pinkerton, 

I swear -

Pret’ near every big event gets tossed around a while whenever them old farts ‘re cuttin’ hair.

“They've been shavin' most the town since back when I was born... an’ now and then, while waitin’ for a chair...

Somethin’ Orville did when we were kids ‘ll get discussed.   Happens almost every time I’m there. 

“Like - Billy Burke - who’d planned to one day run his daddy’s place, but lost an arm while fightin’ overseas.

Orville paid to put him through some auto school - in Dayton… bought the lot just south o’ Norma Lee’s…

“Built a brand new fillin’ station... named it - “Burke’s Garage”... and after redesigning 

half the tools 

Billy’d need to do the work he’d always wanted to -- and well prepared by what he’d learned in schools --

“When his dad retired the place was handed down to Bill… and Burke’s Garage is still 

the best in town

At everything from fixin’ tires to overhaulin’ engines -- and you’ll not find a Burke who’ll cut him down!
“A bunch o’ kids in Pinkerton - most of them my age - were left with only mothers - from the war.

Those mothers were the very ones the child-care place on Brady -- built, young man, by Orville Crabb -- was for!
“Eddy Joe Devine returned with half his groin destroyed… a wound that very nearly took his life.

A nurse he’d met in Paris while recovering took his ring… and 'til he passed - she nursed him - as his wife! 

“But wanting children desperately - but now no longer able to - and knowing of his brush with death in France,

Orville figured - caring for a bunch of kids would help… and let them run his orphanage for the chance. 

“I forgave him years ago for boogerin’ up my trike.   (I can’t believe I actually left it there)!

Besides… he made it up to me.   Ya’ see - ‘bout ten years back… Orville went an’ bought me this here chair!
“I’d been lookin’ around for one ‘cause both my knees 're shot… but couldn’t afford to 

buy one on my own,

When Orville came an’ got me -- wrote a check to make it mine -- and told me, “Truman, this is not a loan!”   

“She’ll go darn close to 20 miles before she needs a charge... an' though it ain’t the best I’ve ever seen…
It was FREE… no strings attached… so you boys watch your mouths, an’ don’t be tellin’ folks that he was mean!
“Back when he was younger he was everybody’s buddy, workin’ side by side with Anna Mae.

Always helpin’ needy folk, right up ‘til the end, when Anna had a stroke and passed away.

“That was when he changed a bit - but that’s to be expected - and if he rarely smiled the reason why
Is… just like anybody else… his heart was broke in two… the way a heart ‘ll do when loved ones die. 

“No sir… you’d be quite surprised to learn how many fam’lies consider him the finest friend they had.

Oh… I can see how folks your age ain’t sad to see him go… but truth is - he was simply terribly sad -

“But mean?   No way!   That old man spent most o' what he had to minimize the pain in peoples’ lives, 

But - just like me - he got depressed --- the way that most men will when battles lost to illness take their wives. 

“Best you learn the facts about a man before you judge ‘im… you’re far too unaware to 

be a fan…
But, take my word… there ain’t no mean or nasty words that fit him… and I have never known a finer man!
                               Count Your Blessings
                What was that I heard you say about how bad you feel? 

I think you said you’d never had a more disgusting day.

First thing in the morning, your alarm did not go off.

The lotto’s fifty million bucks, and you forgot to play!
Early morning sprinkles has your SUV a mess,

And you’re not sure how anyone can live with all this stress.

The morning paper never came, and so you had to call.

And if you wanted something from the sale out at the mall
You would have to go tonight (at 9 o’clock, it ends),

But this was, sadly, Wednesday night… when most your 'shows' are on!
You thought you’d simply tape them, but the deck is in the shop,

And now you say, with all of this… your nerves are nearly gone!
The faucet in the lower level bathroom’s got a 'drip',

And you just found what's lookin' like a cold sore on your lip!
Someone has to walk the dog.   The grass is awfully long.

                And you’re not sure that you can cope if one more thing goes wrong!
Let me tell you something that I think you need to know.

The problems you are dealing with are bothersome, and real…

But if you knew what life was like for people like myself…

You’d understand how fortunate and thankful you should feel.

                The cost for what I fight to stay alive with keeps me broke --

                And your complaints, compared to mine, are, trust me, dear -- a joke!
While you’re repaired with aspirin… I’m on - chemotherapy!
Life for life… I guarantee… you’d never trade with me.
                Don’t misunderstand me, dear… to you - your life seems rough.

You fight to get the kids to school, and be to work on time,

But these are merely “minor pains” that come with daily life.

Compared to what I live with every day… your life’s sublime!
I only hope you’ll one day see how fortunate you are -
And learn that missing papers - and a slightly dirty car
Don’t amount to all that much… believe me… it gets worse!
          Just be glad you’re getting by without -- a live-in nurse!
                'Puppy-Love' can be overwhelming… and is typically unforgettable...

                                      The Saga of Margie and Tim
                            Obviously smitten by a childhood crush,

In his very first skirmish with - 'Love', 
This little fella was led to believe
That - with help from the moon up above -

He could convey - through its mystical powers -

His love for the girl of his dreams!
                            Soooooooo… having been told that his lunar companion -

                            By using celestial beams -

Could carry his thoughts to the one he adores

Were he merely to mention her name -

Just after midnight, he looks to the sky,

And adheres to the rules of the game! 

Wide-eyed and anxious, lit by the moon, 

With a small bedroom window to frame, 

“Margie”, he beckons -- praying she hears,

                            As he desperately whispers her name.

Then lifting the sash -- at tippy-toe-high
And spilling his curls on the sill --

                            Again he appeals to his partner for help…

Naively expecting it still.

                            Fin’ly assuming the moon - in this instance -

                            Has possibly failed in its search -- 

But driven by needs he’s determined to fill --

                            Discouraged -- he falls from his perch

                            To kneel, once again, at the edge of his bed, 

And has no more than whispered his prayer, 

When…all of a sudden… ever so faint… 

                            On the warmest and sweetest of air… 

                             A delicate breeze seems to offer a murmur - 

                             And checking the sky with a glance - 

He peers through the window - expectantly searching - 

And -- tasting his tears on the chance

That Margie has heard him - and, in her reply, 

                             Is definitely calling out -- "Tim" --

As loud as he can he cries - “Margie… I love you” -
At last… she is answering him!
                            But it’s late.   The sandman is waiting. 

                            And despite he’s delighted… he weeps. 

Curled up with a smile… he sniffles a while… 

                            And drifts through his dream… 

                            As he sleeps...

                                If Only In My Sleep
The six of us were lined up side-by-side and digging in. We crushed our soles against the blocks, as we prepared to run,

And when I faintly heard my father’s voice from in the stands, I felt that this could be the finest thing I’d ever done.
I pinned my fingers tightly to the glossy bed of stone, then like a runner always does, I twisted in my cleats.

I thought, for just an instant, of the hours and hours of practice and all the expectations 
of the loved ones in those seats.
One last look to verify that all was in its place, with every ounce of strength I had, I pressed against the blocks,

Then glanced with great conviction at the finish line ahead, just fifty yards before me…down the trail of shiny rocks.
The air was filled with cheering by the fans within the bleachers, yet I would hardly notice… though their cries were very loud. 

My sole concern was listening for the voices of my family, who'd always try their hardest to be heard above the crowd.
Then all were quickly silenced when the starter raised his gun. I took a final breath and felt my muscles tighten up. 

This would be the last of all the races run that day. The score was tied, and… if I won…our team would win the cup.
But when he fired the pistol, I was wakened by the sound.   It startled me to consciousness, and I would lie and weep. 

The race was just a dream, you see… like many times before… where I would be a 
'super-star'… if only in my sleep!
See… I’m a quadriplegic, and so - every now and then - I run these corny races while I 
lie asleep - in bed!                                                                                                                         Knowing I’ll never feel the thrill of actually running one -- I simply have to settle for imagined ones instead.
                                   The Shoplifters
Just a couple months ago, while heading home from work, I stopped to grab some basics at a small-town grocery store. 

I’d only just begun to wander through the crowded aisles to find the few important things that I had come in for,

When I would overhear a pair of whispering teenage kids as I would crouch to read the price on something near the floor.

I could easily hear the shame within their frantic voices, “I can’t believe we have to steal,” the first would softly say.

The other voice would answer, in a frank but worried tone, “We have to have these pills, Denise… and there’s no other way. 

If Justin’s fever doesn’t break, I don’t know what we’ll do.  We can’t afford a doctor…

and we have no means to pay.”

The two had no idea at all that they were not alone. They had no way of knowing that 
their every private word

Was coursing through the mind of someone poised so very near.  Sharing plans to steal, 
of course, would not have been preferred, 

And I would stay there, motionless, and contemplate the point where I would go and 

tell the clerk about what I’d just heard.

“I suppose we have to,” said a trembling young Denise. “If Justin weren’t so very sick…

I know we’d never steal.” 

“No, of course not,” said her partner in their tiny crime, “and I know you can understand how bad it makes me feel.” 

“Yes, I can,” she answered him, “and Kevin, please believe me… in my heart I know this need for medicine is real.

“OK, now,” she softly said.  “Oh, God, this makes me sick!    Let’s go… before I start to cry.   I’ve never felt so sad!
If only there were some way we could pay for Justin’s pills, but when I checked his fever last, well… it was really bad.”

And when the nervous couple walked from out behind the aisle, I saw, at last, the anxious and the desperate mom and dad.

When they saw me kneeling there, their faces froze with fear. The guilt within their tearful eyes betrayed their little sin.

For just a moment, no one moved, but then my heart dissolved, and I stood up and said, “Hey Kevin… how the heck ya’ been? 

Hi, Denise… and how’s that little Justin?   By the way… I was kind o’ hopin’ I would 
see you guys again.

“Here’s that hundred dollars that you loaned me back in June.  I’m sorry that it took so long to fin’ly get you paid!”

They knew I could have turned them in, but when they saw me wink, they both would quickly comprehend the choice that I had made. 

Kevin squeezed Denise’s hand, and gave his son a kiss, then stepped behind a counter where the papers were displayed

And pulled the pills he’d stolen from the pocket of his pants. And when he reappeared, Denise broke down, and said to me -- 

“You must be an angel.   We’re so grateful for your help.   How can we repay you… we’re as broke as we can be?”

“Just remember,” I replied - “to help somebody else - if and when you get the chance…that will be my fee!”
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                                  You’d Understand    
My wife and I were strolling ‘round our tiny town one evening, hand in hand (we always did), the streets were rather bare, 

Something we would often do if not too cold or windy… our little ritual, once a week, one loop around the square.

We’d made this little circuit in our old New Hampshire village almost every Friday night for forty-seven years!
But on this night - both of us were very deeply saddened when we discovered something that would bring us both to tears.

Long ago, the fire hydrants stood like little sentries… standing guard for quaint cafés and charming friendly stores. 

Fancy fluted streetlights burning gas, their fires dancing, lined the streets of cobblestone and warm inviting doors.

Year by year, the tiny shops had fought to stay in business, and - though a bunch could not survive - a few are holding on.

But now the one we’d really hoped would somehow win its battle… now the one we’d always prayed would last ‘til we were gone…

Wore beneath its gilded sign the words:   “We’re out of business.”  I was dabbing tears as Kathryn softly squeezed my hand. 

This had been the oldest jewelry store in Benton County!   The one where I had proudly purchased Kathryn’s wedding band,
And where I’d always purchased little trinkets for her birthdays, and where, for forty-seven anniversaries, I'd stop 

To pick out something special for my very special lady.  We prob’ly own at least a hundred items from that shop.

Just beside the entry door, in great big whitewash letters, passing headlights briefly lit…    'This building is for sale'.

We would stand there, brokenhearted, quietly reminiscing... having feared that, someday, like the others, it would fail.

Pinkerton has always been a lovely place to live, but smaller stores had often not survived the test of time.

Still our minds could clearly see -- reflected in the window -- “Howard Baxter’s Barber Shop,” and, “Woolworth Five 'n' Dime.”

And just across the street there’d been a beauty shop -- a bak’ry -- and 20-table pool room years ago.

It was 'dry', and family run - yet rarely all that busy - and how they stayed in business 

for so long I’ll never know.

Two doors down was a butcher shop, then -- "Millie’s Family Diner".   Millie’s pies were famous for their soft and flaky crust.

Next to that, a movie house, and then -- "Stellinga’s Hardware" -- and - standing on the corner was "New Hampshire Bank and Trust"!
All these things are gone now… and the town is slowly dying… and there are those who'll tell ya' -- “This is how it has to be” --                                                                                   But if you’d lived in Pinkerton… just fifty years ago… you’d understand why me and Kathryn strongly disagree!
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                                            Reunited
The wind was whisking briskly through the January night, as I lay quietly sleeping on my feather mattress bed.

My dreams were filled with azure skies and balmy summer breezes, as scenes of ivory-tinted beaches swirled inside my head.

Twice, at least, I woke to hear the storm at work outside… laboring in the darkness to submerge my world in white.

Our tiny North Dakota farm knew well what storms could do, especially those that showed up close to dusk… then stayed the night.

This was no exception, and the hard, relentless blizzard left its cold deposit while the land was fast asleep.

The early morning light of dawn unveiled a quilt of snow that ranged in places… here and there… from 3 to 4 feet deep!
I am just a poet, so I had no place to be, but still I sensed a desperation lurking deep inside.

I’d seen at least a dozen documentaries where storms had actually almost buried people…some had even died!
But as I peered across the rolling void of wafting flakes, and watched the blinding drifts  of crystal sparkling as they did,                                                                                                  I was overcome with joy when - bursting through my mind - a wave of mem’ries washing in from when I was a kid
Carried me away to when my days were filled with fun by hours and hours of sledding down the sloping piles of snow. 

And as I stood there, staring at the waves that rose and fell, I felt the urge to don my winter garb, and say 'Hello'.

Bundled up in overcoat and pilot’s cap and scarf, and with my finest insulated knee-highs on my feet,

I blazed a virgin pathway from the backdoor of my house down what seemed a foreign, yet familiar, curb-less street.

A wavy, intermittent row of fence-post-tops remained to indicate - like polka dots - the boundaries of my lawn.

The well pump handle, fully raised, appeared a rusty finger pointing at a sky from whence the culprit clouds were gone.

Simply irresistible, I took the freshest breath of frigid air I’ve ever known, then headed toward the shed.

I knew that in that 10-by-10, dilapidated shack, for more than 80 lonely years there’d hung a weathered sled.

Kicking through the depth of snow that buried half the door, I slowly carved a pie-shaped void to gain my way inside.                                                                                                 And once I’d lit the lantern, I would spot it hanging there, in what had been - for all that time - a perfect place to hide.
Just across the way… and so completely just the same as I had left it resting there so many years ago…

Staring back at me I saw my “Flexible Flyer” sled, with runners worn from endless rides down hills of drifted snow.
It momentarily hypnotized me… left me in a trance!   I felt the warmth of happy tears that crept into my eyes,
And wondered, as I crossed the floor, if it was fair to hope that I might be a long lost friend that it would recognize.

Pausing for a moment more, to watch it... undisturbed, I reached to touch the fading stencil… faint, but clearly there, 

And as my eyes caressed the rusty frame and tattered rope, I once again would clearly feel the love we used to share.

From deep within, a tiny voice I seldom hear these days, whispered softly, “Hey, old buddy… thanks for droppin’ in. 

It’s really great to see you, and you’re looking pretty good. I think of you on snowy days, and - every now and then - 

“Through that frosty window - on the backside of the shed - when little groups of children wander close enough to see… 

I can once again relive those happy winter days when you would come and take me down and - ride the slopes with me.”

Hearts have always had a way of gleaning little comments from almost out of nowhere (and that no one else can hear), 

And I was truly moved to feel those sad, yet tender words - to learn my old companion - through that window at the rear -

Could only hang an' watch the children sledding just outside.  It actually hurt to think about the way it must have felt
To cope with how it used to be - between the snow’s arrival - and when a warmer day passed through and most of it would melt.

There we were… a winter day… and totally surrounded by drifts so firm and sculptured, they were begging for a sled, 

And I could actually feel the most ridiculous temptation stealing in to pose its crazy challenge in my head
To rob me of my senses, and convince me it was time to lift my little friend-of-long-ago from off the hook,

Then course the slopes together… as we did when we were young… and disregard concerns for how the two of us would look!
I was ninety-three years old… the sled was older still… but as we joined the group of children sledding there that day,                                                                                         Like a pair of long lost friends - that now were - reunited - the two of us, again, were like two little kids - at play.
                                Different Perspectives

Despite the fact that I was born and raised where I was living, I’d never actually taken time to see the city’s sights. 

With all its great museums, and its theaters, and parks, I knew that it could take at least a week of days and nights.

I’d been grabbing taxicabs to finally make the rounds, and had a fairly lengthy list of places left to see,

When I would notice… in the mirror… the profile of a man that I could see was crying…and would not look at me.

As we made our way through town, he sniffled now and then. I felt a little sad for him, 
but had no time to care,

And when we reached the landmark where I’d planned to disembark, I opened up my billfold and prepared to pay the fare.

I could somehow sense the man was really quite distraught, and as he told me what I owed, within his troubled voice,

The sound of great despair would prove - despite my lack of time - that trying to console him was - for me - the better choice.

Expectantly, again I tried the mirror to find his eyes… (most the cabbies I have seen communicate this way),

But still the man refused to show the 'windows to his soul'. The ones which, in a lot of cases… give ones thoughts away.

“Is there something I can do?   You seem to be upset,” I quizzed him very gently, as I leaned to pay my fare. 

“Yesterday,” he softly cried, “I lost my only son. He suddenly died - in pain - without a single loved one there.

“You see… he was a soldier.  And I’m proud of him for that… and I believe that killing for your country’s not a sin… 

But if we’re gonna sacrifice the lives of those we love to pay for what they’re dying for…we’d damn-well better win!”

“I’m very sorry for your loss - and I agree,” I said - “but even vict’ry has a bitter taste when someone dies.
Let the meter run,” I volunteered, “I’ll pay the time.”  And that was when he looked into the mirror and - found my eyes!
“Tell me more about your son,” I cautiously went on. “Was he still a single man… or did he have a wife?”                                                                                                                        “He was twenty-one... and had been married for a year,” he answered me abruptly, “and,   the day he lost his life,

“She gave birth to what, of course, will be his only son.  His loving wife will proudly raise the little boy they had,

And when he gets to be the age where children can be told, we’ll try to help him understand what happened to his dad.”

“Even though it’s really sad he’ll never know his father,” - hoping it might help, I posed - “at least he’ll know he died 

Fighting for his country - for a great and noble cause - and lost his life while sharing in our patriotic pride!”

Staring back intensely - through his tears - the cabby said, “I pray that - by the time he’s grown - the fighting will be done.

It’s true, my son was fighting for his country, but you see… a soldier from your country fired the shot that killed my son!”
                                 Isadore LeMaster

Isadore LeMaster was a kind and friendly person who never spoke in haste or told a lie.

The finest vet that Oxford ever had - the guy was special - and if you’ve got the time…

I’ll tell you why.

Oxford was the county seat and claimed, among its residents, the richest and the 
shrewdest men around. 

Agriculture was the most predominant commodity, but rarely did a farmer own his 
ground.

“The Board” - down at the bank - owned every farm for miles around, except for one. 
That farmer owned his land. 

And all the locals knew the score - how those who 'held a seat' - conspired to make him fail to make a stand!
Clifford Yoder, Sr. bought that place in ‘29, when times were hard and debts were tough 

to pay, 

But always found a way to keep abreast of what he owed, while raising seven kids along the way.

When Clifford missed the first and only payment on his farm, the bank sent out a man to repossess.

But in that morning’s mail appeared the cash to make the payment… an unsigned note - with no return address!
The Mercantile -- bank owned, of course -- at times denied him credit when Clifford came to buy supplies and seed, 

And never figured out how he would get his planting done - and somehow always got the things he’d need!
Things like - wire, and bailing twine… insect spray, and lime… and all the seed he’d need to plant his fields. 

They never knew that Isadore was shaving bills for partners who'd work with him to heighten Clifford’s yields!
Always done discreetly, they would buy a little extra of everything they’d need to plant their crop…

Then quietly sneak their surplus items into Clifford’s barn - and slip the wire and twine into his shop.

It was quite the secret ‘mongst a couple dozen farmers - who gladly played their parts 
in leaner years.

The extra things were paid for through the doctor’s special discounts - and Clifford never knew how much his peers -

Along with Doc LeMaster -  did to help him make it through. He never knew whom he would need to thank                                                                                                             For helping him to keep his farm, when all the while “The Board” was workin' hard to break him… at the bank!
And then there was the time when Clifford had to call him out to help him with a foal he daresn’t pull.                                                                                                                  Isadore convinced him that he’d - overpaid him last time - so, therefore, that job’s fee 

was paid in full!
Clifford didn’t argue, but he made him take a pie… perplexed, but thrilled to learn the bill was paid! 

Isadore just smiled and said -- “I’ll gladly pull a foal for any pie or cake Claretta made!”

And when his daughter’s coat sleeve got entangled in an auger, his monumental bills, 

to save her arm -

Had “The Board” suspecting that he’d find no way to pay them, and would, at last, be forced to sell his farm!
But when the bills were totaled - to the family’s great surprise - the proceeds from a “Clifford Yoder Fund”

Easily paid the debt in full… another bullet dodged… while members of “The Board”, 
of course, were stunned!
Who it was that set the fund up Clifford never knew… and benefactors’ names were kept discreet,

But all who gave were well aware of whose idea it was, and knew that - on 'The Board' - he held a seat!
Turns out Doc LeMaster used his prominent position to help the Yoders keep the upper hand,

And stay one step ahead of those who fought to take his farm… the ruthless ones who wanted Clifford’s land.

A member of “The Board” for nearly thirty-seven years, Doc never showed his hand by 
his dissent
When -- ‘how to get the Yoder farm’ -- would top the bank’s agenda.   He knew the way 
the voting always went.

Careful not to argue with their greedy, cold proposals… the others actually thought he shared their views! 

But feigning to agree with them was how he’d always managed to hold his seat - yet…

do as he would choose!
Clifford’s eldest son paid off - and farms - the place today - and sneaky little favors aren’t required.

I’m pretty sure he knows of what the neighbors did to help, and how the doctor’s chain 

of tricks transpired.

It’s hard to tell if any of the others on “The Board” are privy to the help that Orville got, 

But - almost every Sunday - Clifford, Jr. - and his sister - stop to visit Doc LeMaster’s plot,

And lay a spray of flowers just beneath his meager stone - the best, upon his death, he could afford,                                                                                                                  Because of all the sacrifices made to help his friend… and what he’d done to help him…    beat “The Board”!
                                        Nobody

I think it’s nice that people send each other friendly cards, or simply call on birthdays…
or for Christmas… or Thanksgiving. 

And I’m so glad… when someone feels the need to show they care… it’s very easily done today, regardless where they’re living.

But, when you have no family left, and all your friends have died - there are no cards or letters, and there are no friendly calls. 
So some will sit in nursing homes, in fear and desperation, marking every hour they 'wait' 
with every tear that falls.

A very lonely patient in the tiny nursing home where I was working nights, part time, 
to pay my way through school, 

Buzzed me in one evening - after most had gone to sleep - and I assumed he prob’ly needed help to use the stool.

His same redundant small talk… like so many times before… launched my cold and patronizing sequence of replies 

To every all-too-common-phrase I’d heard a zillion times, as… once again… I dodged 
his very sad and lonely eyes.

But something slightly different in the way he spoke that night made me hear his comments.  They were fraught with great disdain. 

Typically, a quiet man, with nothing much to say… I was quite surprised to hear this gentleman complain.

“What have I to live for?   Why, there’s not a soul on earth who’d give a damn if I should die... I might as well be dead!”

His cold and desperate comments really took me by surprise, and caught me unprepared for how to cope with what he’d said.

“You can’t really mean that,” I decisively replied.  “Surely you have family somewhere.  Think about it hard.

I believe I’ve seen you on the phone from time to time, and there beside you, on the nightstand… isn’t that a card?”

“Yes, I sometimes call,” he said... “but I don’t know their names!  I simply dial a number, and pretend I’m phoning friends… 

Until they finally figure out it’s just some dumb old man, and hang up, quite disgusted… and the conversation ends.

“As for what you see there on my nightstand… yes, it is... but you’d be quite surprised 

by learning who the card is from. 

Every card I’ve got for years was sent by me - to me… and then I do my best to act delighted when they come!
“At three I was an orphan… my foster folks are gone... I never had a sibling… and my friends were very few.

The calls and cards are make believe, so, please forgive me, son… I actually only rang            you in… so I could talk with you!”

                                 Nothing Compares

Last year, on a private tour of Italy and Spain, I saw the Coliseum and cathedrals…  
so sublime.

I found it hard to comprehend the patience and the skill it took to build those masterpieces so far back in time.

And then, a couple years ago, I saw some things in Greece that I'd believed were only parts of children's fairy tales. 

The year before, I’d walked the palace halls of Buckingham, and viewed some giant castles in both Ireland and Wales.

Four years back, in Paris, France, I touched the Eiffel Tower - then spent a couple glorious days inside the massive Louvre. 

I viewed at least a couple thousand antique works of art, on which no artist, ever since, has managed to improve.

Finally… just a month ago… I toured the USA, and I was actually thrilled to see, and hear, Niagara Falls.

The Redwood trees of California took my breath away, and I was truly stunned to see 
Mt. Rushmore’s chiseled walls.

And yet… despite the grandeur and the glory they convey… and all the magic wonders 
of the old, exotic lands…                                                                                                   Nothing I have ever seen - or ever will - compares to what this very morning I was  holding in my hands!
Just today I came to understand that all these things -- by which, as I was traveling,           I was thoroughly beguiled --                                                                                                Pale in their comparisons to how it makes me feel to hold… so very gently… in my arms… a newborn child!
                                                 Cultivated Love
I sneaked away last Friday afternoon to see my mother… I’d finished painting early, 
so I had some time to spare.

Her surgery’d lasted quite awhile - they’d found a massive cyst. “She’s doing fine,” 

the doctor said, “she’s in intensive care.”

Everybody knows how doctors tend to be deceptive to keep their patients’ spirits up, 
so things won’t seem so bleak, 

So Mother’s disposition came as no surprise at all, nor what she said when I leaned 
down to kiss her on the cheek.

“Justin... I’m a bit concerned about the doc’s prognosis. He’s sugarcoating everything. 
I know the cancer’s bad. 

See if you can make him tell you how much time I’ve got… but if it isn’t all that long…please don’t tell your dad!
“Now that both his knees are shot it’s tough for him to travel, and coming here to see 

me is a major feat, for sure -

But, trust me, if I die without your father by my side… I guarantee you that is something Les could not endure.

“It’s not that I’m afraid to die - I’ve lived a long, full life. I can’t complain. I have no 
great regrets, and feel no fear. 

But, son… it tears me up to know I’ll likely die alone if you and Dad don’t find some 

way to get me out of here!
“I know our meager home is not exactly ‘paradise’, but it’s the house we’ve lived in 
since the day that we were wed, 

And I don’t give a darn about what any doctor says… I’ve absolutely got to get back 
home before I’m dead.”

Not a real good time to argue, I just said, “Now, Mom… you know that Doctor Bell’s 
been doing everything he can.

I’m sure that he’ll release you when it’s safe for you to leave.  He’d never hide the truth 

from you… he’s not that kind of man.

“Sometime late tomorrow afternoon - when Dad’s asleep - I’ll call him up an' quiz him - 
try to make him take a guess

At when you’ll reach the point where they’ve done all that they can do, and finally send 

you home with me and Dad - to convalesce.”

“Thank you, dear,” she faintly said, “and don’t misunderstand... I’m pleased and quite impressed with what the doctor’s done so far, 

But I believe that, when you die, your greatest two concerns are, first and foremost - 
who you’re with, and, second -- where you are.”

“But, Mom,” (I couldn’t help myself), “in here you’ve got the nurses. The food is great, the bathroom’s huge... there’s always someone close. 

You’re constantly surrounded by professionals. At home… Dad and I are apt to make mistakes on - time… and dose.”

“Yes, I know… and Justin, dear, I’m sure it won’t be easy, but even if my life is slightly shortened… that’s my choice. 

I can clearly see the apprehension in your eyes, and hear the desperation and reluctance 

in your voice,

“But being home - for Lester - who I know is lost without me, despite that I am close to helpless - is my main concern. 

When you’ve loved each other for as many years as we have, how you come to need each other’s something that you learn!
“Dr. Bell’s fantastic.  As a surgeon, he’s the best.  He’s helped me go on living, and I thank him very much,

But once he’s helped me all he can, the best thing I can do… is reap the tender comforts found in - only Lester’s touch.

“You see… despite the wondrous things that medicine can do… the one thing that it’s lacking… and will always be short of…                                                                                  Is something that’s intangible, yet heals like nothing else... and that, dear boy, is something known as -- ‘cultivated love’.”
                               Every Day’s a Blessing

Dorothy brought the cake in as the family gathered ‘round to celebrate a birthday on an extra-special date, 

For Kelsey had a rare disease that never goes away.  In fact… it was a miracle she’d reached the age of eight.

When the doctor told us there was something very wrong, and if they didn’t operate, that she would not survive, 

We began obsessing on the ways to fight the war to keep our little princess - with the tiny flaw - alive.

We took her to a specialist. I took a second job. The cost was unbelievable, and we were far from rich.

He told us that her mind was fine, but, somewhere in her body - something not completely understood had caused a glitch.

He also said the latest research offered many options, but there was going be a lot of suffering to endure.

And we were well aware the road ahead was lined with heartaches when he confessed, “It’s best you know right now… there is no cure!”

Operations… therapy… and pills were not enough to beat the awful sickness that would persecute our child,

But we had help from everyone who met our little girl.  The nurses were her willing slaves… the doctors were beguiled.

Those who get to know her are inspired by things she says. The doctors often tell us that she actually gives them hope -

Surprised to see the attitude she has about her sickness - despite the constant challenges with which she has to cope.
That’s the way it is whenever Kelsey’s in the crowd. She laughs and smiles incessantly, though plagued with constant pain. 

Many come to understand how fortunate they are, and tend to reexamine things about which they complain.

Her different way of seeing things is truly quite unique. Adversity is something that she deals with every day, 

And working hard to help her have the best life that she can is worth the extra effort and the costs we have to pay.

I only wish you knew her, she’s the sweetest little gal... but, trust me, I’m not saying that just because she’s mine, 

And I can guarantee you there’ll be quite a celebration the day that darling Kelsey reaches  birthday number nine!
                                Harvey Lee Kaneeble                                                                                                                                                                                               

The oldest man I’ve ever known was Harvey Lee Kaneeble. and at the age of one-o-six…(in nineteen forty-five)… 
Some of those who really got around had speculated - Harvey might have actually been the oldest man alive!
Every single inch of him was wrinkled, thin, and frail. His hair was sort of silver-blue…his eyes were tired and dim. 

And I had often wondered why - with every benediction - our preacher'd always say a little prayer for - only him!
I was nearly seven when I finally asked my father, “Why do you suppose the reverend says that extra prayer? 

He don’t ever say no special prayer for no one else.” Dad just smiled, then picked me up an’ sat me on a chair.

“That’s a real good question, son.” my father started in. “The preacher wants the Lord to keep an eye on that old man. 

Harvey’s touched the lives of almost every one in town. There can’t be many folks around today that aren’t a fan.

“Son, do you remember… just a couple years ago… when poor old Mrs. Baxter took a fall an’ broke her arm?

Her husband, Roy, was dead, and all her kids had moved away, so she was left alone to run their godforsaken farm.

“Every time they’d planted… somethin’ awful’d come along.  Twisters got ‘em twice… 

an’ then the locusts… then the drought. 

But tough ol’ Roy kept farmin’ - ‘til his cancer wouldn’t let him. Well… Harvey run out pret' near every day an' helped 'em out!
“Roy held on for seven months, then passed away that April. He’d begged his wife to do her very best to never sell. 

Harvey helped her work the place… but never took a dime… and actually worked it on his own that summer that she fell!
“And here’s another 'Harvey fact' ---  He come across an orphan-calf strugglin’ in quicksand in the river near his ranch, 

An’ just before the calf went under, Harvey tied a rope around his chest then looped it ‘round a strong, low-hangin’ branch -
“Waded out and snagged that little heifer by the neck - then brought her home and raised 

her like a pampered little kid! 

And when he’d got ‘er lookin’ like a fine, blue-ribbon queen… none of us who know him were surprised by what he did.

“Julio Rodriguez had a dozen little children!  The oldest one, as I recall, was less than ten years old!
Three of them were triplets -- another two were twins -- and none had been adopted, so… the way the story’s told…
“Harvey told Rodriguez that the cow was gettin’ mean!  Claimed she’d kicked him several times, and whipped him with her tail -- 

And after all he’d done for her, such conduct wouldn’t do… so it was time to put that ornery bovine up for sale.
“Now, Harvey knew Rodriguez had a ton o' mouths to feed... and also knew their family was a poor one… that was clear. 

So when the price he wanted for the cow come into play, Julio says that Harvey said, ‘Now, Julio… lookie here…

‘That ungrateful heifer has been kicking me for months, but... up till now, I s’pose… with all her milk, she’s paid her way -- 

But I don’t like her attitude and I’ll take 20 bucks just to watch that old, cantankerous female walk away!’

“Well… everybody knew that cow was worth a whole lot more, but clans as big as Julio’s bunch were tough to keep well fed. 
And now that all those kids are grown -- first Sunday - every month -- one o’ them 12 ‘ll have him in for dinner!      Like I said…

“Folks fer miles around 're pretty proud o’ that old man, an' only a fool - or stranger'd - run him down around these parts, 

An’ them there's just a couple reasons Preacher says that prayer!    Ol’ Harvey’s in a lot o’ prayers… and in a lot o’ hearts!
“They say that, many years ago… I think in ‘85… a fire broke out and burned some family’s farmhouse to the ground. 

Harvey opened up his home and took that family in! He housed 'em, and he fed 'em,

‘til a new place could be found!
“He didn’t even know 'em! He just knew they needed help. Again… he never took 
a dime… he did it all for free!
Those folks had a son that year and everyone knows why they proudly named their little newborn baby… Harvey Lee!
“And how about the time we seen him walkin' ‘round the graveyard… searching through the headstones as he scattered tiny flags. 

His uniform was tattered… from the Civil War, I s’pect.  It fit him perty well, but would have almost passed for rags!
“‘Why’, you asked, ‘is Harvey puttin' flags on all those graves… then standin' at attention and saluting when he’s done?’

I picked you up an’ used your sleeve to wipe away my tears… then told ya'… ‘It’s Memorial Day… those were his comrades, son!
‘Men he went to war with - as a boy of seventeen!  He puts those flags out every year. 
It’s no surprise he does. 

I’ve been told he saved a lot of lives - and was hero…an’ seein’ that bunch o’ medals on his chest - I’d say he was!’

“Well… that should give you some idea of why the whole town loves him. Why we all look up to him… and why so many care.                                                                            An' that should help you understand why... every Sunday morning… the reverend ends his service with that special little prayer.”
                                      Thelma Lou
Thelma owned the diner -- "Thelma Lou's" -- just south o' town - right across from Ron’s Upholstery, down in Abilene.

They had an old brass register that rang when it was opened, which I believed to be the coolest thing I’d ever seen.

She wore without a doubt the brightest lipstick ever made. Her hair was just about as red… and always tightly curled.

Mom and Dad would take me there on really big occasions… they had the greatest root beer floats and french-fries in the world.

Once… when I was eight years old, the three of us were eating, when everybody turned - the way they do - to check the door. 

A teenage girl - carrying a baby - walked in with her husband. They glanced around to find a seat… then moved across the floor.

Sitting down not far from us, I heard the young man say, “We ain't got enough to buy two meals... we’ll have to share.”

I was just a bit confused to see how they were smiling, when Mom leaned down and whispered, “Dear, it’s not polite to stare.”

Even though I looked the other way, I still could hear them -- “We need to get some milk to feed the baby, right away.” 

I kept peekin' back at them - it made me kind of sad to know they’d have to share a meal because they couldn’t pay.

That’s when good old Thelma waddled up to take their order. Perhaps a wee bit heavy, but she had a lovely smile. 

People always said that, “Nothing ever gets past Thelma,” so it was no surprise that she’d been listening all the while.
“Do ya' need a bit more time... or would you like to order?” she asked them, as she stood there with her pencil and her pad. 

“We’ll just share some scrambled eggs an' ham,” the boy replied.  “And can we get a little glass of milk?” the girl would add.
“You sure can... I’ll be right back,” she said, and then departed. The frail, young girl reached 
out and took her husband’s waiting hand, 

Both of them still smiling as I watched her brush it gently… caressing, very tenderly, his shiny wedding band.

By the way he gazed at her, why… anyone could tell that he’d have done most anything to prove how much he cared.                                                                                                                     Even as an eight-year old… I knew this struggling couple couldn’t have loved each other more had they been millionaires. 

Then, at last, the call rang out from just inside the kitchen. The old, familiar voice said, “Thelma Lou, your order’s up.”                                                                                                                 She was chatting softly with some lady at the counter… both of them were chuckling, as she filled her coffee cup.
All the other people that were sitting in her section now had finished eating or - had paid their bill and gone… 

Which meant, of course, the order that was “up” was headed for to the only table left to serve that she was waiting on.

Right away she hurried off to fetch the single meal.  She always did her best to make sure everything was hot. 

But as I watched her lay the plates of food down on their table, I was just amazed at how much food that couple got!
Me and Dad and Mom together couldn’t have polished off all those scrambled eggs and ham.  
I couldn’t believe my eyes -- 
And the glass of milk was twice the size of all their largest drinks!   Every time I talk about that day -- my mother cries.

Three or four years later - I believe when I was twelve - a friend of mine from seventh grade got very, very sick.

The doctor said they’d have to find a certain type of kidney to save her life, and nothing short of that would do the trick.

The paper ran a story telling what her chances were, and how the kidney had to be a very special kind.

My parents broke the news to me as gently as they could that what my friend was needing would be very hard to find.
Then - a few days later - they would print another story: 
“KIDNEY FOUND! A MIRACLE!” - is how the headline read. 

It told of how the “tricky operation” was successful… but as for who the donor was… 
the paper never said.
Three months later that girl’s folks would have another child - a little girl with golden hair and eyes of azure blue,

And I recall my mother’s tears when she informed my father the couple'd actually named their newborn baby -- Thelma Lou!
And, just a couple years ago… when Frank and Addie Campbell missed the curve on County 9 - and Franklin lost his life - 

Addie wound up destined for a nursing home… alone… something Frank had always hoped to somehow spare his wife.

Well into her nineties… with no relatives at all… no property - or savings - or insurance to her name,

Addie clearly saw that there was no place left to go… but when the time to take her to the rest-home finally came,

To the town’s amazement - ‘til old Addie passed away (to spend her days in heaven with her Franklin once again) -
With zero compensation for the kindness she bestowed, the chubby, red-haired waitress from 
the diner - took her in!
Those are just a few things that I know that Thelma did to help - through troubled times - some folks she didn’t even know! 
Mom, throughout her life, believed that Thelma was a saint!  And now I know the reason why, whenever we would go

Down to that old restaurant -- if Thelma was our waitress -- instead of leaving just a dollar…

Dad would leave her two! 
Today it’s clear as heck to me the diner’s greatest asset wasn’t floats or french-fries… it was actually… Thelma Lou!
Now… at sixty-five years old… I’m sitting here this morning... listening to the reverend, as I dab my tears away… 

Really not surprised at all to see so many people gathered here inside this church to say goodbye today.

Thelma touched so many lives, and as my Mother'd said… had to be a saint to do the wondrous things she did,                                                                                                                                    And I am now an expert on the subject 'cause, ya' see -- it started there at Thelma Lou's -- when I was just a kid.
                                      A Nice Surprise For Grandma

My wife and I were sitting in a real old high school gym, halfway up the bleachers, at 
a small town antique sale, 

When, just behind us, we would notice… perched up near the top… a frail and dainty lady, looking sad and rather pale.

My wife continued peeking back (discreetly) when she could, and took my hand and squeezed it tightly, trying not to stare. 

We both could see the sorrow and the sadness in her eyes. Our hearts were moved to see her in a state of such despair.

Soon a younger man approached and climbed to sit beside her.  He threw an arm around her back and gently stroked her cheek. 

The weak and quivering woman slowly rolled into his arms, and, in a soft and trembling voice, she’d lift her head and speak.

“I can barely stand to watch.  This really breaks my heart. I wish I hadn't lived to see this Godforsaken day. 

I’m sitting here and watching as my very life is sold. It really hurts to see the things you cherish - hauled away.

“That old bed is actually where your dad and I were born, and it just sold for 27 dollars!   What a shame!
And if you pull the bottom dresser drawer from that one there, you’ll see where… on the underside… your daddy carved his name.

“He was such a rascal, but he always was polite. The girls all loved his curly hair and shiny, hazel eyes.

And when he met your mother at a picnic in the park, and swore to us he’d 'found his bride'… it came as no surprise.

“Oh my goodness… now they’re selling all my pretty plates.  What I wouldn’t give to cook just one more Christmas meal. 

All the family came for Christmas, Easter, and Thanksgiving.   I simply can’t explain to you the way this makes me feel.

“To watch the things I’ve loved for years, that mean so very much… being sold at auction is a real tough thing to see.                                                                                                 I’m not upset about the move at all… I know it’s time… and I know I’ll be happy in the place you found for me…

“I only wish that I could keep a few more special things.  Things that I grew up with, 

and it breaks my heart to lose.” 

“Granny… there’s no need to cry…things will be OK,” her grandson proudly told her, 

“and I’ve got some real good news!
“We knew what you’d wanna keep when it came time to move -- and we’re all here 
today to guarantee that -- when you did… 

Everything you loved the most would actually… not be sold!    

For everything you’ve talked about… the family’s won the bid!
“Selling the 'unimportant things' was just a way to raise extra funds that you can use to buy the things you’ll need.

But we knew what you loved the most, and -- that’s why we’re all here… ‘cause keeping them as hand-me-downs was what we all agreed

“Should be done - and, so - we did… and when the sale is over… you will be amazed at what the family bought from you…

Or should I say… bought FOR you! Nothing precious got away!    We know how much 

you love them… and, of course… we love them, too!”
                                                      Old Friends
                  We simultaneously recognized the man was very frail.

                  His weary eyes were tired, though clear.  His skin was thin and pale.

Our interrupted business soon was made aware of why… 

This weak and feeble gentleman had come to say goodbye!
I sensed a strong relationship that went back many years,

                 And felt their 'understanding' as their eyes welled up with tears.

This man had stopped to celebrate a friendship long and true, 

And clearly bid his last farewell to someone that he knew.

The soft and trembling words he spoke would make me understand - 

This would be the last time this old man would shake his hand.

“So, how the heck ya’ been, my friend?” was all I heard him say, 

As I excused myself, explaining --- “I’ll be on my way.”

I knew they needed time alone… a chance to reminisce…

And headed out the door to grant the two a chance for this.

I tried to guess what sort of things the two of them might say

On what they knew would likely be the old guy's final day.

            It struck me hard to see the way their friendship had to end,
                  But ne’er will I forget the way he truly loved his friend.
                                  Hand Me Downs

Lots o’ fog an’ kinda brisk that mid-November morning when me an’ my buddy’s 

tackle boxes spread to face the dawn.

A big old bass just down the shoreline breached the quiet bay, and, glancing up, 

I spotted, in the brush, a tiny fawn.

I’d brought us to a special spot that only locals know, and - cold and early - didn’t 

expect to see another boat.

The lake was like a mirror when the two of us would pause to watch the clear reflection 

of a Great Blue Heron float.

Holding up a favorite lure, I told my fishin’ pal, “This one here’s the finest fly my 

granddad ever tied.

I only hope I get a chance pass the darn thing on… I’ve caught a bunch o’ good ones 

with it every time I’ve tried.”

Then he replied, “I’ll bet you’d hate to have to tell your granddad that some ol’ twenty-

pounder took the bait an' broke your line…

But using it is what, of course, he meant for you to do…and - though it is a risk - I’d 

do the same if it were mine.”

“Remember Terry Michel,” I inquired, “his brother, Joe, took their father fishin’ almost 

weekly… Spring to Fall?

Well… Virgy, too, had ‘favorite lures’, and --- just as he had hoped --- now his kids, and some of theirs, are proud to own them all.” 

“An’ hand-me-downs ‘ll save ya’ lots o’ money,” I went on, “‘cause we ain’t had to buy much more than bait from year to year --

An’ 5 ‘ll get ya’ 10 it’s been a half a dozen seasons since I let go o’ more than 20 bucks 

for fishin’ gear.

“Even this old boat an’ motor ’ve seen their better days, but neither ’ve been a problem 

since my dad first put ‘em in.

Time to throw a couple lines in… then we’ll tap the thermos.   Could get pretty nippy if 

that breeze comes up again.”

Well, after our discussion ‘bout our many hand-me-downs, and after giving all the things 

we’d talked about more thought,

And after weighing all the facts concerning past events - and stretchin’ the truth about the 

biggest fish we’d ever caught -

Even in that chilly fog I smiled to realize it didn’t really matter about the breed… or
length, or pounds…

As long as I was fishin’ with a loved one, or a friend… relaxin’ on the water with my good old hand-me-downs!
                                  Paul’s Last Letter
“Dear Mom,” was how it started, like so many I’d received from Paul while he was stationed in Iraq. 

But this one was the letter that he’d sent to break the news that, as it were, he’d soon be coming back.

A piece of correspondence he intended to prepare me for what he knew was going to break my heart,

While trying to ease my pain with how he’d actually won a medal for injuries suffered as he’d done his part.

“Me and seven other guys were sitting in the mess hall when two Iraqi soldiers - from 

our side -

Burst into the tent and did their best to kill us all!   Dale an' I survived…the others died.

“They tossed a live grenade beside the table where we sat, then - cornered as they fled - they both were killed. 

What an evil twist of fate… to have your trust betrayed by those for whom our blood is being spilled!

“You remember Dale.  The guy I told you played piano.  The force of the explosion broke his spine.

He’s paralyzed from head to toe.  Compared to him, I’m lucky!  His future looks a whole lot worse than mine!
“They had to take my whole left arm and most of my left leg, and had to work like hell to save my sight. 

A piece of shrapnel, in my back, came close to blinding me… it freaks me out to close my eyes at night.

“They say in six or seven months, when all my wounds have healed, I’ll get a new prosthetic leg and arm,                                                                                                                                                              So don’t you fret -- it won’t be long before they send me home and I’ll be there to help ya' work the farm.

“Right on cue, just yesterday - when I came out of surgery - I woke to find a 4-man camera crew 

Filming some old General, at my bedside, proudly posing - then leanin' down, an' I’m 

not kidding you…

“To say -- ‘You’ve won a medal, son... and all of us are proud of what you’ve done to set these people free.’ 

But, Mom… I have to wonder if the ones we’re here to help would sacrifice their lives for you an' me!
“The doctors and psychologists are constantly reminding me that - even as I am - 'I’m still a man'! 

Gettin’ kinda hard to write… I’m doped up pretty good.  I’ll write again tomorrow, if I can!
“Meanwhile you take real good care and give the boys a hug, and gently break the news to Carly Sue.

I wanted you to hear this first ‘cause - though she’s pretty strong - it’s clear that Carly gets her strength from you.

“Love you, Paul,” was how it ended, just like all the rest, but, sadly, Paul’s ‘tomorrow’ never came. 

Which means he never read my note that swore, no matter what, we’d always love and need him just the same.

The coffin Paul came home in seared an image in my mind… the folded flag was hard for me to take…                                                                                                                                                         And no one but the family of a soldier lost at war can comprehend the sacrifice they make.
                                     Aunt Nadine
“Hey, Mom,” I queried, “who’s the skinny lady in this picture with you and Dad, when really young, beside me in the crib? 

And here she is with Father in a real old fashioned kitchen bending down to wipe away some Pablum on my bib.”

“That’s your father’s younger sister,” Mother promptly said. "Your Aunt Nadine was quite a gal. She died when you were four. 

I wish you could have known her. She was just about to marry when Dad an' Nadine’s fiance' were called away to war."

“Boy, she sure was pretty,” I proclaimed.  And Mom replied, "That gal was smart as all get out, and gorgeous head to toe.

The guy who would have been your uncle, had they both survived… the man she would have married, and had always been her beau,

“Didn’t make it back from France.   And Nadine never married, so any time she felt I needed help with you and Tom 

She’d always plead to lend a hand and - up until she died - with no exaggeration, dear… was like a second mom!
“She treated you and Tommy like the two of you were hers, and though I didn’t need the help, I knew that Nadine did.

She often made the comment, ‘had they’d known that he’d be drafted, they would have married sooner, and immediately had a kid.

“It warmed my heart to see how hard she worked to win your love, and make herself available for every 'special' day. 

She gave you guys so many things, for silly random reasons, sometimes shedding tiny tears as she would watch you play.

“‘Til Tom was 5 and you were 4 you sort of had three parents.  I’m glad you asked me, Sarah, ‘cause I think it’s time you knew, 

You actually - wouldn’t be here - if it weren’t for Aunt Nadine, because of what’s the greatest gift she ever gave to you!
“When you were three your kidneys failed, and you would not have lived if you had not received the one your Aunt Nadine supplied! 
Eight months later - thrilled to know she’d helped to save your life - the kidney she’d retained would fail!   Days later… Nadine died.
“Part of her’s -- inside of you... which makes those pictures 'special'!    Though never having children -- as she'd never been a wife --  

She was like your 2nd mom, and, you, my dear, are proof - that -- in a very special way -- she gave a child its life!”

                                  Mom’s Last Letter
While sorting through the remnants of my mother’s life one day, 

Trying to make decisions of 

'to keep'… 

or 'throw away'…

I chanced upon a letter she’d just written, from her bed.

It started out… 

Dear Imogene... 

and this is what it said:
   Weather’s fine, but I suppose the crops could use some rain. Martin finally got the job he’s wanted at the plant. He’s always making promises, you know how Marty is. Some I’m sure he’ll keep one day, but others… he just can’t. 

   Just last week I heard him tell the boys about his plans to take the family fishing at some fancy, new resort. I only hope he manages to somehow get it done, the kids are all excited, and it’s Marty’s favorite sport. 

   Jonathon has chicken pox. He’s missed a little school. Sharon took some time off work to stay with him at home. You would not believe how smart that little rascal is, and with no help at all from Mom, he wrote this little poem. 
               Grandma makes me cookies, and she gives me pie and cake. 

                 She says her two most favorite men are me and Grandpa Jake. 
                 Grandpa’s gone to heaven, where he watches over me, 

                 And Grandma says - because he loves me - Grandpa does it free!
   Isn’t that the sweetest little poem you’ve ever heard?  It shouldn’t start me crying, but it almost always does. I sometimes give him cookies as rewards for being good. He's only got so many treats because he always was!
   Mathew came in second at the track meet yesterday.  I heard the boy that beat him was a real good friend of his! When I told him - “Winning every race is not important” - I could tell that, deep inside, he’s quite convinced it is.

   Nick is like that too, I guess. He’s going to join the swim team when he enrolls in junior college down in Fayettville. He hopes to make the starting team, and if you saw him swim, you'd quickly see why all of us are pretty sure he will.

   Sharon did some volunteer work at the local hospice.  Says she really likes it - and she plans to do some more. Don’t know how she finds the time with all her family duties, plus holding down a part time job at Nelson’s Grocery Store! 

   Marty starts on Monday. Says the pay is pretty good. He’s sad to give up farming, but it just no longer pays. They all still help me now and then, though I try very hard to make it on my own, which - as you know - is tough these days.

   I’ve been having trouble with my knees for quite a while. New ones are expensive, and my walker works just fine. Marty comes to take me for a walk from time to time - after all the stores have closed - a favorite thing of mine. 

   Yes… the kids, and all the grandkids, take good care of me. Someone’s always dropping by. They love me very much. I just thought I’d let you know that things are going well, and how it truly warms my heart the way we keep in touch. 

As always,

Love, 

Hattie
                                     She's Still Here                                       
For more than 60 years we’d slept together every night, except for when I had my knee replaced,

And as I threw the covers back, I knew that this would be the longest night that I had ever faced. 

Just as I’d suspected, it would actually be exhaustion that finally wore me down and closed my eyes,

The way it does invariably for anyone whose heart is torn in two when someone special dies.

Predictably, I laid awake for six or seven hours, finally dozing off at early dawn,

Then woke about an hour later just as unprepared to face the truth that she, in fact, is gone. 

Just as we’d discussed, I started doing things we felt were likely best to do in this event.

Things like playing favorite music… watching classic films… and going places we had often went. 

The hardest parts were telling folks - who didn’t know she’d died - why it was they’d found me on my own,

Eating meals… shopping… at the hardware store, or bank -- most had never seen me out alone. 

As my crying lessened - and to help my heart gain strength - I often turned to photos of 

our 'Past'

To spend a little time with her… aware of how much photos can help our sweetest 

mem-o-ries to last,

And all the while - as I’ve lived on - without her by my side - I’ve clearly seen her face through every tear,

And even though she’s not around to hug me when I’m down… I can guarantee you…she’s still here!
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                                The Volunteer Gardener
I’ll bet I’ve prob’ly told you ‘bout the garden down on Brady… the one across the street from Nell’s Café.

I’m sure you must have noticed it. It’s really very pretty. In fact… I often take the longer way

To and back from work on purpose - through the summer months - just so I can see it twice a day!
People stop there all the time. Many take a picture, and some will even pick a small bouquet.

I, for one, am not surprised to see so many locals stopping by to pluck a tiny spray.

The colors are amazing, and the scent is like a dream… a truly unforgettable display.

And rumor has it, widow Bliss… who’d always kept it up… would always tell the ones who’d try to pay,

“What I grow is there for those who need them, for ‘occasions’, and if you’d like to help yourself… you may.”

I picked a few myself one time, and took them to the graveyard when I went out to see 

my folks, and pray.

Well… now the garden’s looking pale, and I came close to crying when, after service…
I heard someone say -
“What do you suppose is going to happen to her garden… now that widow Bliss has passed away?”

                                            Unexpected Mem’ries                
                 Someone brought the subject up of 'unexpected mem’ries' -

And what a real surprise they sometimes are, 

Pointing out how, strangely, things that seem so very trivial,

From way-back-when - regardless of how far -
Smolder on relentlessly - within our hearts - for years.
Amazing what our minds will not forget. 

Nursery rhymes - first kisses - a favorite childhood friend,

Can stem from many years ago… and yet…
Resting in a shallow void - just beyond 'routine' -

Within some dormant realm we seldom use -

There they lie, discreetly… while they wait to be aroused 

And race into our minds to play the muse.
Triggered by all kinds of things… at almost any time…

Like smells… or sights… or even, just a sound…

                        They range from vague to vivid and from comical to poignant.

                        You never know what sort will come around.
Wish that I could tell you that the bitter type die off…

But they - like all the fonder ones - survive,

Using, too, this sometimes cruel and cold, deceptive tactic

To supplement the instance they revive. 
So, friends… I’d like to make a toast:  When mem’ries reappear - 

Reminding you of something from your past - 

Here’s to hoping all the unexpected ones are sweet…

                        And may the very best ones last and last.

                                I Think Mother Knew

             “Who’s that by the casket?” I turned and quizzed my brothers

discreetly… as the mourners filed in.

“That’s old Jacob Wrigley,” one replied, “a friend of Mother’s, 

and who - I think - for many years has been

“Helping us financially.    He owns the grocery store, 

and… as we know… Mother wasn't great 

At keeping up with monthly bills - a never ending war -

And I suspect that half the food we ate
“Likely found its way to us - thanks to Mr. Wrigley -
free of charge ‘cause Mom would often say,

‘Once again our bill seems awfully small from Piggly-Wiggly,

which usually is the biggest one to pay!’

“And Wrigley also owns - as you may know - the J. C. Penny. 

I’m pretty sure he helped with clothing too!

                  In fact, except for Christmas and our birthdays, there weren’t many

                  shirts or pants we came to own 'brand new' 

“That Jacob didn’t pull some strings to sell to her at prices 

that no one else in Buxton ever got!
I used to think the reason that he’d always been so nice is -

he knew that we were struggling… but it’s not!
“In truth…it never dawned on me there might be some connection
between the night that Father passed away -
And when the help with bills began, but then - upon reflection -

it seems that it began that very day!
                  “Then, a year ago, I learned that Mom had been adopted...

given up when she was only two!
Lying to her child’s dad, the teenage girl had opted

to move away, and so… he never knew
                  “Anything at all about her pregnancy, you see…

nor learned about the baby that she’d had,

And like so many circumstances like this tend to be, 

for years he didn’t know he was a dad!
“But Mrs. Kessler - Mother’s nurse - in fairly great detail,

back in late December, broke the news

That, as a troubled youth, he’d spent a couple years in jail,
which changed his ways, and… having paid his dues…

“He set his sights on doing good, with Jesus by his side,

and… focused on atoning for his sins…

                  Having figured out, at last, the pregnant girl had lied…

he aimed at making up for - “would-have-beens”!
“And - given all he’s done to help us out - if nothing more 

than how he saved us money like he did -        

Each of us has many things to tell him “thank you” for,

and I’m convinced that Mother --- was his kid! 

“I also think - because he’d been the victim of a lie -

then went astray - which filled his heart with shame - 

                  He turned his back on every chance for telling Mother why
                  he’d given her his help… but not his name.

                  “But I, for one -- if what I’m simply guessing at is so --

believe it’s time we ask the guy -- don’t you? 

I’ll bet ya’ each a 10-er he’ll be thrilled to learn we know…

                  and another five apiece that --- Mother knew!”
                             Please Say “Hi” to Rose

My childhood days were filled with love; so simple, and carefree, but none more so 

than those spent out on Gran and Grandpa’s farm. 

Grandpa Jake was tough as nails, and so profoundly wise, and he and I were both transfixed by Grandma Rose’s charm.

Today I clearly understand how truly safe and sweet the days that I spent out there on their farmstead actually were. 

And I remember how I cried when Grandma passed away. Hardly does a day go by when I don’t think of her.

I was deeply touched the day my mother first informed me where it is that - every Sunday morning - Grandpa goes. 

Someone from the nursing home will drive him to the graveyard, where - for just a little while he’ll talk with Grandma Rose.

The day I turned eighteen we had a party - on a Sunday… but not a soul complained when we were made to sit and wait. 

Everybody knew that it was Grandpa that was tardy, but all of us were privy to the reason he was late.

Uncle Roy had volunteered to run on in and get him, and when they finally made it back from town, I still recall - 

Grandpa gathered all the fam’ly ‘round and proudly told us, “Rose is doing well… and sends her love to one and all.”

Now, today, when anybody stops to visit Grandpa… despite her being gone is something everybody knows…

Everyone who works there, at the home, just smiles politely when - as we leave - we always tell him… “Please say ‘Hi’ to Rose.”

                               A Kiss I Won’t Forget
I was only five years old when Grandma Hattie died, but, living close, I’d stayed with 

her a lot.

And I recall the last time that we went to visit her, how - as we left Mom put me on the spot.

It makes me sad to think, when Mother said, “Give Gran a kiss,” I'd actually whispered, 

“Mom, I’d rather not!”

But I was really little, and a sloppy, smoochy kiss is a terrifying prospect to a tot!
She always wore a ton of lipstick... lots of powder, too… so what I saw just didn’t look 

too hot,

But to this day, that final one I got as we were leaving... is the most important kiss I ever got!
                         Ode to Our Independent Farmers
Indigo skies - cloudless skies - with barely a trace of rain for nine straight weeks had watched the crops we'd planted die of thirst,

And even those among us who were optimists at heart, agreed - of all the droughts we'd suffered - this one was the worst.

We'd ploughed and disced our every acre, planted hybrid seed, fertilized and sprayed as needed, disregarding cost,

Knowing well that... should there be a run of rain-less-days...  some, or most, of what we hoped to harvest would be lost.

And still we make the effort every year to furnish foods, nurturing soil from shore to shore to fill your pantry shelves,

With only two intentions --- one - to feed a hungry world, and - two - to net what's needed to at least support ourselves!
After costs for --- farm equipment - chemicals and fuel - crop insurance - seed to plant - and laborers have been paid,

You'd be shocked to learn how little - 'independent farmers'... even when the market and their yields are strong... have made.

The unpredictability of 'growing-season' hurdles - cross examines much of what a farmer strives to do...
Especially on the smaller farms where 'barely getting by' - even with a bumper crop is often nothing new.

But... just as those who taught them how to cultivate the land fought the same relentless foes to pass it onto heirs -

They continue struggling hard... bolstered by - 'tradition'... proud as hell to till the soil on what, today - is theirs!
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                                   Ode to the Farmer
                    With combines tearing corn from stalks in crackling amber fields, 

            And chaff to cloud the sky with floating bits of golden wheat,

            The farmer carefully gleans the grain of 'Life' the harvest yields, 

                    And closes yet another year of nature’s great repeat.

He’s reaped the joys of bounty, and… the bitter years of strife, 

    From chiseling through a hungry soil and laying seeds to rest. 

                   And now, at ninety years of age - a farmer all his life -

    A farmer’s son… and father… he believes that he is blessed.

Watching sons… and grandsons… break the earth as he has done 

For more than seven decades is a source of pride indeed.

He feels an honor deep inside to know he is the son
Of one from whom he learned to break the sod… and sow the seed.

                   And as I sit here pondering o’er the part that I have played,

Paling by comparison to what a 'farmer’s' worth,

Having earned a gratitude he’s far too seldom paid,

                   I’m convinced that those who till the soil… deserve the earth!
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                             'Woolworth Five and Dime'
                 When I was young we shopped a lot at “Woolworth Five and Dime,”
                 Where bright, hypnotic escalators were the latest thing.
Where most of what you bought was wrapped in paper pulled from rolls,

Long before computers… when the inadvertent ring

Of solid brass cash registers was heard when sales were made. 

When helpful clerks were plentiful, to show where something was,
And courteous youths were hired to help you carry out your things.
                 (Today I don’t believe I know of any store that does.)

And even if it means I’ll have to drive some extra miles 

To buy the things I need to get… I’ll do it every time.

I’d rather skip the mega-marts, and look for little shops

                 That help me to recall the days of -- Woolworth Five and Dime.

                   I Thank Dad, and God, for My First Car 

I remember clearly what my father'd bluntly said --- "Regardless what you paid...you paid too much for that old bomb... 

And I'll be gettin' chewed out good - more than once, I'm sure - for disregarding, once again, the viewpoint of your mom!"

(Still a welcome mem'ry, when I spot a 50s 'classic', it reignites a vision I hope never to 

forget,
And - given how I'm sharing this -- a smidgen of my past -- it's plain as day, to me, at least, I haven't done so yet!) 
"You begged for me to help you buy a 'really fine old car', Dad continued... "claiming 

that you'd -- 'found an awesome deal'!
Remem'bring how I'd felt myself when I was seventeen, and for the first time ever I had slid behind the wheel

"Of what was not my parents' car, but one that I'd just bought... I figured I'd feel guilty if 

I chose to make you wait...
Soooooo....... loaning you a hundred bucks - (against your mother's will) - convinced you'd found an 'awesome deal' - I caved and took the bait!
"With seller paid in full -- the title signed -- and plates installed... you sputtered in that afternoon to proudly show your prize.

Especially I, but Mother, too... who'd cautioned - 'He's not ready!'... couldn't believe the 

pile o' junk that sat before our eyes!
"A fifty-seven, 4-door Chevy - pink and light chartreuse - with balding tires - a rusty pair of taped-on rear-view mirrors...
A broken off antennae and a sticker on the windshield stating that the oil'd been changed 12 years ago -- at Sears, 

"Sat there as a heartless sun would emphasize its issues... most of which were horrid, though of no concern to you,

And also served to testify the man you'd bought it from had figured out deceiving you was not that hard to do!
"The driver's side rear window had been reinforced with plywood, rend'ring it unusable - the other side was fine - 

And covering up a monstrous hole just below the glove box, underneath the floor-mat lay  a  -Nestle's Cocoa sign!
"That ol' bomb was so far gone it almost made me puke, as Mother had me cringing with 

her cold - 'I warned you' - look!
It took me seven weeks at least and countless hours of schmoozin' before I lived her razzin' down and wiggled off the hook!"

Truth is... Mom and Dad were right... I'd bought a pile o' crap, and... knowing Mom - for what he'd done - he did catch spousal hell -
Yet every time we get a chance to visit at the home, his yarn about that damned old car's the first he'll always tell! 

And I'll just bet - like most of you who drive high-dollar cars - if, today, you got a chance to drive the very one
You bought for next to nothing -- as a desperate teenage child -- just like many others who'll do anything for fun,

You'd actually ponder swappin' out your new one for that 'bomb'... swept away by urges that too often go ignored -

Viewing what were - at the time - considered junk by most - but by the teens who'd purchased them were very much adored!
It burned a quart of oil every sixty miles or so... really needed mufflers... overheated all the time... and every tire leaked, 

But once I'd got my license, my intent to get a car... most any car at all... for takin' chicks on dates had peaked,

And... as you know... I'd gotten Dad  (against my mother's will)  to loan me what I hadn't raised to buy the one I did.

But what you don't know's --- that old heap... as raunchy as it was --- would turn the head of who, back then, like me, was just a kid!
The only girl who knows how bad that fifty-seven was... the only girl who's ever felt my arm around her neck...

Is lying here beside me as I dream of that old bomb, thanking Dad, and God, for pitchin' in to buy that wreck!
                               A Courageous Choice
The sweetest display of affection I've witnessed was that of a Down syndrome child 

who'd dove into bed with an oversize teddy bear, easily double her size...

And fought her way in 'til the arms of the Panda were seemingly holding her tight...

a feeling she'd obviously hoped to achieve... based on the smile in her eyes. 

Not that the bear was enormously big... the girl was a wee little tyke...

but seeing her working to - hug the bear back - with arms that were anxious, but short -

I felt the tears, as they rolled down my cheeks, from knowing - just six years ago

she’d been exposed as a - 'child with a flaw' - that her mother had planned to abort!
I was impressed with the family who'd asked for a chance at adopting this child, 

knowing - before she was born - that her 'issues' would bring with them hurdles to leap.

Hurdles that tend to be tryingly lofty... with difficult problems that challenge resolve - 

constantly proving that certain commitments are -- easier to make than to keep.

Taking on something as daunting as Downs... a battle that many would choose to avoid...

family and friends were supporting their courage while - lurking behind their facades -

Privately worried the cost and the scale of the obstacles lying in store

would prove to be greater than what they expected, and keep them from beating the odds. 

But Levi and Taylor were teaming with confidence... all the arrangements were made...

and after their being officially approved, and signing in all the right places,

They were presented with what had been scheduled to -- never have taken a breath...

and when they got home, I clearly remember - the unbridled joy on their faces. 

Lucy was tiny, and squirmy as heck, with a wail that would curdle your mind, 

but seeing her lying there, cuddling that bear - an innocent youngster of five -

Cooing, “I love you,” and hugging it tightly is something I'll never forget...

and to think -- were it not for this young couples' courage... this child would not be alive!
                                  A Forgivable Fib
A gal strolled in to our weekly sale with a couple kids in tow... all were sporting outfits often found at sales like ours... 

And being two days only with but one day left to go... and given we'd be shutting down in less than two more hours...

Guessing she was betting that - because our time was short - prices would be flexible, she took me by surprise.

"I found a couple T-shirts and a pair of jeans - size-6 - priced at seven dollars each," - she focused on my eyes -

"A pair of shoes that fit my son and pants my daughter likes at five bucks each, and I was wond'ring... if I buy them all,

Can I get a discount?"       

I perused her two young kids, then glanced away to quiz my wife before I made the call. 

Once again our kindred hearts combined to make the choice, and me and Connie... leaping at the option to concede...

Helped the lady carry up the items she'd described... proud and more than happy to contribute to her need.

Adding up the prices for the clothing she'd picked out, "Thirty-One plus tax would be your total," I replied,

"But, given all that hasn't sold by 4 p.m. today is going to Goodwill," I said, - (then smiled at her and lied) - 

"We're OK with giving you a 30 dollar discount!   We're sick an' tired of doing sales, and much of this was free!
And while you're here," I added, "we'd consider it a favor if you'd pick out a few more things to help my wife and me

"Rid ourselves of what we plan, in fact, to - give away!   Look around," I prompted her, "there must be something more!"

And by the time she drove away we both were of a mind that each of us now had a cause to thank the other for!
Truth be told what hadn't sold by 4 was there to stay for even larger future sales... we'd more already planned,

But feeling that our telling her the truth might cause her pain, knowing how some people -  when they come to understand

That often what they come by free is due to - how they look, tend to feel humiliated -- struggle with their pride --

We thought it best to make her think she'd actually helped us out... and me an' Connie harbor no regrets for having lied.

                                Never Give Up Hope

                  There truly can be circumstances seen as - worse than death.

It happens when a person whom you love with all your heart 
explains to you they’re leaving you behind.

All your friends and fam’ly urge you not to hold your breath, 

thinking you can fix whatever’s wrong before they part…

believing you can somehow... change their mind. 

Dreams you’ve had are washed away, your life grows cold as ice…
and you reject the likenesses you find in those you meet 

by feeding your remorse with what they lack. 

 It’s hard to say what length of time spent suffering will suffice 

before -- when you confront a chance to heal -- you won’t retreat, 

and face the fact… they won’t be coming back.

But if and when you lose someone you prayed would never leave…
a loved one whom you’d always given all you have to give…

here’s my best advice on how to cope:

Once you’ve reached the point where you’ve had time enough to grieve…
give your desperate heart the chance it’s pleading for to live - 
                  and never... I mean never… give up hope.

                            An Offer to Entertain - (1995)
“Wha’da-ya’ s’pose he’s thinkin’ about,” I heard a nurse inquire... “he sits there almost every day just gazin’ at the pond?”

“Hard to say,” a laundry gal replied, “but chances are... if you could somehow read his mind... or wave a magic wand
“And get him talkin’, I’d bet big the stories he would tell - to average teenage kids today, would sound a bit bizarre.

To tell the truth, when I spend time with men whose minds are sharp... now an' then it's hard to figure just how old they are!”
“The fellas tend to talk about their time spent overseas,” the nurse would add, “and whine about the girls they’d left behind.

But... when it comes to reminiscing... talkin’ about their fam'ly's somethin’ that the fairer sex is somewhat more inclined.  
“Hattie Thorp and Sarah Gimble both lost sons in Laos... and Jackie Monticello lost a son in Vietnam.

Mrs. Gimble, thankfully, was blessed with two more children who always say hello when they pop in to see their mom.
“But Mrs. Thorp and Mrs. Monticello... bless their hearts... haven’t any fam’ly left, and... like that guy outside...

Spend a lotta time alone, and... if my guess is right... are doin’ their best to not forget their cherished ones - who’ve died.”  
“Big ol’ Ted Delaney has a daughter and some grand-kids who come to see him Sunday evenings pretty much year ‘round, 
And Monday mornings - if ya’ let him - Ted ‘ll talk your ear off, but, by that night - ‘til Sunday next - he’ll scarcely make a sound.

“Martin says the reason he’s reluctant to participate in functions that the home puts on is how he thinks he’ll look

Tryin’ to dance or tryin’ to sing.   And so, to play it safe... he’ll sit ‘n his room and either watch TV or read a book.
“Given all the photos showing Teddy and his wife hangin’ on his walls and on the nightstand by his bed,

And knowing she was all he had - and died five years ago - it ain’t that hard to figure 

out what’s goin’ on with Ted.”
Listening to their conversation, I could clearly tell that working with the elderly was filled with ups and downs,

Just as you’d expect with persons born that long ago, who’d come of age in fairly small and often rural towns.  

Strolling across the lobby to the home’s admissions desk, I quizzed the gal behind it,  “Can I help in any way? 

It sounds as though you’re pretty swamped, and slightly short on help... based on what 

I overheard a few employees say.”
“Yes... we are!    We’re all filled up, and somewhat short on help!   But even more importantly, despite we need more staff... 

What this place could really use... aside from greater funding... is someone who can - voluntarily - make our tenants laugh!
“Your basic - ‘stand-up-comic’.   A guy, or gal, who’s funny.   Who’ll work, in lieu of cash, for simply - seeing people smile.”

I couldn’t believe what I’d just heard.      Before I’d made the offer... and before she’d made the statement... I’d been thinking all the while

What a place like this could use to cheer these people up... to help them cope with issues they were facing day to day,

Was someone like myself - who... as you might have heard - is funny... and happy to accept the listeners’ laughter as my pay! 
“I’d be glad to try my best to crack ‘em up,” I quipped.   “I’ve written more than forty family-friendly - funny poems!
The sort that senior citizens in both assisted living as well as those residing in the many nursing homes,
“Certainly would appreciate.   And if you’d care to risk it... all I’ll need’s a day or two 

to ready for my trial.

The ones I’d read - I guarantee - will make them laugh out loud, or at least... with those who don’t like verse... certainly make them smile!”
      I’d ‘ve Swapped a Thousand Texts for One Warm Hug
“That’s not true,” the father told his children - at the funeral - “I texted her, or sent an email, almost once a week, 

But if I didn’t call her on her cell phone now and then, the stretch between the days on which I’d actually hear her speak
Often ran as long as close to six or seven months!   And - not setup for 'Face-Time' - I 

was left without a choice.

She rarely came to see me, so my phone was all I had to work at mending differences, 

and actually - hear her voice! 

Expressing how you feel on digital platforms works OK, but substituting videos is the trend I most resent.

I’ve never seen a video I could give a 'great big hug', and feel as though I’m gradually losing touch for those I’ve sent. 

Texting those you care about is very much a cop-out, and emails are no better when 

the things you have to say

Ought to be communicated literally - face-to-face - and, down the road, many who disagree will learn one day

That 'texting' slowly drove a wedge they, sadly, could not feel in between their busy hearts and some of those they love,

And, if - like me - they yearn to hear their loved one's actual voice...maybe then they’ll comprehend the 'truths' I’ve penned above.

If - because of circumstances - seeing them is tough... don’t believe that texting or an email fills the bill,

And when compared to hugging -- phoning pales 'cause most - by far - when queried --- "Will you hug me if I stop?" --- will claim they will!
                   Sophisticated Lady – Small Town Girl
'Sophisticated Lady gropes the table at her bedside, blindly taking random swipes to kill the morning scream 

That shatters little 'privacies' she shares with no one else, and steals, with full impunity, her one recurring dream.

Cursing imperceptibly, she slaps the tiny box wherein the rude intruder hides by which she is annoyed. 

Sometimes six or seven times she fumbles at the buttons, until, at last, the sound that robs illusions is destroyed.

Underneath her quilt… to grab a few more minutes rest… she almost falls asleep again, while trying to decide -

Might this be the day she packs a bag and leaves a note to say she’s gone to satisfy a yearning long denied?

'Sophisticated Lady' knows her time is running out.   She’s begged herself so many times to cede the perfect way 

She dedicates her every ounce of effort to her job.  She never comes in late… and she has never missed a day!
Years surrendered honing every aspect of her life, struggling injudiciously to be the best she can,

She works like hell to prove to all who know her (as she seems), she’s better than most women and - as good as any man.

Long ago convinced the way she felt her life should be was worth the many sacrifices  

she would later make, 

“Sophisticated lady” has survived her shallow world for long enough to realize… she made a grave mistake.

Deep inside, our 'small town girl' believes she’s been betrayed.  She scans her cultured nails, which just intensifies the hurt.  

Her mem’ry of the tiny town - from thirty years ago… the one where she was born, but would eventually desert -

Is trapped behind an endless wall of 'debonair' and 'chic' that helps her, day by day, to fight her war of self denial,                                                                                                     While searching for a courage that will compromise her plight and save the soul that hides behind her cheap, robotic smile.

'Small Town Girl' sits up at last and wipes away the tears that join her every morning, then she lifts away the hair

That helps obscure a deep concern for what her life’s become, and every tedious thing she does for what she must prepare.

She moves across the room to where a blind that’s loosely drawn has thrown a tamboured shadow on the cold and dusty floor, 

And twirls the rod to flood… with light… the life she’s living now - exposing what she’s missing from the way it was before.

The Porsche she drives is rented, and her gowns were bought on sale.  She sleeps on tattered linens, though the spread is made of silk. 

She dines on business credit cards and drinks the finest wines, but - home alone - she’d rather nurse a goblet filled with milk.

Those who truly care for her live far enough away that visits are impractical - for any length of time - 

Unless she temporarily abandons her resolve to scale the corporate ladder she is trying still to climb.

Taking time to leave her hi-tech world's a risky option, and only texts and emails, and a phone call here and there,

Let her think she's privy to the life she left behind - assuming those who miss her most are keeping her aware.

Knowing the life she’s missing - with her fam'ly and her friends - lies waiting in the distance, the one thing she has learned 

Is everything she dreams about her world from long ago is smoldering in her bosom, and - until she has returned -

Her heart is like an ember that has clearly been - displaced.   The fire she belongs in burns a thousand miles away, 

But deep inside she understands the pain she’ll feel to leave - is nothing even close to that she’ll feel if she should stay!
But then - like almost every day - 'Sophisticated Lady' makes her way to where she'd donned the face she always did

To help disguise her innocence - deceiving one and all - and keep them from discovering that… she’s just a small town kid!
But now, somehow, more clearly, 'Small Town Girl' can see the truth, as morning sunshine burns away the fears that dim her view. 

The voice that’s begged her many times to make the break and run to where she longs to be again now tells her what to do.

And as the sound of traffic far below her in the street desecrates her common sense and steals into her mind,

She is well reminded of the world she’s come to hate… and moved with great conviction by the one she plans to find.

She stands before the condescending woman in the mirror… the one who’s held her captive for so many lonely years… 

And tells her, for the first time ever, "No more rouge and powder to cover up your wrinkles, and the furrows from your tears!
"Today there’ll be no lipstick -- your hair will not be sprayed. No blushes -- no mascara -- your eyes will look the same 

As when you were a teenage girl… back thirty years ago… before you turned your back on those you love to -- 'play the game'.

Glancing at her closet filled with suits and fancy gowns she’s wearing now - at 49, to hide her thighs and hips -

She cries aloud, “Oh, what the hell!”  Then… standing at her chest… withdraws a drawer and digs beneath the nylons and the slips

Until she finds the piece of lingerie she’s had for years - but never'd actually found the nerve to wear outside the house.

Today she’ll wear the smallest briefs and tightest shorts she owns, and those who care to look will know -- she’s nude beneath her blouse!
'Sophisticated Lady' doesn’t quite know what to do… having not, for all these years, perceived herself this way…

But this is - 'Independence Day' - for 'Small Town Girl', at last.    She’s finally made her mind up, and... she’s going home to stay!
                              A Preordained Interview
                 "I honestly can't explain it, sir," the amputee began... 

"my folks were not religious and we never went to church,

Nevertheless," he added, "on the afternoon it happened,

me and a couple other guys had headed out to search

"For guys who'd gotten injured - whose lives were now at stake.

Finding wounded soldiers - which with what our team was tasked -

Forced us in to areas where the fighting was intense!"
                 "And that's what you were doing when the bomb went off?" I asked.
"Yes," - his lips were quiv'ring as his eyes began to dampen,

"everything went cold and dark," - he drew a labored breath, 

"and had I'd known how tough it is to live without your legs...

given the chance to make that choice again... I'd opt for death!"

"You can't mean that, son " I said... "in just a month or two

you'll be fit with new prosthetic legs... you'll walk again!"
                "Prob'ly so," he whimpered, "and, of course - I'll get around...

but question is, can I survive the pain from now 'til then?

What's the point in going on?   I've no surviving kin -

my mother died nine months ago - my dad's been gone for years,

And the two best friends I'd ever had were blown to bits that day!
I might as well just 'check out' now!"   His chest was soaked with tears. 

                 "Here's my number," I proclaimed - reachin' a note his way,

"so anytime you get the urge to simply - shoot the breeze -

You can call an' - catch me up... I'd love to learn - first hand -

what it's like to chat with God on a pair o' brand new knees!"
"You take a lot for granted," he replied!    "What makes ya' think

                 that I'll be 'talkin' to God' at all?    We've never actually met!"
                 "It's time you did," I prodded... "'cause He spared your life, ya' know...

and now you're gonna have to find a means to pay your debt."
                 "Wha-da-ya mean, 'pay my debt'," the kid of twenty barked...

"I don't owe God nothin', man... He took my legs away!"
                "I'm sure by now you've tried to figure why He intervened

and chose just you - despite your wounds - to make it through that day.
What you need to do is use this extra time He's given you

to figure out how you can make the world a better place."
                 I watched the youngster's countenance deciphering my remarks, 

as a - 'What the hell's he talkin' about' - confusion found his face.

"You ain't off the hook just yet 'cause God ain't finished using you
to help him wage His never ending war.   He needs you, son!
                 The two of you 'll find a way to do the world some good, 

and... you ain't goin' nowhere, kid - believe me -- till He's done!"
I'd fin'ly gotten through to him... the tears abruptly stopped...

he rubbed his eyes and wriggled back to sit up nice and straight,

Then said - "I hope you've gotten what you need for your report,

an' as far as -- checkin' out now's concerned -- it won't hurt much to wait!" 

He cracked a smile and took my note... "It's gonna be a while

before I make it outta here, so... while I'm on the mend...

I hopin' maybe once or twice a week you'll find the time

to drop in for a visit... I could really use a friend."

"Of course I will," I told him, "and I'll help ya' with your workouts,

'cause kid, as far as I'm concerned... we're damn good buddies now!
We'll fight this thing together, son... you're going to walk again...

                 and The One who took your legs away -- is The One who'll show you how!"
                                     Adopting Yua
The dust had all but settled from the sultry morning air when Sergeant Kessler tapped me on the arm to wake me up.

“Gonna be a hot one,” he announced, “a chance o’ rain... and could get up to ninety,” as he tipped his coffee cup.

“How’d ya’ sleep?” he queried, as I briskly rubbed my eyes, “we leveled most of what was left by nine o’clock last night.”

“I wouldn’t call it sleepin’, Sarge... it’s more like - passin’ out,” I filled him in, while tryin' to dodge the early morning light.

"I shinnied up a tree," I quipped, "an’ watched ‘em strafe the village... had a real good view of things from high atop my perch.

Anything that breathed, I swear, got blown to kingdom come... but gim-me-a-sec an’ me an’ the guys ‘ll do a thorough search.”

“Don’t forget how quick them suckers vanish,” Kessler warned, “and... male or female - young or ancient, always - shoot to kill,

Even those without a gun, ‘cause... as I’m sure you know... any Jap that gets a chance to - stop yer breathin' - will!”

Gathering up a half a dozen fairly seasoned youngsters - all aware of just how risky searching buildings was -

We began the door-to-door, digging through the carnage, knowing that - as virtually every thorough searching does -

Totally unexpected things can pop up out of nowhere. Dangerous things, rife with' Death', and always by surprise!

The sort in which a tremb'ling child -- whose father... dead but hours... and moments after being found, whose wounded mother dies --  

Weeps to see its parents dead, and cannot be consoled.  The sort in which a suddenly-orphaned child is left - alone!  

Once again - with this the case - I stooped to pull her free, noticing how she trembled as a slowly passing drone
Warned her - unmistakably - that... coming ‘round again... was what had turned her life 

to hell only hours ago!
I held her to my chest and did my best to calm her down, when, wafting through the rubble came the summons --- “Hey, let’s go!”

I grabbed the sobbing youngster’s hand -- never for a moment wond'ring if the plans my heart proposed were wise to do!
My caring instincts took control and made it very clear - short of finding fam’ly I could safely take her to,

Nothing would be safer than to take her back to camp, where those who spoke her language could communicate with her.

Moments later I was stunned to hear the girl’s interpreter rock my world by telling me... “You won’t believe this, sir!
“She says her name is, Yua, which I know - in Japanese - means 'tie' - or 'bind' - with love... and claims that  --  you are now -- her dad!
She claims... because you found her... and then took her someplace safe... her God has chosen you, sir... to replace the one she had!
“Trouble is,” the nurse remarked... “I’m sure she really means it!   And didn’t you say that both her folks were killed in last night’s raid?”

“A photo by their bed,” I said, “showing the three together... told, in no uncertain terms, the awful cost she’s paid
“For merely being -- Japanese!    She hadn’t joined the conflict.  Her soul objective each and every day was --- playing safe --- 

Which wasn’t all that easy, ‘cause... they don’t tip off civilians to risk reducing body counts in towns they’re going to strafe!” 
“She says she has no relatives or friends who’ll take her in,” the gal explained, “which means, of course, she’ll have to count on us.
I’ll try to make it clear to her - her 'God' got this one wrong -- then feed her good an’ book her on the early morning bus.”
As I sat there, mesmerized by what this child believed... wondering what some other person, sitting in my place,

Might have done if torn between - listening to their heart - and - what is know as common sense... I suddenly felt my face
Tickled by a teardrop... and I knew my choice was made!    I raced to where the orphaned kids were kept, and bounded in,

Found the nurse I’d worked with and informed her, “Yua’s right... I’d like to be her foster father... where do I begin?
“I’m married - over twenty one - and money’s not a problem. I’ll call my wife tonight, and, trust me - she will be enthralled.”

I rang my wife, as promised, and informed of my plan to - foster-dad an orphan.  Not surprisingly... she balled. 
I teased her about my having - no alternative - because... based upon the child’s faith, 

the father-bit was done,

And told her, if they’d let me bring her back on my next furlough - she’d quickly fall - 

as I had - for the tiny heart I’d won! 
Lorrie - being infertile - had suggested several times our taking in a foster child… this wasn’t something new...

But desperate as she was, I knew that - bringing Yua home - to let them meet and hope they'd meld - was what I’d have to do. 
Their military orphanage - now bursting at the seams with kids who’d lost both parents 

to the ravages of war -

Said, when I explained to them I’d met an orphaned girl that I would give the world to take responsibility for:
'Provided we can verify the child you have in mind has absolutely no one that will take 

her in Japan ---

And that I'd be adopting her the moment I returned --- as far as... ‘can we make it work’…
if all goes well... we can!'
Later on that day I used my cell to take some pictures, then texted them to Lorrie Ann, 

to help her understand 
Why my heart had told me... “Here’s your chance to raise a child”... the moment I’d reached out and took ahold of Yua’s hand! 
Rarely is a destiny so terribly opportune, with no potential downside and completely “sorry free”, 
And though our faiths are different - both our yearnings - long denied - would light a 

fire inside our souls that reeked of - 'meant to be'!
Yua saw me as her father... soon she’d meet my Lorrie... and Lorrie, without question, would adore her... this I knew,
And we would spend our lives together, knowing, through the years, the sort of love - 

and kind of bond - ya' just don’t get with two!
                                BIG Change of Plans
 Absolutely positive we knew what we were doing, we’d sneaked around… and I mean sneaked… for six or seven months,

Being oh-so-careful not to put ourselves at risk… certain she and I could beat the odds, when... all at once...

Daisy started throwing up, sometimes twice a day… had nasty headaches frequently, and when it came to food -

Often had a craving for a few she rarely ate… or couldn’t stand the sight of ones -   depending on her mood!
A few weeks later other little tell-tale signs appeared.   Ones she wasn’t all that keen to bring to my attention.

She started out reluctantly, “Now, Kevin, don’t get mad… but somethin' scary’s happened that I thought I’d better mention.

“I’ve missed my period twice now… get headaches all the time… and I’ve been feeling weak and nauseous almost every day.

Maybe I should ask the school nurse to check me out,” then stood there waiting nervously, to see what I would say. 

“There’s gotta be a better way,” I tried to hide my fear. “Aren’t there little test kits you can buy most anywhere?”

I could easily tell that both my disconcerting answer - and hitting her, unfairly, with my cold, expectant stare -

Had only made her more upset, and, when I’d calmed a bit, I told her, “Listen, hon… I’m sure the nurse will be discreet.

We don’t want this gettin’ around... especially not before we've had a chance to break it to our folks and -- faced the heat!”

“I agree completely,” she replied, “and if they feel that we’re too young to have a child, we’re going to have to choose.

You know how much I love you… and I’d marry you today, in spite of what - for doing so, you must admit… we’d lose!
“Amber Stone and Kelly Walker married last December.  Both dropped out of school their junior year… and - you know why.

Their child was born in April - their folks are very poor - and though he’s got a steady job, they’re barely gettin' by!
“No diploma… either one… and little help from home… Amber said, at first, she’d planned to give their kid away,

But Kelly had such confidence they’d make it on their own, he changed her mind, and now she says she’s glad he did today!
G-E-Ds 'll get ya’ by in little towns like Oxford... but if ya’ plan to make it big you need to raise your site.

I’m certain, if I’m pregnant - that my folks ‘ll try like hell to talk me into doing what I’m sure they’ll think is right.

“They’d rather have me terminate the pregnancy, I’m sure, than marry young - have a child, and never finish school.

And when I look at all the girls that did what Amber did, it looks as though it’s pretty hard to argue, as a rule!” 

“To me it doesn’t matter what your parents have to say,” I countered her, “‘cause, honey... this is up to me and you.
We’re in this together, and - before we jump the gun - let’s talk it out and give ourselves a chance to think it through.

“We'll see the nurse on Monday morning.    If she says it’s ‘yes’… we’ll decide - before we tell our folks - what’s best to do!
Mine ‘ll blow their tops as well.    They’ve warned me many times!    They’ve told me tales of how it usually goes, and - most are true!
“Cody Schaefer got his girlfriend pregnant last July.  Her parents made her end it, but he hangs his head in shame 

Every time the subject of abortion comes to light.  He said they’d actually gone as far as picking out a name!
“There simply is no perfect way to fix the mess we’re in.   There’ll be regrets for both of us of sorts - no matter what!
Abortion is the ‘easy way’, I guess, and… like you said… your parents will insist you have it done - and quickly -- but --
“I’d prefer the six of us sit down and talk it out.   This changes things so drastically, it needs to be discussed, 

And if, in fact, the nurse confirms you’re going to have a child… you know we’re going 

to need advice from someone we can trust!
“The nurse, of course, will have to tell your folks, but if she’s nice… she’ll give us just 

a little time to tell them face to face.

We’ll tie the knot discreetly at the Justice of the Peace, then pool our funds and find ourselves an inexpensive place

“That we can pay the rent on for at least a couple months, ‘til I can find an evening job an’ get us up and going.

I’m with you… we’ll do this right… but up ‘til classes end… let’s try, as long as possible, to keep our friends from knowing.

“We’ve not a leg to stand on where our parents are concerned!   They told us not to mess with sex, but -- we could not resist --

And now, at only seventeen, we’re bound to lose some chances we know that other kids who’ve done the very same have missed. 

“There’ll be some major hurdles, dear, but, when it comes to clearing them - I’m absolutely positive we can - 
But lookin' for a man who’ll never leave you on your own is something you won’t need 

to do, ‘cause, Daisy… I’m that man!”
         Still Today, Her Smile an' Her Eyes Are the Same!
        Stephanie Butterworth - Tom's older sister - the one with the burgundy hair,

was strollin' down Willow Tree Lane Friday morn with a calico cat in her arms,

When me an' a buddy pulled up on our bikes and, passing her by, I was shocked
by how disarrayed I became for discovering the power of Stephanie's charms! 

"Good morning," she bade us, smiling at me... "it's a wonderful bike-ridin'-day'."

Then, stealing my eyes for the next several seconds, waiting for me to reply,

According to Billy, my 12-year-old buddy, I sputtered, "It couldn't be better,"

then stood there transfixed in a - 'first-timer-haze'... no inkling at all as to why!
See... 14-year-olders like me - who are seldom, if ever, prepared for - the 'rush' -

often succumb to the smile of a girl that has literally stolen their eyes,

And I was so smitten by what I perceived as the 'prettiest girl in the world' -

that, fifty years later, I clearly remember that truly-life-alt'ring surprise! 

        And Stephanie's smile is exactly the same as it was when I met her that day, 

        so everything else comes to life in my mind when she captures my eyes like before.

Both of our hearts are attuned to the others... our souls - now 'identical twins'...
        and when we're debating it's always her eyes she empowers to settle the score!
                                           Kids Are Worth the Risk
“What‘re ya’ doin’ for Christmas, Carl?” the nurse’s aid inquired, “all our kids are coming home,” she proudly let me know.

“Well... me an’ Joan believed,” I answered, “when we tied the knot - that far too many folks regret the fam’ly seeds they sow

“‘Cause somethin' always comes along to lead their child astray - and something learned among their peers will pry them from their side,
So, consequently, I -- an only child and 85... am payin’ the price for doing so... now that Joan has died!”
“I’m sorry, hon... I didn’t know,” she timidly confessed, “I’ve only been here seven weeks and - goin' by your chart -

I guessed that you’d be celebrating Christmas with your wife - and findin' out you’ll be alone, hon, truly breaks my heart!
“How'd ya' like to share a meal with us on Christmas Eve?   Both our folks have passed away so we’ve got lots o' chairs!”

I laid there - staring up at her - stunned to think a gal that didn’t really know me felt the need to show she cares!
“You an' I are -- ‘someone’s kids’ -- and we turned out OK!    I make a ton o' real good food --- I mean it, Carl... please come!
The doctor said you’ll be released at 10 o’clock tomorrow, and turnin' down a meal o' mine would be - quite frankly -- dumb!”
Seeing, I’m sure, the tears well up in my astounded eyes - “Well... that’s the kindest 
'invite' I believe I’ve ever had,”

I replied!  To which she said, “All our kids are great... and actually, Mr. Jackson… you remind me of my dad!
“I can keep an eye on you,” she fought to make her case... “a nurse’s work is never done, and you’ve been through a lot.

You’re the only guy I know who’s gone through seven surgeries and lived to tell the story!  All the other ones who’ve got

“Pancreatic cancer, as you know, are doing chemo -- and only one or two of them are close to cancer-free.

I’ll be back at 10 a.m. tomorrow -- you be ready -- ‘cause -- no two ways about it, dear -- you’re coming home with me!
“We’re havin’ both a bone-in ham and oven-roasted turkey... cinnamon-seasoned 

candied yams, and homemade dinner rolls!

And just in case you find a spot the main course hasn’t packed... there’s peach dessert 
and rhubarb pie for fillin' in the holes!”
Well... Shelly couldn’t have known, of course, that what she did that night - offering 

me a Christmas dinner - opening up their home -

Would have meant so much to me that - just before I died - I’d sit down and saturate - with tears - this little poem:
                                                         To Shelley
I dedicate this piece to you - the sweetest ‘kid’ I know - raised the way that God intended, always safe and warm -
Blessed - as much as possible - with calm and balmy skies... and spared - as much as possible - from struggling through a 'storm'.

I learned from you that having children - if - with God’s support - each receives those vital things that every youngster needs: 

Being tightly held whenever fear invades their life --- help to see the errors in their adolescent deeds ---

And help to see the wisdom and the cloud--dispersing--benefits that stem from close adherence to their parents’ best advice -

Can, indeed, be wonderful, and offer great rewards --- rewards that cost one nothing 

more than simply --- being nice!
What you've helped me comprehend is -- 'Children' run the gambit from those that tear your world apart -- to those that earn your pride!
I only wish we’d understood that -- 'kids are worth the risk' -- and pray you get a chance to read this poem before I’ve died.
Love, and God bless you,

Carl
                              Because I Got Involved
Ducking into Nell’s Cafe’ to grab a noon-hour snack, I noticed, sitting quietly in a distant corner booth,

A little girl that checked the entire list of  'common features', including totally trusting eyes and, yes -- a missing tooth.

Assuming that her folks were ordering food, I glanced away, figurin’ she’d be prob’ly snarfing breakfast tout de suite,

But after I’d been handed what I’d ordered - and a cup - I noticed, as I strolled across the room to find a seat,

The girl - still unattended - and now close enough to tell, I easily read the fear and doubt with which her eyes were filled,

And that became the instant I proactively embarked on doing what to which my heart, by fate, had thus been willed. 

Fairly thin and rather frail, I guessed she hadn’t eaten in very likely several hours and, possibly, all day,

So... anxious to console her, I approached her with this fib --- “The lady accidentally put two burgers on my tray,

“And I was wond’ring, sweetie, if you’d like the extra one!   And the giant drink this meal includes is way too big for me -

So we can share my soda, too, and... if we drink it dry... the same as lots of restaurants, honey - refills here are free!”

She fixed her puzzled eyes on mine and leaned back in her seat, understandably leery of the offer that I’d made.
"Why" - her face was quizzing me, would someone she didn’t know choose to share their food with her?   A meal for which they’d paid?”

I glanced around to verify that no one there seemed -- ‘with her’ -- then came right out and asked her -- “Are your parents here with you?”

“My daddy was an army man,” she timidly explained, “and Mommy did exactly what she promised him she’d do

“If he was taked away by God -- she joined him up in heaven.   She left me here last night with all the money that she had...

Told me she was sorry, but she had to leave because... her heart refused to let her break her promise to my dad!
“I don’t have no brothers or no sisters,” she went on, “and all my parents’ relatives have past away,” she said,

“And we just got evicted, so she left me here, at Nell’s, afraid that - once she’d joined my daddy - I might wind up dead!
“Here’s the note she wrote for me that says my name and age, and tells that I ain’t got no folks or any place to go

Where I can be with grownups who can help to keep me safe.   Someplace I can sleep at night, and where I’ll actually know

"Where my next meal’s coming from.   And just before she left, she dried my eyes, best she could, and softly said a prayer

That someone like yourself would come along and - as you did - notice I was hungry and be nice enough to share!”

“You can have them both,” I stammered - fighting back my tears, “and if you’d care for something else, dear, you just say the word.”

In all my eighty-seven years the tale she’d just conveyed comprised the saddest story that, to date, I’d ever heard. 

“Friends of ours in Tampa Bay have tried for quite some time to have a child but, sadly, she’s unable to conceive.

Wha-da-ya say I call 'em up and ask if they’d be interested in meeting you, and trust me, hon, I honestly believe

“They’d absolutely love to get a chance to give a child just like you a place to live and everything you need! 
Someone they can truly love -- teach them right from wrong -- and fin’ly have, as I just did, another mouth to feed!”

“After we’re done eating, I can drive us to the courthouse and we can check with who 

it is that handles things like this.
You’re the opportunity my friends are praying for... and the chance to be their daughter’s one I’d hate to see you miss. 

“If me an' Daphne weren't so old we’d offer you the option of actually growing up with 
us - ‘cause we’d love nothing more

Than seeing to your every need and helping you - grow up.   We had a son for twenty years, but - like your dad - a war
“Tore away the 'purpose' in our lives when he was killed... and - like your mother - after losing Dale - our only kid -

Me and Daphne couldn’t bear to risk that pain again... and actually gave some thought 

to doing -- what your mother did!”

Maybe it was hunger that inspired her to trust me - or maybe sharing facts with her on how our son had died,

Along with all the likenesses within our situations, including fighting battles - (won and lost) - with suicide...

But why she’d let her guard down was irrelevant to me when she looked up, found my eyes, and queried me point blank --

“If I accept your offer and I eat that extra burger, and help you drink your soda pop, then you’ll have me to thank

“For making sure that what you couldn’t eat didn’t go to waste, and you’ll owe me a favor,” she continued... “ain’t that right?”

The little tyke’s perception of the circumstance was priceless, and she’d been flashing little smiles twixt every sip and bite,

So - like the smitten fool I was, I told her, “Absolutely... and when we’ve finished, I can call my friends in Tampa Bay -

And if you’d like to meet them, we can stop and grab my wife, and run down there in no time --- they’re just 20 miles away!
“That can be the favor that I owe you,” I proposed.  “I think my offer’s more than fair,”

then added - “wha-da-ya think?”

She snarfed her final burger bite while mulling my suggestion, then, reaching across the table for my pop to take a drink,

“Thank you for the food,” she chirped, “now -- let’s go call those people.   If you an' Daphne really like them, I’m sure I will too -

And if they really like me back, I’ll give them all my money... and - if they’re glad you brought me, sir... they might give some to you!”

Surprised to hear her call me ‘sir’, I suddenly realized, up 'til then I hadn’t actually told the girl my name!
“My name’s Mark --- Mark Stellinga”... I reached out to shake... “and comin' close to skippin' lunch -- I’m really glad I came!
“And your name’s - Susan Barnes, I see... according to your note. You prob'y go by Susie, right -- or, should I call you Sue?”

“Susie's fine,” she fired back, then made my day by adding... “for choosin' not to skip your lunch --- I’m just as glad as you!
“If you can’t be my dad,” she quipped, “how about bein’ my grandpa?  I can tell you’re old enough... and I can tell you’re smart.

Mama told me not to worry, said that - 'here at Nell’s - sooner or later, someone older, someone with a heart,

“Would eventually figure out that I was all alone, and would, no doubt, be interested in learning why that was.

When I saw you enter I was hoping you would spot me, and do what Mommy said a person your age usually does

“When they see a person who is struggling... needing help.  They tend to lend a helping hand, offering what they can

To ease the pain of others, and I knew, by how you looked, that you, if I was guessing right, were just that sort of man.”

The little rascal had me pegged.   “You’re right,” I proudly said, “and you’ll fit in with Dan and Marcy just like you were theirs!
We’ll do the whole thing legal like but, one way or the other - I'll find you a brand new mom an' dad that truly care --

“Who’ll do their best to keep you safe... and where you’ll always know where your next meal’s coming from, and where you’re gonna to sleep!
We’ll make this work, I promise you, and this one, dear, I swear's, a vow I’m proud to offer - and will fight like hell to keep!”

I phoned my friends and filled them in, fully understanding how far out my plan would leave us dangling on a limb,

But never doubting they would win the heart of little Susie... and absolutely positive that she’d appeal to them!
Just as we expected she was very well received, and Dan and Marcy took to her like birds 'll take to sky,

Telling her, “We’d love to have you come and live with us”... as they and she -- and we, of course -- all began to cry.  

The necessary paperwork was promptly taken care of, and now, just five months later, thanks to God - and somewhat me -

Susie’s gone from being abandoned in to where a child - a young and helpless child like her - with heaven’s help, should be.

The three are now inseparable and - just as we had hoped - each of their dilemmas - by adopting her - were solved.

Dan and Marcy got the child they’d prayed for all this time... and Susie’s blessed with brand new folks because --- I got involved!
                                   College ‘ll Wait
Dad an’ I were tryin’ hard to land a pan o’ Redeye just outside o’ Huntsville off a dock 
on Blue Ridge Lake,
When I got all but hypnotized trackin’ outside ripples emanating outward from the breaches they would make. 
“Wake up, boy,” my father quipped, “your bobber just went down.   Redeye Bass ‘ll pick ya’ clean before ya’ know they’re there.

Takes at least a dozen, son, to make it worth our while, and I’ll be fishin’ all alone if you just - sit an’ stare!”

Dad was right.  But what he didn’t know was, when I’d cast, very much preoccupied, I’d failed to bait the hook.

The day before I’d had a conversation with my mother telling me, quite earnestly - no matter what it took - 
She’d be doin’ absolutely everything she could to stop me from enlisting in the Army 

after school.

Trouble was -- Dad an' Grandpa both had proudly served -- and plans ignoring their decisions didn’t feel too cool. 
Pointing at the photographs of my an' my Dad’s father - all decked out in uniform, I argued with her, “Mom... 

Lots of other guys I know are joining up this summer, an’ I’d feel like a coward tellin’ 

Dad an' Grandpa Tom...
“Given all the conflicts overseas, that I’m not going!   Plus, having missed the scholarship we all were sure I’d get,

College ’ll wait -- and -- seein’ as Dad has yet to find a job - I don’t wanna add another dime o' fam’ly debt!”
“Get in the car,” Mother barked... “it’s best you see - up close - the facet of a 'conflict' that will help you to decide! 

We’re going to tour Walter Reed -- and by the time we leave -- I’m sure you’ll feel the lucky ones are actually - those who died!”
To cut the story short... the trip through Reed was tough as hell.  And having never seen first hand such suffering - caused by war -

Making up my mind to 'join', thus far, had been a trial -- but - afterward - I felt the need to contemplate no more! 
What my mother’d done had only strengthened my resolve to honor my commitment to protect the land I love!
And - had my father realized (as I was lost in wonder / leaving him to fish alone), what I was thinking of, 
He’d have been delighted and, I’m certain, very proud!   I knew that he'd agree with me,

despite my mother's fears,
And - as I left for boot-camp, I was not the least surprised to see, in both their eyes, the love and pride within their tears!  
                                As Oft As I Do Her
When I was back in high-school there were 3 or 4 'cool chicks' and 6 or 7 halfway decent 'hunks' at 'Bailey High'.

But - short of 'halfway decent' - I was very well aware that super gorgeous babes weren't apt to date my kind o' guy!
To get a chick at Bailey High you had to have great hair... a flashy smile... a well developed body... and - a 'ride',

But mine was thin and rusty red... my front teeth overlapped... and - measurin' out at 37 inches - side-to-side -

Even drivin' a new Corvette would not have done the trick!   Fortunately, the girl I wound up hoping to attract

Wasn't terribly pretty and her size was close to mine, so - car or not - despite the many attributes I lacked,

I managed to convince myself that if I did things right - came on slowly, step-by-step - 

really played it cool -

That sometime soon she'd realize that we were meant to be, and likely wind up bein' my wife once we'd finished school!
It sounded like the perfect plan.   We both were kinda blimpy, and neither one was easy 

on the eyes or all that smart,

But just before I'd mustered up the nerve to ask her out, her fam'ly moved to Baton Rouge and tore my plan apart!
I only wish I'd made my move and told her how I felt a month or two before they'd left. 
Just suppose I had - 

Maybe - if she'd felt the same, at least I would have known, and for the past few lonely years I wouldn't have been this sad. 

I actually miss her every day!   I see her in my dreams.   I never got to know her, but I'm absolutely sure

That she and I were so alike it would have worked out well, and, hopefully, she dreams 

of me as oft as I do her.

                                      Connected
"How ya' doin''" the youngster asked... a girl I'd never seen... "you're lookin' pretty good for a guy your age."

"I'm on the 'final chapter'," I surprised her, "of my life"... and not that long before my final page!"

She paused for a just moment to assess my curt remarks, clearly unprepared for what I'd said. 

"Every friend I've had in here," I added to my rant, "including some much younger, is now dead!"

Only there to clean my room, her startled eyes suggested quips like mine were foreign to her mind,

Leaving her uneasy, so - in deference to my guilt - I threw the kid a few - less morbid kind!
"The food here's really good," I started... "most the time at least... especially on the weekends.  They're the best!
But just in case the backup-chef is cookin' I make sure to keep a bunch o' goodies in my chest! 

"That there highboy dresser's filled with most the clothes I own, but - safely stashed inside its upper drawer

Are awesome snacks of every species, pret' near all I'd need to - if I chose to - open up a store!"

Now I had her chuckling -- "You're a character, alright," she giggled, as she moved to where I sat.

"Your name's Gus," she added, "as she gathered up my sheets... it's great to fin'ly meet you... my name's Pat."

"Nice to meet you, too, my dear, but... how does - "fin'ly meet you" - fit in with our meeting?" I inquired.

"I think we're - 'connected'," she replied, to my surprise, "and based on what I learned when I was hired...   

"Those who've lived in Pinkerton for all - or most - their lives... the local ones, who never moved away,

And therefore share a common past are kept in neighboring rooms... melding lovely mem'ries day to day, 

"And you - a lifetime resident - are known by folks your age for something rather touching that you did.

I was told you gave the girl you planned to - and did marry - back when you were just 

a little kid -

"A small bouquet of dandelions, and, they say - your word - that on her 18th birthday, you'd propose!
Turns out that young lady was my granny's - brother's - daughter... but you're the only one who actually knows."

"That's a fact," I countered, "and she obviously answered 'yes'... but how does that connect the two of us?"

"Well... if her name - her maiden name - was Duncan - first name Sarah - that... combined with your name being Gus...

"Means that we're - 'connected'... sorta, you know... fam'ly-tied... though several times removed, and - if I'm right -

I'd be thrilled to talk with you -- fill in little voids -- so how about, when I get off tonight,

"I run home and grab a couple albums and some letters... some go back as far as '28!
Maybe we can figure out if what I think is true!   Wha-da-ya' say to that... we got a date?"

"I'd be glad to chat with you," I answered, "and - you're right... we tied the knot in 1934.

But what we didn't know, of course, was - five years down the road, we'd help our allies fight a distant war - 

"And though I'm proud I did my part to help our foreign friends from 1939 to '42,

Leaving Sarah weeping as I left for eastern France was the hardest thing I've ever had 

to do.

"She wrote - and sent me photographs - once a week at least, keeping me abreast of how things were,

And I, of course, when possible, to meet her expectations, would mail - how I was doing - 

back to her. 

"It's tough to miss a loved one who has, sadly, passed away... but missing one you love that hasn't died

Can be even rougher, and - to put her fears to rest - sometimes - when I wrote her back -
I lied!" 

"I'll be back at 7:30," Pat explained her plan - "then you and I can talk 'til who knows when."

"That sounds great," I countered, "this is really nice of you, and even though I'm sure we can't be kin,
"I'll be tickled pink, young lady... even if we wind up sorting through your pile o' stuff 'til dawn.

'Cause you, my dear, I'm betting, are the closest thing I've got, and now that all my closest friends are gone...

"I've been wond'rin' who I'll leave my 'greatest asset' to."        

"And what, pray tell," she asked me, "might that be?"

"If, as I suspect," I said, "you're anything like Sarah... if an' when you meet a guy like me...

"Grab him... if he's single... 'cause it's plain as day to me that you're a precious jewel among your peers! 
That, my dear's, my greatest asset... 'super wise advice'... our marriage lasted sixty-seven years!"

She brushed away a tiny teardrop trickling down her cheek, looked me in the eye and sweetly smiled.

Everything about her seemed delightfully familiar, leaving me surprised and quite beguiled.

Blessed with Sarah's lovely smile and gentle hazel eyes - and given that their laughter seemed the same --

Spotting -- 'Ms. Patricia Duncan' -- stitched across her blouse would prove to me this 

girl - who's maiden name
Matched the very clan by whom my lovely wife was spawned - was, no doubt, an in-law, sure as hell!
And, even if she wasn't, she'd already won my heart, and I was hoping she, by now, could tell

That further proof was not required!    I relished her assertion, and saw her as a teen just starting out,

Somewhat frail and vulnerable, like Sarah once had been, when coping with her fears and constant doubt -

Won'dring:   'Will he make it back?'    while I was asking me:   'Will I ever hold my love again?'
"I'll be waiting anxiously," I told her with a smile, and if our research runs 'til who knows when,

"I can tell you now, my dear - regardless what we learn - because we had no kids, if you don't mind...
When I join my Sarah I'd be pleased if you'd allow me to will you everything I leave behind!"

Lovingly, I reached for her -- she took my hand and said, "I pray to God I find a man like you --

But while I'm thrilled that we're - 'connected'" - she replied, in tears, "that isn't something I can let you do!"

"Sorry, hon," I countered... "you're the child we never had, and that, young lady's, how it's going to be!"

And as she leaned to hug me, I said... "now that we're - 'connected' - I know dang well you'd do the same for me!"

                        I Hope His Prayers Are Answered 
I was sitting in our doctor’s office, waiting to be X-rayed, to learn if there’d been more than just a sprain to my right knee,

Whining to my mother how I’d had so many injuries it seemed as though the 'god-of-luck' apparently hated me!
“Just last week,” I started moaning, “warmin’ up at practice, me an’ Landon bet a buck on who would win at sprints.   

Well… I went home a dollar down, and -- with a twisted ankle -- from steppin’ in a pocket gopher hole beside the fence.

“And, Mom,” I told her, “you know how - whenever I play tennis - I always get those monster blisters just behind my toes…

“Well… even though I do my best to hide the pain they cause, I know - because of how they make me walk - my hurting shows!
“My ankle’s feelin’ pretty good, and - having not played tennis for seven days - my blisters are now fairly close to healed,

But… sure enough… the minute I get really close to healthy… the coach decides to move my butt from third to center field,

“And less than fifteen minutes in to playin’ for the championship - divin’ to catch a blooper - which I really shouldn’t have missed -

I wrench my stupid knee so bad the pin-head takes me out… and the 'god-of-luck' - because he hates me - also sprains my wrist!
“I hope the doc decides that I can take this knee brace off.   I hate the way that people tend to stare… I ain’t no gimp.

It’s bad enough my blisters make it tough - until they’ve healed - to run as though there’s nothin' wrong… and walk without a limp!” 

Fin’ly, Mom responded, “Dear… you’ll learn, as time goes by, there aren’t that many days in life that pass without a glitch.

Everything you’ve whined about is not that big a deal, and frankly… I’m a little tired of listening to you bitch!”  

Well… that was when the door that I’d been waiting for to open swung aside to clear the way for what would give me pause,

And make me suddenly realize how selfish, and how hurtful, whining like a baby over superficial flaws
Has to seem to someone who would gladly take my place.  Whom… due to serious issues, can no longer use his legs.

I pray to God his doctor finds a way to help him walk, and hope his prayers are answered by the Deity he begs!
                              Grandpa’s 3 Suggestions
“Hey, Terrell,”  my granddad started out, “about your daughter,” I overheard my mother’s father saying -- on our porch...

“My youngest grandson, Gabriel - the one that’s in her class - thinks she doesn’t like him, but he’s carrying quite a torch!
“He claims he’s asked her out at least a half a dozen times - but somehow just can’t find a way to turn her pretty head.

I really hope he gets it done.   I told him not to quit.   I know they’d get along just fine, based on what he’s said: 
“‘I’ve been tryin’ hard to get a date with Tiesha Jackson, ‘but every time I ask she conjures up a new excuse! 

Wha’da’ya’ think I oughta do?   She’s everything I want… but if I’m not the type she likes... I s’pose there’s just no use.’”
“Don’t you dare give up,” I warned him, “Tiesha’s quite a gal.  She’s bright as hell and, just like you - good at several sports.

And being pretty doesn’t hurt,” he snickered... “that’s a bonus!   I think it’s time we talk about some good old - last resorts.
“Guys who’re havin' difficulty melding with their ‘chosen one’ likely haven’t utilized these 3 effective 'tricks'. 

Each can make the difference when it comes to their decisions as to which -- of all 
the guys the lady could -- she picks!
“Write the girl a poem or two!   Show you’re sensitive side.   Your mom and Granny both adored a man who'd write them 'verse'!
But never get too personal.    Your daddy tried that once... and instead of bettering what they had... it actually made things worse!
“Another trick that worked for us - too seldom used these days - was driving out, on starry nights, to Jasper County Park,

Throwin’ a big ol’ blanket down - turnin on some 'Motown' - then cuddlin’ up an’ doin’ 

a little smoochin’ in the dark!
“And last, but not the least,” I added, “sending cards and flowers - proving that you love them, Gabriel - tends to open doors.   

Tried-'n'-true techniques like these have opened countless 'Hearts' -- and if used right - 

the key to opening Tiesha’s will be yours!”
                              I Wish I'd Gotten to Know Her
                       The oldest house in Pinkerton, and prob'ly all of Georgia, 

and what is termed - 'a Vicky' - by 'antiquers' like myself,

Was built in 1884 for Jeremiah Whitney 

to demonstrate its owner was a man of major wealth.

I'll bet I've actually passed that place at least a thousand times,

wondering how it looked inside - obsessed with getting in -

Quizzing others constantly - exchanging speculations -
but stuck with merely guessing for the fact we'd never been.

All agree its countless rooms must be of massive size,

fit with both a giant hearth and sliding 'pocket doors',

With stunning chandeliers above and sconces on the walls

                       to help display the beauty of its fancy parquet floors.  

Regardless how sublime the palace had to be inside,
I was most concerned with what it looked like from the street,

Feeling who attended to its picture-window's flowers
was entitled to a compliment - and... one I'd love to meet.

Jeremiah's daughter, Belle - an only-child and spinster,

who'd often been proposed to, so they say, but never wed - 
Had no blood-line relatives - no healthy ones, at least -

and when your every kin is either indigent or dead,

Those that handle things like this are left to make the call

with undirected-assets dealt as those in charge prefer --

And when I'd wander passed the house, I'd often ask myself --
'What-da-ya s'pose the you-know-whos are going to do with her?'
What if they'd determine that her mind had grown too weak

to let her cope with all the needs a house like this demands,

Especially one this old... this huge, 'cause keeping 'Vickys' up

                       requires a ton of expertise and -- more than just two hands!
                       Two / three time a week I'd check my watch to ascertain - 

is there time enough for me to stop an' say, 'Hello'?

Now distraught - for having never made the time to do so -

I'm a slave to great regret for not contesting - 'No'!
Well... on my way to work last week, driving passed the mansion,

glancing at the window to inspect the you-know-what -

Old Miss Whitney's sweet bouquet was nowhere to be seen,

and what was on display instead would kick me in the gut!
Teary eyed, I pulled along the curb in disbelief!   

For several years I'd seen her lovely flowers every morn, 

Catching, every now and then, a glimpse of old Miss Whitney
Primping - as she'd done since back before when I was born!
But, more than just no flowers in the mansion's empty window...

never had I seen it with its drapery tightly drawn!
And there, to help explain the change, they'd hung a single wreath,

                       which, as we know, is used to say that - someone loved - is gone. 

I sat there, reminiscing on the countless opportunities

to make a move to meet her - and to get a look inside -   

I should have put to better use, but couldn't help but wonder -- 

had I gotten to know her, how much harder I'd 've cried.   

It's now a fine museum, and its picture-window's drapes 

are, once again, wide open, and the flowers have returned!
I volunteer to tour the home with in and out-of-towners 

every other weekend, and the greatest thing I've learned

Is --- never let a chance to meet a person you're convinced

would easily fit in well with you - before the option ends!
No one - I mean no one - knows how long their life will be,

                       and one thing you can never have is -- one-too-many friends!
                             On Being - 'Farmer-Raised' 

A few small clouds were drifting through a brisk October morning... sort o’ playin’ peek-

a-boo with those of us below...

When Dad glanced up - doffed his cap - and threatened... “Won’t be long ‘til all the trees 

have lost their leaves an’ we’ll be gettin’ snow!”

Farmers have a knack, ya’ know, for knowin’ things like that... an’ Dad, and his dad, 

always knew - before the 'News' would say -

If and when a storm was comin’ -- when to close the windows -- and if there’d be a need 

for puttin’ certain things away. 

Just a couple years ago - the way it will in May - the temperature was runnin’ back an’ 

forth twixt cold and warm,

When Grandpa Virgil leaned inside the shop and hollered out, “Better bring the combine 

in... we’re in for quite a storm!”

Cats an’ dogs for thirty minutes - golf-ball hail for ten - with winds that tore some shingles off the old machine shed roof,

And when it fin’ly moved away, we drove around the farmyard taking shots - lots of shots, of what we’d need for proof.

No one had been hurt, thank God, and, yes... he had insurance... but as we slowly made 

the rounds - with me there in between -

The utter devastation to the buildings - and the crops - brought a look in both their eyes 

that I had never seen!
Neither one had wept in front of me since Granny’d died, but seein’ the cistern lyin’ 

there - all busted up... they did!
Grandpa yanked his hankie out, as Dad was takin’ pictures, figurin’, if he used it well, 

he’d keep his hurtin' hid.

But handkerchiefs are only good for three specific things:  Wipin’ sweat -- blowin’ your nose -- and dabbin’ up your tears.

The first two options ain’t traumatic - every farmer does ‘em, but when you’re in the presence of a child of seven years -

Most will try - an' rightly so - to minimize the harm that bursting into tears in front o' real young kids can do,

And, still today, their teary eyes, from all those years ago, 'll come around to testify that what they say is true.

But seein’ Dad and Granddad crying helped me understand that even grownups suffer blows that 'll knock 'em off their feet,

And taught me that - by working as a team... if given time... very little comes along that 

a 'Fam'ly' can’t defeat! 

By mid-July the corn an' wheat had made a full recovery... the roof was lookin’ good as new… the cistern was rebuilt...

And - taken by a guy who dusted crops the aerial-photo showed what - from the sky - looked like a gold and emerald quilt. 

Something else that farmers have a knack for doing well is making wise, decisive moves... regardless what that is...

And having worked like hell to earn and - carry on - his dream, today what Father helped 

him farm for fifty years - is his.  

And while his siblings sought their goals in “Life” by other means - choosing paths they felt would lead to that for which they yearned -

Even those who wandered off had known the special care that comes with being 'farmer-raised', and... steered by what they’d learned...

Guided by the greatest, well-intended love there is... one that always tries its best to help them make their way...

Know, without exception, there are anxious arms at 'Home' that yearn to hold them just 

as tight as those who chose to stay. 

See... lives within the rural world are built on 'Fam’ly' concepts... hard to find outside the

realms of tiny towns and farms...

And typically the ones who’ve rolled the dice and fled the flock will far more inconsistently enjoy their parents’ arms! 

“Home” - despite how meager - is, of course, that person’s root... and how conditions nurture us affects the way we grow...

But I can guarantee you... being 'farmer-raised' myself... again, without exception... is the finest way I know!
                                   I Nearly Blew It
Each and every guy I knew, back in junior high school, swore they’d shoot their favorite dog to kiss Marlene McCoy...

But every single kid who did --- not shot their dog, but - kissed her ---  wound up, to my great surprise - a disillusioned boy!
Her run of short-lived friendships with the coolest studs in school prompted me to wonder why it was they’d never last.

Not a real cool dude myself, and guessing by the number of far more handsome guys than me she’d run with in the past,

That, had I somehow found the nerve to ask her for a date... and had she actually granted me a chance to take her out...
I, like all the other guys - who’d tried to woo Marlene - would learn first hand what all the ‘breakin’ ups’ were all about.

Doby Baker owned the hearts of half the girls in school.   Captain of the rugby team - his daddy owned the bank -

Yet - even though he had to know his life would turn to trash --- because of Marlene's big ol' boobies --- Jessie walked the plank,

Leaving me an' several others stumped for knowin' why!   The only ones who knew for sure were Marlene’s closest friends,

Plus every stud she’d strung along!    But I was bettin’ big... figurin’ - when a ‘headline tryst’ with a chick like Marlene ends...

Any guy who’s tried and failed to please the school's 'Queen'... who’d taken a shot at courtin' her an' wound up gettin' dumped...

Might just help me understand why hot-bod-babes like her are so damn prone to breakin' hearts ‘cause, I, for one, was stumped!  

But as it happened, 2 years later - having lost my freckles - shaken close to 50 pounds, and toying with a beard...

I began to wonder -- was I fin’ly cool enough to land a date with Ms. McCoy, and - as the summer neared -

Might this be the perfect time to ask her to the prom.  I still recall distinctly what she said when I inquired - 

“My cousin’s got a crush on you,” she claimed... “she thinks you’re hot!”  An unexpected comment from a girl I’d long admired.  

“Nice to know,” I fired back, “but, you’re the one I’m after.   Connie” - (that’s her cousin) “is a sweetheart, that’s for sure,

But now that I - like you - Marlene, have reached the stage of - ‘hot’ - I’ve set my sights on findin’ someone prettier than her!”

“She’s far from gorgeous,” Marlene snapped, “but good enough for you... and anyone with eyes can see you’re definitely not my type!”

Her harsh reply persuaded me her countless failed relationships were due to Ms. McCoy not having -- lived up to her hype! 

In spite of her rejection I was fairly well convinced that - given my improvements - I could easily find a date,

And gettin’ a chance to snub McCoy was, after what she’d said, a long-sought opportunity for which I couldn’t wait.

But now without a partner for a prom just days away - with learning Connie liked me - 

I broke down and made the call. 

Because our hallway lockers were a mere two doors apart - along with how she’d always smile when passing in the hall -

Plus given Marlene's comment 'bout her -- ‘thinking I was hot’... and figuring if I’d make a point of dancing in the dark -

(To keep my friends from noticing) - that all would be OK... with fingers crossed I took the plunge with -- “Connie... this is Mark...

“The kid that’s got a locker just a couple down from yours... and I was just now wond’ring if... by any outside chance...

You don't have a date yet for this weekend’s senior prom, and might consider letting me escort you to the dance.”

“No, I don’t,” she sniffled, “but... although I’d love to go... the truth is, Mark, with how things are, I can’t afford a gown!
Marlene said she'd told you that I like you... which is true... then laughed about how good it made her feel to turn you down!”

I swear to God, I’ve never felt so absolutely busted.   Sensing Connie’s injured pride, I found it tough to speak.

Every ounce of guilt a man can feel, in merely seconds, washed across my selfish heart

and left me feeling weak.

“Gown or not, we’re doin’ this,” I made up both our minds, “and I ain’t rentin’ no stinkin’ tux... my Sunday suit ‘ll do!
I’ll pick ya' up at six o’clock, and, Connie - by the way... Marlene’s comment isn’t why I wound up asking you!
“Truth is, I’ve been sweet on you, I swear, for quite a while... wantin’ to get acquainted, but I’m actually very shy!
Now we’ll fin’ly get a chance to -- check each other out - and if it’s true - 'you like me'…you’ll be free to tell me why!”

Our conversation lasted for at least a couple hours, with both of us exposing - very slowly, who we were,

And by the time it ended we were sure we’d sparked a fire... and I’d become immersed within a whole new view of her! 

That was eighteen years ago... eighteen awesome years.  Marlene married the quarterback, then the mayor’s son...

After whom, predictably... she took up with her lawyer... and five ‘ll get ya’ twenty-five that ornery skag ain't done!
But see them half-a-dozen children sittin’ around our table?   They’re our living proof of all the ‘Happiness’ we’ve had,

‘Cause that there pretty lady - (that’s my Connie) - is their mom -- and I -- the fool who very nearly blew it -- am their dad!
                           I Plan to Take Them With Me
“Why’d ya’ open the window, sweetie?” Doctor Flynn inquired. “Thankfully it’s warm outside... thankfully it’s Spring.”

“A pretty cardinal landed in that big ol’ willow tree, and I just couldn’t help myself… 

I had to hear him sing,”

The little girl responded, “and I know that... pretty soon... I’ll be up in Grandma’s kitchen helpin’ her make pie,
So I've whipped up a little list of what I’d like to see - and a bunch o' sounds I’d like to hear - for when I die! 

“I rarely get to go outdoors, so when I spot a songbird landed close enough to hear, I simply can’t resist

Doing all I can to get to where it can be heard, and when I fail, believe me... I despair for what I’ve missed. 

“Growing up in Bluebird Valley, birds of many species filled the trees surrounding where our modest cabin stood,

And back before I lost my health - I'd spent what hours I could skipping rocks on 'Prophet Pond' and wandering through the wood. 

“The stream that fed that little pond - more accurately - the brook - filled my ears with trickling sounds that gently soothed my soul,

And what to me's a favorite sight I pray to see again’s -- the crazy-wild contortions of a young, rambunctious foal!             

“I cherish gorgeous sunsets... I adore when babies laugh... I strain my ears for ‘cooing’ doves, and owls... I love them all. 
Kittens purring... harvest moons... wafting fields of wheat... gliding golden eagles… and 

a lone wolf’s mating call.

Each and every one of these, to me, is very special, and up until I leave this world - I’ll 

try in every way

To garner opportunities to see them and to hear them... and I plan to take them with me when I reach my final day!
                               I Will Join You Shortly

Fifty some odd years ago we met and fell in love... and both of us made promises 

we each sincerely meant,

But as I sit here gazing at your picture, through my tears, despite our vows to - 

“never part”... that’s not the way it went!
The same as both our parents had, we vowed to stay together, facing every obstacle 

that lay around the bend,       

Determined, as a team of two, to take on every challenge, while disregarding, purposely, how what we had would end.

Feeding off each others vigor, sharing all we did, one way or the other only strengthened what we had,

And each and every incident would add another layer of what it is that binds us to our 

loved ones... good or bad. 

You had me and I had you to hold when times were hard - times that test the fortitude of

loves like yours and mine -

But - as a lot of soulmates feel inclined to disregard, we closed our eyes to what we knew was lurking down the line. 

Dying simultaneously is fraught with morbid benefits, a sympathetic oxymoron kin to loves this strong,

To those who’ll freely sacrifice their every selfish whim to fortify companionship that 

tends to last this long.

They understand how crucial it can be to - 'never part' - and, naturally, are anxious to

restore what has been lost

When whom they love - and needed - has been stolen from their side, and will, enthusiastically, no matter what the cost -

Take the only route there is to joining them in death... the only means of being with their loved one once again, 

So please don’t get discouraged, dear, ‘cause I will join you shortly, and we’ll be back together, as we for so long had been.

                      I'm Dying to See You -- Literally!
Dad was loadin' rods and tackle, I was addin' fuel, as Mom hopped on with a picnic lunch that balmy afternoon.

Another Sunday outing on the lake - our old routine - as sister Susie tossed the tie to free the old pontoon.  

"We're runnin' low on crappie," father broke the morning still, "and folks are sayin' they're bitin' near the cattails in the bay."

"Sandy Baxter claims he caught a couple dozen catfish just outside o' Gator Slew," I countered... "yesterday!"

"Anyone who bets their life on Sandy Baxter's stories better have their will filled out," my sister promptly said,

"Stake your life on findin' fish where Baxter claims they're bitin' almost guarantees ya' that you're bound to wind up dead!"

"Sandy's not that bad 'o guy," Mom was quick to counter, "yes, he does exaggerate, but lots of people do,

And he can't hold a candle to the -- 'one-that-got-aways' -- that me an' Sue have heard a million times from Dad an' you!"

Mom was right... Dad and I were dedicated anglers... tackle-nerds since way back when -- we'd fish from Spring to Fall.

While Mom, a wee bit nosy... make that -- dedicated snoop -- not the least concerned if 

we were catchin' fish at all -- 

Often donned a veiled sombrero - hiding her binoculars - and spent her time critiquing what she thought were newer homes!
A quirky little trait of hers, but one in which I learned I'd often manage findin' ample fodder for my poems!
Susie used the outings both for - working on her tan - and trying to land a fish or two, if Dad would bait her hook,

Claiming that her sun tan lotion tainted what she'd touch - explaining why her offerings were the ones least often took!
"Fish can't smell your sun tan lotion," Dad would come unglued, "what your problem really is is... you don't like the slime!"

"That's not true," Sue countered... "I can actually hear them scream," but - just to get her anglin', he'd appease her every time!  

From 2 to 4 we'd troll the shoreline figurin' we'd find bluegills, then wander out a couple hundred yards and try for bass.

Dad was well acquainted with the lake - he knew the hot spots - and loved, despite he'd lose some crawdads, fishin' over grass.

Mom would tap the picnic basket 'round 'bout 4 p.m., servin' up what each of us perceived a tasty snack.

Tuna salad sandwiches were me an' Dad's first choice, and cold iced tea was what we'd all requested her to pack.

The gals would always share a bag of little powdered doughnuts and split a corn beef sandwich with a slice o' cheese, on rye,

Plus all of us got bags o' chips and Hershey candy bars... a finer meal, we all believed, not even kings could buy!
I miss those lovely family outings more than I can say.   Mom and Dad have now been gone for close to seven years,

Susan passed away last month, and I - a childless bachelor - having spent, and spending still - many a night in tears -

Am out here fishin' crappie - with a tuna salad sandwich - cold ice tea - a candy bar - an' chips this gorgeous day,

And pleased to tell the three of you - I'm dying to see you all - and with the help I got from Doctor Hobbs --- I'm on my way!
                                  It’s Gonna Feel Great to Give In
“So... when did you make up your mind” he inquired, “that not having children at all
is what you prefer... while insisting you love them... and far more importantly… why?
You say that your marriage has always been strong, and your wife is your very best friend,

yet, Kimberly claims... when she asks you for children... you’re not even willing to try!
“According to her... when she’s tried to persuade you... begged you to give it a shot...

year after year... by contriving excuses she feels are unfair... you’ve refused! 
Isn’t it time to explain why it is that you always keep telling her, ‘No’?
What’s the big problem?    I can’t help but wonder if you - as a child - were abused!”

“The fact is -- I was,” I admitted... at last.    “Not sexually... but every way else!
Kim’s not aware that my parents took off and abandoned me when I was three!
Or that I was raised by a couple who actually lived off the money the got

for bringing up orphans... and constantly beat me!   Perhaps that’ll help ya’ to see
“Why I’m afraid to have children myself.   I’m worried that - lurking inside -

something connected with how I was treated - from three ‘til my wife and I met -

Will lead me to doing the same to my kids.   Not before Kim had I ever known ‘love’...

and, gambling I’d never fall prey to my past - is a risk I’m reluctant to bet. 

“Kim deserves children... there’s no way around it.   She’ll make a fine mother, no doubt.

And, yes, I agree... it’s time to confess.    She needs to be told why it is how it’s been!
I’m glad that I called you.   I knew you could help.   I know how excited she’ll be --
and I’m gonna be just as happy as her... ‘cause it’s gonna feel great to give in!”

                                                 It’s Not Too Late
One seat back from where I sat in almost every class was where this wimpy, red-haired nerd - (I’d hated from the start) -

Made a point of sitting, thinking - if he played it right - because I had no boyfriend - he’d eventually win my heart!
But while I had no problem with his almost-orange-ish hair - his cheeks were packed with freckles and his two front teeth were gone -

So, naturally, the creepy dork was further than he knew from getting even close to what he’d long been counting on. 

Then, just before my Junior year we moved away to Utah, saving me from Parker Duncan’s ploy to turn my head, 
But recently I got a text from one of my old friends... and in it were some pictures with a note below that read:
“Here’s the coolest king and queen our school has ever had.   Our ‘All-American’ quarterback was drafted by the Saints! 

The guy is so good looking - when my sister sees him coming - especially if he smiles at her - she claims she all but faints!  

“Maybe you remember him... as I recall, he liked you... asked you out a dozen times before you moved away.

Of course, he wasn’t cute back then, but - as the pictures show - he’s now a gorgeous hunk who’ll soon be rich, and... by the way…

“A local station interviewed him - 2, 3 weeks ago - and asked if he was worried about his chance of getting hurt.

“‘Not at all’, he answered, ‘and I owe my mental toughness to someone that I worshiped - but who treated me like dirt!
“‘Prettiest girl I’ve ever known, and - first to break my heart - but I still catch me thinking of her almost every day!
No matter what I’d say or do, I couldn’t make her like me... and then... a couple years ago, her family moved away.’” 

“Any idea who that might be?” my classmate cruelly teased.   “As I remember -- you had Parker eating from your hand...

And as I’m sure you’re well aware, coping with 'rejection' isn’t something guys like him are quick to understand.”
“Pretty girls are often tasked with telling their 'admirers',” I explained, in my reply... “despite the way they feel...

Not to get their hopes up, and never tell themselves their fantasies of whom they love are even close to real!
“They’re sometimes just not ready for the super-close-relationship the guy’s decided’s right for them -- and choose to tell him - 'No'!
That’s the way it was with Parker Duncan, I’m afraid... but obviously - despite his grief - he did survive the blow!
“Tell me,” (I just had to ask), “given that - ironically - I don’t have a boyfriend - might there somehow be a chance
That you could, maybe... text him... and, say... drop a little hint - that - if he’s single, what we have’s the perfect circumstance 
“For picking up where we left off... back in ‘65... and start a new relationship?   He’s lookin’ really hot!
And don’t forget to tell him how to reach me,” I continued.   “I need to use - or forfeit what vacation time I’ve got -

And flyin' out to see you guys would be a perfect way.” 
“Not a chance,” she texted back, “forget it --- no can do!
I aim to ask him out myself, and - based on his remarks - I wouldn't be surprised if he was still in love with you!”
“Not a chance,” I argued, “that was 4 long years ago,”... and all I want’s a chance to make amends for what I did.

I didn't wanna hurt him, but he never did quit trying -- and ya' tend to say an' do some 
hurtful things when you’re a kid!”

The texting suddenly ended, and - unsure of why it had - but guessing that my classmate was regretting what she’d done...

I promptly phoned the airport... booked a one-way flight to Boston, grabbed a bunch of stuff I’d need to make a 4-day-run...

Called a cab and headed out for where we used to live... hoping... if I found him very quickly, chances were --

Provided he was single - not engaged - or spoken for - that I was still the sort o’ girl that he’d prefer to her!
After I’d invented what I deemed a good excuse for calling unexpectedly, I rang the football coach,

Sure he’d have his number, then - with fingers tightly crossed - bit my lip and nervously attempted my approach.

I asked if he’d be interested in meeting up for pizza later on that evening, at the restaurant of his choice...

And I remember thinking - if the claims he’d made were true… and I could sense the way he felt portrayed within his voice...

If his wounds had fully healed - and if I played it right - because he had no girlfriend - 

I could likely win his heart!
But that, my friend, is nowhere close to how the evening went.   I tried to dodge - as best I could - the deeply painful part

Where I’d destroyed his self esteem... begging his forgiveness for never having understood how hurtful I was being -

But felt a wave of great relief when Parker took my hand, and - even though I’d been so mean... (with which he was agreeing!)...

Actually started smiling!     “I forgave you long ago”… he whimpered, as his eyes welled up and tears began to fall!
“I’ve prayed to have you back within my life since when you left... and I don’t know - or care, my dear - what prompted you to call!
“Forget the past,” he softly said... “I’m thanking God above for giving me the courage and the strength it took to wait...

And seein' as how you’ve done the same, I’m betting you’ll agree, that... even though it’s taken all this time... it’s not too late!
                       It’s What We’ve Done - Together
We launched our search for fine antiques in 1952, with lofty plans to resurrect a huge Victorian house,

Doing a restoration with an 'upgrade' here an' there, but unprepared for what would come along to quickly douse 

The fiercely raging fires that were burning in our hearts.   Norma Jean got pregnant and our dream was put on hold,

And by the time the twins were born, and - budget reassessed - the 1880s house we’d planned to renovate - had sold! 

Not prepared to let our plan to save a great old house fade away forever, we kept snagging odds and ends --

(If and when some extra funds would surface now and then) -- while all the while - disappearing - just around the bends -

Every chance we’d conjure up to fin’ly buy a home - vaporized before our eyes... slipped beyond our reach...

As me an' Norma fought to help each other not give up by taking turns reciting what’s become a common speech!
Either she or I will say, “Someday, it will happen!   Some old musty mansion, somewhere close, will come along -

And even with the income that we’re living on today, something fairly rough - that we can purchase for a song -

“Will eventually surface, and we’ll somehow find the funds needed to restore it!    It’s a 'Dream' that must come true -

And one that certainly will, my dear!    The fact is... as you know... dreams like ours can take awhile - but virtually always do!”

Today we've several photo albums filled with gorgeous pictures taken when we’d travel, for, now -- forty-seven years --

And every time we take 'em out to warmly reminisce... despite we love them, every one, they always foster tears.

Our mobile home is cluttered wall to wall with ancient items, a mix of -- 'needs-a-little-work' - and - 'super-fancy' stuff --

But even though they help to quell the pain of striking out... having them -- without the house-to-match - is not enough!
We’ve fin’y thrown the towel in on - ‘fixing up a Vicky’ ‘cause everything we find these days is much too far away,

And if we hint at moving out of state to -- ‘do our thing’ -- both our folks and all our fam’ly plead with us to stay!
Still, we’ll keep on dreaming, while we've settled for our photos - comfortably surrounded by the few 'old' things we own -

Keen aware that, in the end - it's what we’ve DONE - together - that's made our '50s trailer-house a warm and happy home!
                                                    It’s Time To Go
“I’ve nothing left to live for,” he replied when I confronted him on why it was he’d tried 

to take his life.

“That’s not true,” I scolded... “you’ve got children here in town... and just a couple weeks 

ago I met your lovely wife!”
“Yes,” he whimpered, “I’ve got kids... but they don’t come to see me... and just to bring you up to date... Marilyn passed away

Back in late October, son - very unexpectedly... and I’ve been absolutely lost ever since that day.
“But I know where she is, of course - Marilyn’s up in Heaven, expecting me to join her, 

and the only way I know

To get from here to where she’s at’s by doin’ what’s required.  I’ve made my will, and left 

my kids a note… it’s time to go!”

I could tell the sweet old guy was wrestling with depression, and took another shot at tryin’ to make him understand

That - those who’ve shared a love as strong - and long - as theirs had been... when, at last, their lives diverge from how they’d had things planned...

Even “Death” cannot dissolve the bond the two have made. Even “Death” cannot diminish what it is they’ve known,

And I was bent on making him believe - though she was gone... despite his children rarely came, that he was not alone! 

I noticed several pictures of his wife were on the walls, offering him the comfort of her presence day to day,

And on his bedside table was an album filled with photos and a nearly-empty box of tissues next to where it lay.

“She isn’t gone completely, sir,” I tried to ease his pain, “I’m sure she sees your every move, and hears your every prayer,

And now, among the angels - safe and warm, and free of pain - she knows she’s in your every dream, and knows how much you care.”
He peered up from his wheelchair with a look that froze my mind, and calmly said, “You’re right, my boy... I’m sure she’s doing fine...
And obviously the means I'll use to join my wife concerns you... but that decision, I’m afraid, is mine - and only mine!  

“Together nearly every day for fifty-seven years - even now she's governing what I do 

and how I think!
You share your every thought with someone... share most every hour, then... whether you’re prepared or not, in what seems but a blink -- 

The one you’ve come to realize has melded with your soul... who's now, for several decades, been the greatest love you know...
Disappears forever - it’s a devastating blow... so, trust me when I tell you, son... for me…
it’s time to go!”
                                 Mom’s Old Photos
While pulling down boxes from high on a shelf in a closet one morning last May -

Me and my wife were there sorting things out ‘cause my mother had just passed away -

A large tattered envelope dropped to the floor that would keep us there most of the day. 

Picking it up - but not reading the label - I handed it off to my wife.

When Melanie read the inscription out loud… what I heard cut my heart like a knife.

“Photos to help those who loved me remember.  Please cherish them… this was my life.”

Mom was tenacious when “picture time” came.   Her camera seemed part of her hand.

I can still hear her, “Just shut up and smile… when you’re my age you’ll all understand,”

Whenever we whined, and I’m sure that our finding this packet of photos was planned! 

She knew in her wisdom the day would arrive when her photos of so long ago
Would serve to remind us how happy we were, and certainly most of you know

That memories are greatly enhanced by those moments that only a picture can show.

Not chronologically placed in the envelope, Mel dumped them out on the bed.

The first one I spotted was truly amazing.   It showed them the day they were wed. 

My dad in a suit that he must have outgrown… and my mom with a veil on her head. 

Flipping it over, to see if she’d dated the shot, I would get a surprise.

‘Pictures are worth, they say, thousands of words… and, a picture - they say - never lies.

And this one, I think, proves how happy we were to be married… just look at our eyes!’

A caption in rhyme!    Mom loved to write verse.   I decided to set it aside.

The next one I looked at showed all of our families together, when Dad’s brother died.

Except for the days when my folks passed away, I think that’s the hardest I’ve cried,

And likely the reason I’ve often had trouble allowing 'affection' to start.

Not that I haven’t loved anyone since quite as much as I did Uncle Bart…

It’s just that, with time, you get used to these things… and the pain isn’t new to your heart.

Well, seeing these two was enough to convince me we needed to look at each one.

Mel felt the same so she whipped out her cell and thoughtfully speed-dialed our son,

Telling him, “Tommy, we’re over at Granny’s... it’s gonna be late when we’re done!
“While clearing a closet we found some old pictures his mother and relatives took,

And naturally, Carl - out of sheer curiosity, feels we should have us a look.

I think so, too, and it may take a while, so, honey… today… you’re the cook!”

That was the only loose end to contend with, and now that we had it addressed,

We could begin to consider our options… and after they’d all been assessed…

Wisely devise the most practical method for viewing - and sorting - the rest.

Mel was the first to suggest a proposal -- “Let’s make some piles here and there

By looking for details that tie them together, like - when they were taken, and - where.

Watch for the signs of a girl growing up - such as outfits - and… length of her hair!” 

“Here’s a real old one.    It’s sad how they fade.   I’d say she was probably three.” 

Then I found a shot of her still in a crib, and remarked, “This reminds me of me,”

As Mel dug one out that was actually in color… one of the few that would be!
We giggled our way through the bulk of the pack - but some had us fighting back tears.

A few of the recent ones showed… if you knew her… a woman combating her fears

From coping with cancer, and bouts of depression from being without Dad for ten years. 

“This was my life,” seemed an odd way to phrase it, but that was precisely the truth.

There, in the piles we were slowly constructing, was Mom - from the days of her youth - 

To when, due to illness, her weight had decreased and she looked a bit long in the tooth.    

Her hair, as a child, was as black as a raven.  Her eyes - a deep emerald green - 

And - up ‘til Dad died - her smile was as pretty as any that I’ve ever seen.

We both were enthralled to discover a photo of her as a homecoming queen!
Mel found a great one that showed Mom and Dad on the hood of an old yellow car.

I found a funny one showing my dad proudly flaunting a long, ugly scar.

The back of the photo read, “Here’s what you get when you tangle with drunks in a bar!”

More than a few showed them sitting on horses.  They rode them all over the place.

Another I found was of Dad when in high school… in uniform… playing third base - 

And one was a close-up of him at their wedding, with frosting all over his face! 

One other aspect of viewing the pictures we loved was the heartwarming way -

(Along with the year that the photo was taken, and often times -- even the day) - 

She’d added descriptions, and we were enchanted by some of the things they would say.

Like -
“Orville an' Rose - in their three dollar buggy.” She’d dated it 1904.

“Carl - with his Harley - at Pinkerton Conoco.  Mr. Kinkaid in the door.”

“John, in his uniform.  Last one I got… on the day that he left for the war.”

“First summer dress.” was the caption she’d scribbled on back of a shot that was great.

Barefoot and pig-tailed and beaming with pride, as she posed on an old wooden crate.

“First time on roller skates. Notice my knees.” -- April, Oh-Six was the date. 

One of the biggest, which should have been framed, was of her on the stage at the prom!
Right under that was a shot of her holding her very first grandson: our Tom!
That one was tagged, “April 9th, ’62”… and a terribly good one of Mom. 

One showed her helping her mother pick beans in the garden beside the garage.

Another was captioned, “Leverl - on his birthday - all smiles in his thirty-eight Dodge.”

The next one I grabbed was of me… in my uniform… leaving for Beaver Dam Lodge.

Scouting was fun, and it taught me a lot that - without it - I’d never have learned.

The next made me laugh, "What corny old swim suits - no wonder they never got burned."

The next was of me helping Dad scoop up corn from a wagon he’d just overturned!
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Mel busted a gut, as she handed a picture my way.

“Hard to believe what the women were doing with hairstyles back in her day.

A picture like this one - for me, makes it easy to see why she hid them away!”

The next one was taken the morning that Dad - after trying his best to refute her -

Fin’ly gave in and sat down at her desk and attempted to use her computer!
He’d fought like a badger and vowed if she didn’t stop ridin' his butt he would shoot her,

But ten minutes later… with my an' Mom's help… his eyeballs were glued to the screen -

And who for so long had been fiercely resisting would morph to a mesmerized teen...
And I can still hear him admitting, at last -- ‘You’re right… this is quite a machine!’”

Then came a great one of Mom and Aunt Nellie at what - I would guess - was a dance.

Prob’ly a sock hop, with what they were wearing --- Aunt Nell was in corduroy pants! 

Mother once said she adored Fred Astaire… and would kiss him if given the chance! 

The next was of Dad helping Mom mount a horse. “I believe this is Grandfather’s farm,”

I said, “and she’s written:  ‘A gentleman always... so handsome, and loaded with charm...  

And to prove that he loves me he had my initials tattooed on the side of his arm!’”

Here, once again, was a cute little couplet.  A sample of Mom in her prime.

She loved to write verse, as I mentioned before, and I’m sure, if she’d taken the time,

Could have conveyed the great love that she had in her heart for her fam’ly -- in rhyme!
The next was a dandy of Mom at the picnic last summer in Cedarwood Park.

She loved to identify birds by their calls… and species of trees by their bark.

That was the day that I mangled my finger while changing a tire in the dark! 

Fin’ly, at noon, we were parsing the last, and Mel nodded 'yes' when I said,

“This one, I think, we should take in for copies.”  Its caption didn’t need to be read.

Taken the morning that Dad had his seizure… by seven that night - he was dead.

Sorted, at last, by their looks and their captions - as close as we possibly could -

We went through each pile and selected the ones that we felt were especially good -

Talkin' 'bout who'd be most anxious to see 'em -- we knew that our Tommy sure would.

We think it’s cool that - with each generation - evolves their particular - 'Look',

And I’m here to tell you that albums of photos are truly -- 'our lives in a book',

But had we not found 'em we’d still 've remembered without all the mem'ries she took!
Mom did so terribly much for our family.  And though it’s been said many times,

Mothers can never be fully repaid, especially with nickels and dimes.

But now that she’s livin' in heaven and busily - whippin' up cute little rhymes -

She is delighted, no doubt, that the photos she meant for her children to find

Are garnering laughter - and tears, now an' then… exactly as she had in mind
Whenever she took one, so wisely aware that - at some point - she’d leave them behind.
                                    Mother’s Chair

“What’s the deal with the tired, old chair,” a friend politely asked... “it looks a little out 

of place with all your modern stuff?”
“It adds a certain ambiance,” I started to explain... “mixing modern furniture with stuff that's slightly rough -

“Things ya' find at rummage sales, or really tacky shops - lend a warm, nostalgic touch, as far as I’m concerned,
But actually the reason why it’s here has more to do with what we did when Mother died - and something that I've learned!  

“Postponing Mother’s funeral for a surgery I'd just had till I was feeling strong enough 

for flying back from Rome,

My siblings, in the meantime, made arrangements for the service - each residing less than thirty miles from her home.  

“Mom, a ten year widow, had been wrestling with dementia and living in a nursing home for close to seven years -

And brother, Dale, and sister, Jan, had sold her things at auction to pay off debts with which she was severely in arrears.

“The meager home where we’d grown up was sold to pay the mortgage off, with not a dime remaining for the three of us to share,  

And, other than for photos -- as it never got a bid -- all we've left reminding us of Mom is that old chair!
“She took it to the nursing home the Sunday that we moved her - reminding us of what it meant, while gently dabbing tears

That fell for obvious reasons as it - as you might assume - was where she’d often darned our socks and taken naps for years.

“I offered Dale and Jan a chance to have it in their homes... (being the youngest, doing so, to me, seemed only fair)…

But both of them, surprisingly, elected not to take it, and I feel blessed and actually very proud to own that chair!
“The most devoted matriarch that God has blessed a child with - knowing what she'd need it for, had purchased it brand new...
And, having been her favorite one where - cuddled in her arms - she filled my mind with wisdom as to what I’d need to do

“To be the kind of person that would fill her heart with pride... that old chair means more to me than anything I own,

And every time I sit in it I clearly feel her presence... as though she’s right here with me... and I know I’m not alone!”

                                On Cameron’s Choice...
In case you haven’t heard, Darnell, the UPS delivery guy is telling folks that Cameron 

told him - right before he left -

He’d fin’ly made his mind up it was time to reunite with all of those who’d passed 

away - for whom he was bereft -
So not to leave him packages ‘cause he’d be - 'gone for good'... and all they’d do was 
pile up ‘til someone figured out

What his always-empty porch... shaggy, unmowed lawn... and long neglected mailbox 

was conspicuously about!
An only child, who’s folks were gone - along with all relations - entirely alone and yearning for what tragedy bereaves --- 

Like so many others who are strugg'ling with 'Depression', Cameron felt the solace that 

a lonely soul achieves

By putting things in order and providing clear instructions for steering what they’d left behind toward those whom they believed

Were most inclined to care for those who’d lost their every loved one... souls like him - that 'Death' had so persistently bereaved --

Justified his choice to join his family and his friends - who're waiting for him patiently, and, thereby - reunite... 

And I, for one... knowing well what life alone is like... feel -- at least in Cameron’s case -- 

his choice to leave was right!
                      Nothing Ventured - Nothing Gained
"The first time that I saw you, dear, we both were wearing swimsuits... I was pushin' twelve years old and you were pushin' ten...

And, bad as I'd been smitten - (I could not recall my name for nearly twenty seconds) - 

I had no idea I'd been!
"Smitten that is!    Blown away!     Your tightly braided pigtails - whippin' around, chocolate brown - were slappin' at your shoulders

As you kept doing cannon-balls with me discreetly watching, perched atop the tallest of the shoreline's many boulders.  

I saw you late that evening strolling slowly down the beach, glancing back from time to time, confirming that the waves 

Were, in fact, erasing every trace of where you'd walked, fixing, as they always do, the flaws the water paves. 

A couple mornings later I was shocked to realize that I'd, in fact - unwittingly - been thoroughly beguiled
By someone less than ten years old... even worse... a girl - and understanding - unlike me - this girl was but a child --
I approached my mother, asking, "Mom, can guys my age fall in love with unknown girls for how they look alone?"

"Depends on who it is," she said... "it's often worked out well when a fella's stuck his neck out for a gal he hadn't known - 

"Especially when the guy is under 12!      She's super cute, and if you've got a brain at all, it's time to make your play!
She wanders past here every day -- that oughta tell ya' somethin' -- it's time to stick yer neck out... wouldn't ya' say?"

"Those were Mother's 'words of wisdom'!    Mom was really wise.   And two days later, knowing well - by hangin' around the dock -

I'd eventually see you, which of course, we know I did - once I'd found the gumption to address you from my rock,

"I inquired... 'Hey, Connie... how's the water?'   'Member that?,  

you spun around an' -- cold as ice -- 'Stop buggin' me,' you said!"

"Your cannon-balls are awesome," I continued,  'Member that?,  

for which I got a dirty look and a super harsh --- 'Drop dead'!!"
"'I figured you were razzin' me,' you countered, with a glare!   

"I couldn't believe a 10-year-old could bite the way you did!"
"Up until that morning I'd been wonderin' -- 'WHAT'S HIS PROBLEM?' -- figurin' you were just somebody's super-stupid kid!
"I'll bet I stuck my tongue out at you 50 times at least, trying hard to make you go way --- MEMBER  THAT?"    

"I definitely do," I answered... "we had quite a rocky start - but actually gettin' to know you very slowly - spat by spat 
"Is why I think we fell in love -- and also's made it last!   We've shared a zillion happy times - and dried each others' tears.

I was shy and you, my dear, were tomboy through an' through, and yet, we've been together now for more than 50 years!
"I'm convinced the two of us were meant to find each other -- bound to one day reap the fruit of what seems -- preordained --

And what we have just proves to me that - rocky start or not, the truth in that old saying - 'nothing ventured... nothing gained'!
                               On - 'Common Causes'
My granny’s salt an' pepper shakers, most of them quite old, all but filled the seven shelves of mother’s antique hutch, 

And as the words -- “I finally found a set I didn’t have... and, like I far too often do - I prob’ly paid too much,” 
Flooded through my mind again... I stood there... deep in thought... scanning through the countless dozen samples on display,

More concerned with which of them she’d claimed to be her best than when or where she’d picked them up, or what she’d had to pay. 
I’m sure she never realized how many times she’d said that, and though a few were fairly scarce, most of them were cheap.

And very near as many times I’d heard her tell my Mom, “The shakers, though not valuable, are something you can keep
To help you guys remember me.  They represent our sharing a very lovely common cause!    They’re something you can touch!” 

Mom, ya' see, would help her dig through shops from time to time, and now… what they’d collected... what they both had loved so much,
Sat there... staring back at me... welling up my eyes.  I’d never really thought about them passing down to me. 

Now, I -- her only child was faced with -- keeping them or not -- and profit margin’s look real good when merchandise is free! 
Opening up the china closet’s door, I started counting what had taken Mom an’ Granny half their lives to build, 

Knowing they'd 've both been hurt to know, before they died, the one thing on the list of all the items I’d been willed
That hadn't meant a lot to me had been their pride an’ joy!  My modern china - somewhat smaller - had no ready shelf

For even half-a-dozen sets... but spotting both their smiles poised atop my china hutch, I paused to ask myself
How I'd even think about my selling off the shakers.   Regardless of their values, I'd be wrong to let them go.
Sooooooo -- tossin’ out my smaller one - I squeezed Mom's china in - and, sure enough, from that day on - the pile began to grow!
I owe it to those photographs for helping me decide whether I should sell the lot or keep them - for my kid.

The tender smiles on Mom’s and Granny’s faces brought me ‘round, and, though they're gone, I know they're both enthralled with what I did. 
My husband... neither quick to spend nor slightly sentimental... always has a fit when me and daughter, Connie Sue, 

Proudly squeeze another set of shakers in that hutch... and both of us, I guarantee you - by the time we’re through -
Mean to do our very best to fill that sucker up!   And - being my only daughter...and a pampered one to boot...

We view our - 'shaker-searches' - worth the time and worth the cost, and... just as Mom and Gran had done... our means to - follow suit! 
Believe you me, I’m living proof - the simplest 'common cause' can build a bond with those you love - the same as Granny’s had

With Mom -- and now, with us of course, which - as the years go by - will help us cope with issues we confront when times are bad.
                                           My Norma’s In the Study
Not a lot to do today, but unlike some my age, I’ll leap at any means I find to occupy the hours.

Thoughtfully, before she died, my wife would try to help by having me spend time with her while tending to her flowers.

Wish I would have done it more… today I’d know her secrets.   'Gardening', she would often tell me, 'helps to soothe my soul'. 

All I actually learned is that -- ya' first dig up some dirt - then cover up the roots real good, an' - saturate the hole!
I didn’t pay attention when she did the laundry either.  I swear to you, she never wanted help… or so she said.

She loved to clean the house and do the dishes - by herself - so consequently - things are boogered… now that Norma’s dead.

I’m in total awe of what that woman actually did.  For all those years she'd proudly played the parts of - mother… nurse… 

Teacher… coach… 'owie'-fixer… Sheriff… judge and jury… and I would pity any fool that messed with Norma’s purse!
In that thing were photographs of all the kin we had -- little notes that aided her in keeping track of bills -- 

Kleenex… pen an' paper… keys… a mirror… thread an' needle... plus scissors, lipstick, powder… and a vast array of pills…

Iodine and super glue - both a brush and comb... a tiny little flashlight - and some toothpicks, just in case!

All of this and so much more was crammed inside that bag, yet everything was nestled in its special little place!
“Never touch my purse, Leverl,” she’d warn me now and then.  “Whenever you need money, you just come to me and ask, 

But I don’t mean for stupid things," she clarified one time, "like -- runnin' down to Murphy’s Bar an' fillin' up your flask!”

Damn, I miss that woman so -- a Saint for what she did.  The years we had together were 

a blast, to say the least -- 

And every time I take the time to wander ‘round our study - hungry for her tender touch - I'm treated to a feast!
Sitting on the mantle is a small Hawaiian paperweight we bought ourselves in Maui made of lava-rock -- it’s cool! 

Hanging on the wall beside the door’s a faded photo showing me and Norma, down at Murphy’s, shootin' pool!
An' right there - just above it - is the ribbon that we won for dancing in a “marathon” in 1953!
Gail and Wally Bender finished first - they always did - and Norma blamed the fact that 

we took 2nd place on me!
Bare-foot dancin’ wasn’t allowed, and - wearing brand new shoes - the two gigantic blisters that I got left little scars. 

The trophies on the bookcase shelves are ones we won together - showing off our pride-'n'-joys… our fancy classic cars.

Dangling from the ceiling fan’s the quarter Harlin Metzler gave to me for kissing Norma, back when we were five! 

Spending it is not an option… what I did to earn it's made me what, without doubt's... the luckiest man alive!
The calendar that’s lying on the corner of the desk commemorates a summer trip we took to Plymouth Rock -- 

And next to that’s the gift the kids had special made for us in honor of our 25th… a solid rosewood clock!
Don’t suppose a lot of people actually frame an ashtray... and prob’ly ain’t a lot o' ashtrays found on peoples’ walls -

But that one there’s a dandy -- it’s a honeymoon memento -- bought the day we fin'ly got to see Niagara Falls!
Every single picture on these walls, to me, is precious -- and I don’t need the notes on back to tell me when and where 

Each of them was taken -- but it makes me kinda sad to see how rarely Norma’s shown -- despite her being there!
Norma was the one, you see, that did the picture-taking… making little mem’ries - for these walls I stand within, 

Thinking far ahead of how... were I to ever lose her... I could keep her with me just by wand'ring through our den!
Sitting by the phone’s a picture taken by her mother.   I remember Helen saying, “Zip 

your lip, Leverl!
You’ve been gabbing all day long.  Now, shut your mouth an' smile.  The way you carry on, I swear, you should have been a girl!”

Ain’t no doubt about it… Norma Jean was Helen’s kid!   Next to that’s a picture cousin Calvin took of me 
Sitting on a camel at the Conroy County Circus.  I wouldn’t ‘ve rode that mangy pile o’ fur… but it was free!
Norma’d loaned me fifty cents - and I had rung the bell - which offered me the choice to take a ride - or - pick a hat! 

Didn’t really need a hat… and, sadly, didn’t know that camels reek the way they do, so - that, of course, was that!
See that Hires Root Beer mug?   Well... that there's my reminder of when - to win a bet -

I went an' swiped that stupid thing! 

Norma - having seen me do it - really chewed my keister - then took me by complete surprise and -- gave me back my ring!
For seven weeks I tried to phone her darn near every night, trying to apologize, but both her ma and pa 

Would intercept my every call, informing me… for her… that she was - 'quite upset' - and --- 'couldn’t believe I'd broke the law'!
The three things Norma never did - which made me love her so - were:  lie to me --- not be 'There' --- and cut me any slack! 

Her dad said Norma'd told him that -- 'if I'd go out to Rudy’s, an' pay him for that root beer mug' -- she’d prob’ly take me back!
Rudy was OK with that, and took a couple dollars... told me he forgave me and was proud of what I’d done.

Norma took me back next day an', boy, was I relieved!  I wished I’d never stole that thing, but -- makin’ up was fun!
For all these years she made me keep it right there where it sits.  Claimed the darn thing symbolized how - when we make mistakes -

Almost any man can make amends for what he’s done… depending on, of course, how big or bad o’ one he makes!
Only once from that day on did I do something naughty - (pretty much the same as what I’d done to cause our fight) -

So Norma's words have definitely helped me walk the straight an' narrow, which means, of course, her theory about the root-beer mug was right!
Ya' see that pair o' goblets on the shelf beside the speaker?  They represent our wedding day.   Unfortunately… they’re 'hot!' 
Just before we left the church I said to Norma Jean, “We need a couple souvenirs.”  She barked... “You’d better not!”

Obviously her warning went unheeded, and I snitched ‘em... but knowing what they mean today… I’m actually glad I did! 
They - and all these other things - remind me of the love that started with that tiny kiss…when I was just a kid.
                                  Last Man Standing
Clarence Goddard, Harvey Bell, Virgil Barnes and I met fer coffee every day fer close 

to fifty years,

Me - a school janitor... Virgil was a farmer... Harvey ran the lumber yard... and Clarence managed Sears.

We always met at 6 a. m. to give ourselves a chance to cover all the latest news before 

the place got packed. 
Weren’t no more than three - four times when someone missed a meeting!   Hard to believe, I realize, but, trust me... it’s a fact!
Half o’ what we’d talk about revolved around the pinheads screwin’ things up at City Hall... most of them were dorks! 

The gals were all preoccupied with whom they’d heard was cheatin’ -- an’ most the weekends most the guys were busy - pullin’ corks!   

We’d toss around hypotheses on all the better ways that we - as staunch conservatives, could lessen their mistakes...

Citin’ the mayor an' council members -- most were under forty -- as not - at least in our opinions - havin’ what it takes

To run a busy country town.   They’d do the dumbest things, and often by unanimous vote!    Man... those guys were bad!
Clarence used to whine like hell, and once -- when we encouraged him -- told him if he’d run we’d give him every dime we had

To help him get elected - he done threw a major hissy -- complaining -- “As my donors -- there’d be -- ‘favors’ -- to repay --
And knowin’ the way you boogers think - all I’d ever hear is:   ‘It’s time to show your gratitude’, so -- ain’t no bleepin’ way!” 

We passed the hat in ‘91 and voted Marlene Stecklinburg - 4 to none - (unanimously) - 

the 'meanest mayor alive'
Fer passin’ a bill fer parkin' meters -- figurin’ folks wouldn’t mind havin’ to pay to park downtown from 8 o'clock to 5!
Virgie ’d cuss her up and down fer how she’d never listen whenever he’d complain about the county’s gravel roads!
He’d bug that woman constantly to have the highway crew -- at the town’s expense, of course -- take a couple loads

And fill the countless potholes either side his tiny farm, but... knowin’ he'd tried to vote her out - she’d never once complied!
We’d actually throw a 4-man-party each and every time a council member either'd moved away... retired... or died!
Unlike Virg an’ Clarence -- who were quick to lose their temper, Harv'd show his 'hate-displays' in somewhat milder ways.

He always made it clear that he despised the city council -- but when he’d lose his temper he would do it -- phase by phase! 

Gettin' up that early - and then guzzlin' tons o’ coffee - has, at times, a tendency to twang 

a persons’ brain -

And though he rarely lost control - if someone mentioned 'Stecklinburg' -- due to caffeine overdoses -- Harv would go insane!
Now... a 3-cup average -- every morning -- multiplied by 4 -- every day fer 50 years is what we 'gummers' drank --
And we had sweet old Thelma Lou - who kept our coffee hot and let us gab fer more than 30,000 hours to thank 

Fer lettin’ us have our daily chats!    Lettin’ us - ‘chew the fat’.   And -- with Thelma 
hatin' the council, too -- she never took a dime!
An' coffee, ya’ see, at Thelma's - was a nickle -- refills free -- sooooo - had we had to pay the goin' rate fer all that time -

Plus left a dollar tip to boot -- according to my math -- we'd 've dropped, believe it or not, a hundred twenty grand!
Thankfully the coffee - and discussions - were a bargain ‘cause never did we make our City Council understand

That Pinkerton, without a doubt, would be a finer town if guys like US had been in charge!    They really screwed things up!
And here I sit, at Thelma Lou’s -- with Clarence, Harv, an’ Virgie 'chewin’ the fat' in Heaven now, as Thelma fills my cup --

Trying to cope with how it feels to be the --- ‘last man standing’!     I miss those ornery ne’er-do-wells so much it makes me cry,

An’ bein’ as all my fam’ly’s gone --- and all my lifelong pals --- I’m fraught with non-stop loneliness -- and I can’t wait to die!
                               We Set Our Spirits Free
When I was young - I’m talkin’ maybe five or six years old - we were living right next 

door to a family from Sudan,

And as I grew, the youngest of their children - named Aamira - (whose mom was white while... oddly enough... her dad was a colored man),

Was, in fact, the only child around that I could play with.   The only other kids my age 

lived three and four blocks down.

But when I’d ask my mom or dad if I could play with her... I was always puzzled by the 

way my folks would frown!
I don’t recall them saying, “No” for any obvious reason, and it would take me quite some time before I’d figure out

What their true objection was.    I’d actually turn thirteen before discovering what their 

little scowls were all about.
All the while Aamira’s folks had rarely shown concern - while clearly seeing just how close the two of us were growing -

But I would often easily sense my parents’ apprehension - when little indications that

 I cared for her were showing! 
Her father - then a teacher at the school we both attended - couldn’t ‘ve  possibly missed 

the signs that we were - best o’ buds -

And though we’d never found the need to document our friendship... I ignored the 'beauty queens', while - she ignored the 'studs'! 
To me, she’d gone from 'really cute' to nothing short of 'gorgeous', and when my folks would hint that I’d be wise to - 'play the field',

In my heart I knew that no one else would ever do, and Aamira’d told me, more than once, she knew our fates were sealed.
My folks, of course, were worried we’d be wrestling with 'regret'... and even hers had 

slight concerns that - if we were to wed -

We’d be faced with obstacles quite hard to circumvent.   But we believed the path to 'love'... regardless where it led...
Couldn’t possibly bring us to a void we couldn’t leap -- couldn’t possibly lead us to 

a hill we couldn’t climb --

And well aware of how our parents felt about 'mixed marriage'... shortly after graduation 

we knew it was time

To tie the knot we’d known for years was destined to be tied  -- and living our lives as man and wife was simply -- meant to be!
And now that we have seven kids, our parents clearly see that we were right to take that chance and -- set our spirits free!
                                   On Filling Voids
The doorbell rang at 6 a.m., and I’d been fast asleep, so, naturally, the butt-head at my 

door

wouldn’t be being fair to act surprised if… when I answered… I blew my top an' gave 

his ass what for!
I was really fired up… cursin’ like a sailor all the way from where I’d lain asleep,

to stumblin' down the stairway to the door that I was sure - when opened - would reveal 

a total creep! 

Glancing ‘cross the family room - spotting Granddad’s musket hanging o’er the hearth - 

a twisted thought

crept into my angry mind and I was actually tempted to disregard some lessons I’d been 

taught -

Like:  

“Jumping to conclusions often makes one out a fool”, and “Look before you leap”, among the group,
and… given I was sleep-deprived… I was well prepared to NUKE whoever occupied my 

stoop! 

I opened up the door so fast it actually hit my knee, and as I stood there, wincing from the 

blow,

I was glaring angrily straight into the eyes of someone that I knew I didn’t know!
As I quickly scanned the gal, I saw she had an envelope trapped between her elbow and 

her hip,

but I was taken aback a bit to see her frightened eyes, and, looking close… the quivering 

of her lip,

And hear her say, “I really hate to bother you this way… and I can understand your being 
mad…

but if your name is Joe Labelle… and what I’ve learned is true… I'm pretty sure that, you, sir… are my dad! 

“Mom and I slid off the road a couple months ago.  She was killed… but, just before she 

died… 

knowing how forlorn I was to ‘ve never known my father, she - at last - admitted that - 
she’d lied!
“Claiming you’d been killed in Vietnam - before my birth, was what she’d felt, initially,  

was best…

but having never married…and with me her only child… I was so relieved when she 

confessed!
“I brought along some photographs, and - faded as they are - I can easily tell that you’re 

the guy
talking to - or kissing her - in those that show you both… and every time I look at them…

I cry!
“And almost every picture has a caption on its back… and most of those that do say…

‘Me an' Joe’.”
I stood there for a moment in a daze, then - glancing down - I saw the stoop was inches 

deep with snow.

“Come on in,” I softened up, “you’ll catch your death of cold.   I’ll make a pot o' coffee, 

and we’ll chat.”
At first I thought I’d play along… try to mess her up -- not the trusting kind, I smelled a 

rat!
But then I suddenly noticed that her brilliant emerald eyes… and a girl that I’d once 

dated’s - were the same!
So much so that, even if she hadn’t dropped the hint, I’d have easily guessed her mother’s 

name!  

Yet... racing through my mind were thoughts of just exactly who this girl was going to tell 

me was her mom...
so I began defensively - clearly understanding, she’d come -- no matter what -- to drop a 
bomb!  
“I was on the shy side in my teens,” I opened up.  “There’ve been but just two women in 

my life

with whom I have been 'intimate'!    The first was long ago… and the only other one had 

been my wife!
“Sadly, after trying all known means to help conceive, her and I discovered, early on,

that having children of our own just wasn’t in the cards, which caused a lot of grief for 

me an’ Dawn. 
“Then, a couple years ago… when cancer took her life… it also took the only chance 

I'd had 

to possibly - adopt a child…and -- as I’ll not remarry -- any chance for me to be a dad!
“And the ‘long ago girl’ suddenly moved away in‘62 -- about a month before our senior 

year ---”
but then - before I spoke again - she interrupted me… ‘cause that last fact was all she’d 

had to hear!
“My mother’s name was Cindy Lee,” she forcefully announced, “and I was born in 1963.

And based upon what you just said - and what I’ve learned - I swear… the child you 

thought you’d never have… is me!
“Minor injuries I received the night we wrecked the car have clouded details given by my 

mom,

but two that I remember are… her asking my forgiveness -- for telling me you’d died in 

Vietnam --
“And that - like many girls back then - she’d kept a secret diary… starting as a thirteen year old kid…

and - fin’ly making up her mind to let me know the truth - she told me where - and why - 

she'd kept it hid.

“Once a month she made a note confirming where you live, and - since I’m here - I’d say 

it’s - up to date!
Another six or seven entries… made in ‘62… are tagged with little stars to indicate

“What I’d guess were - ‘special nights’ - when ‘special things’ occurred!   One on which, 

of course… I was conceived!
It also tells the reason why her fam’ly moved away… which I’m aware is not what you’ve 

believed!
“Her folks were sure that if their friends discovered she was pregnant, it, without a doubt - 

would ruin her youth.

And moving someplace far away, before she gotten big, was what they chose to do to - 
hide the truth!
“Naturally, they hated you - for messing up Mom’s life - and made her swear to never let 

you know…

but meeting their demands, I guarantee you, broke her heart - and more than once I heard her tell them so!
“She tells about how hard she cried the day her folks found out and made her swear to not

 tell you a thing
about her being pregnant… and she swears she all but died the day they made her mail 
you back your ring! 
“And - how she almost called you several times to let you know the truth concerning why 

they didn't stay…

but - learning that you'd married - she could never follow through… nor find the words 

she knew she’d need to say.
“Like ---- 
‘This is Cindy... Cindy Lee... we dated years ago... and this, I know, will be a big surprise!

You’re my daughter’s father… and I simply can’t go on letting her believe my shameful 
lies!’ 
“That’s the sort of tactic she’d consider now and then… hoping you’d be glad and --- 

understand!”
Then she took the envelope - laid it on the table - and slowly pushed it toward me with her 

hand.

“If we talk this out,” she added… 'turn on all the lights'… which, of course, is what I’ve 

come to do…

I’m convinced that both of us will be much better off for learning something neither of 

us knew!
“As I mentioned… these are pictures taken long ago… back in ‘61 and ‘62.

Every time I study them it really chokes me up.  I’m pretty sure they’ll do the same to 

you.”
I reached inside the envelope -- pulled the photos out -- telling her, “You know... if they had stayed…  

I’d have gladly married her… with or without child… but that was not the choice her 

parents made. 

“Oh, I can understand, alright, them trying to keep the fact that Cindy'd gotten pregnant 

from their friends…

but now an' then an option in a case like that's ignored on which the wiser choice sometimes depends!
“Took me quite a while to even look at other girls… losing Cindy tore my world apart!

But, four years later, I met Dawn… and she - along with 'Time' - fin’ly brought me ‘round 

and healed my heart.”
“She begged her folks to let her let you know you had a child -- but couldn't make them change the way they felt --  
and by the time that I was four, Mom - with a shattered heart - was forced to play the hand that she’d been dealt!
“Having found these photographs… and having read her diary… I can see why she was so obsessed

with finding someone just like you, but never found a guy who even stood a chance to 

pass her test.”
I’d been slowly going through the pictures as we talked, and - just as she’d predicted, 

tearing up.
Trying to hide my soggy eyes, I turned to grab the coffee, asking her politely... “Wanna 

cup?”
“Sure,” she said, “but tell me… after looking at these pictures… do you have the slightest 

doubt at all 

that she - indeed’s - the girl who was - ‘your first’ - in ‘62?”    
I glanced at her… we both began to ball! 
“It’s her alright,” I whimpered, as I reached to take her hand, “and all of these are dupes 
for what I see 

every time I hear a song from back when they were taken.    Especially this one here, of her and me
“Twistin’ at the sock-hop!    Can’t believe how thin I was.   And this one, I believe’s, the 
Junior Prom!
“Every guy I knew said she was --- ‘way too good for me’ --- and more than one was hoping that your mom
“Would toss me out an' - 'play-the-field'!    And each and every year, two or three would try their very best
to break up our relationship… but hard as they would try, she somehow found me better 

than the rest!
“I think about her all the time.  She meant the world to me, and I can tell… she meant the 

world to you…
and now that she is gone… and we have learned about our pasts… I’m hoping we’ll agree 

on what to do.   
“Hopefully you’ll let me be a part of what comes next, I want you in my life in every way!
Anything at all that I can do for you, I will!   I swear, I’ve never known a sweeter day!
“When her parents broke us up, it shattered all our dreams, and if your mother’s folks 

are still around --
I’d love to see their faces when you tell them -- if you do -- the man who - would have 

raised you - has been found!
“What they'd meant to do, of course, was save her from despair… and I am not concerned 

with who’s to blame.
All I really care about is - fixing things with you.    I realize the reason that you came
“Is, I’m sure, to -- fill a void -- you’ve struggled with for years… to learn the truth about 

your dad at last,
And this, as well, will -- fill a void -- that I have struggled with for just as long, and -- clarify my past!
“Just as me an' Cindy felt the day we fell in love, a person’s search for true contentment 

ends

the day they learn what ‘soul-mate’ means and meet their perfect match… and know the 

joy of living as -- ‘best friends’! 

“So, Miss Lee… you haven’t told me what your first name is?” I queried her, while filling 

up her cup. 
“My name’s Mindy… Mindy Joe”… she answered through her tears --- “ I'm hoping that you’re glad I woke you up!” 
“I’m thrilled to death you woke me up,” I cried, just think -- we now know what your mother’s reason was
for keeping “us” a secret... and I've finally gone from being -- a man that has no child -- 

to one that does!”
                              On Recognizing Priorities
“Gotta get that baby runnin’,” ‘Pop’ would always say... “couple weeks o’ focused work and she’ll be good to go!”

But... there she sits... a sorry mess... farther gone than ever... several months and several thousand bucks from being ‘done’, 

Laughing at the crazy fool who - after all this time - oughta have - but sadly doesn’t - brains enough to know

That more than not this type of project - somewhere down the road - winds up gettin’ finished by -- the one who’d planned to’s son!
Today I’ve got the knowledge and, I’m pretty sure - persistence - needed to complete what he began when I was five

‘Cause, helping him to fix them up, I’ve learned about ‘old cars’, like - negative or positive ground - and spottin' left-hand thread,

And once or twice a month at least I’d check for his approval, knowing, when it came 

to cars, the smartest man alive

Was, I realized, grooming me... figuring if he hadn’t finished Grandpa’s Model-A -  

before his dad was dead -

(Which, of course, he hadn’t), while his - other peoples’ projects - robbed him of the time he sought to focus hard on his,
I would be the next in line to undertake the task.  Dad was trying, just in case, to leave me qualified

To finish what he’d started more than twenty years ago, and friend, I’m gonna give ‘er hell... only problem is...

Just a couple days ago... the man who taught me how... the man who’ll never see it when it’s fin’ly finished --- died! 
               Sorry, Ma’am... That Armchair’s - 'N F S'   

                                                                                                         (NFS = Not For Sale)
I was dartin' around... tweakin' some price tags on pieces I’d had for too long…

Focused on items in little demand... and a few I’d picked up for a song…
When a middle-aged lady entered my shop... a woman I’d worked with before... 

Gave me a wave and then - rather than browsing - elected to stay by the door!
Stretching her neck - on her tiptoes... which short folk are often required to do…

I would deduce her objective was checking out something obstructed from view. 
After I’d finished with lowering prices, I sauntered to where she was standing,

Hoping to learn - with appropriate questions - what info the gal was demanding.
Knowing I’d sold her some things in the past, I ventured a guess... “Don’t I know you?
Of course,” I continued... “I sold you a sofa!  Is there something you’d like me to show you?”
“Matter of fact, there is,” she began, “there’s an armchair tucked back in the corner

That looks a bit rough, you know - taken a beating - and... unlike a Belter or Horner,
“Seems out of place in a really fine shop!   I was wondering, dear -- how is it priced?”
Had she only looked closer she’d easily have spotted the tag that has always sufficed
For letting folks know when a piece ain't for sale!   I never make customers guess…

And all of the items I don’t plan on selling are visibly marked --- 'N F S'!
“Every antique in the shop is for sale but that chair, dear --- it's still being used!
Besides... it’s not anywhere close to ‘antique’, and -- just as you've said’s -- been abused!
“I’ve got some chairs on the floor that are gorgeous - refinished - reupholstered - reglued!
“But that one goes great with the sofa you sold me,” she whined... in a way I felt rude... 
“And somebody told me that -- everything sitting in anyone’s shop -- is for sale…

But if I heard wrong I’ll have to look elsewhere” -- the woman continued to rail!
But what she didn’t know was -- that tired old chair -- intentionally placed out o’ sight -

Happened to be what my father had sat in for forty-five years -- every night!
And there... at his side... for all of those years... laid a series of wonderful dogs -- 

And when he couldn’t find ‘em a black-'n'-white movie, by nine they were all sawin’ logs!
And now... every day that I’m open for business... the last of the dogs that he had

Takes little naps by the side of that chair... and peacefully dreams of my dad. 
No doubt about it... that chair’s Not For Sale.  As long as I’m livin’, it’s stayin’ right there,

‘Cause when this one passes, I'm gettin’ a puppy -- and he’ll take his naps by that chair!”
                                                At 'Last Goodbyes'
You’d likely guess a guy like me would not be all that sensitive - it goes with looking macho... seeming strong -

But, as you know, appearances are often quite deceptive, and - in my case - the fact is - you’d be wrong! 

At a wake or funeral - if your hoping your composure will let you make the rounds without a tear -

Stay away from me, my friend, ‘cause - if your thing’s - ‘not crying'’ - the vibes that I 

emit will interfere.

The pangs of ‘last goodbyes’ induce in me a painful grief that I at times have trouble coping with,

And anyone who tells you that a ‘real man’ hides his feelings and - never cries - is feeding you a myth!
This trend began when I was nine... on April seventeenth, in ‘66 - when Grandpa Leo died...
Having never been to one, his funeral hit me hard... and ever since at - ‘last goodbyes’ - I’ve cried!
     This piece was inspired by the nightmare in which my family and I watched my 

     older brother fly off in a military plane to serve in the armed forces in Vietnam in 

     1967. He survived and is doing OK, but was, of course, forever psychologically 

     scarred by the experience. Weren't we all? 
            One of the Toughest Goodbyes I’ve Ever Had to Say
    The sun, a wild florescent orange, had burned away the clouds, leaving what we 

    poets often call an ‘azure sky’, 

    And scented by a nearby field of corn, the breeze was soft, as I, quite unexpectedly,

    would feel me start to cry! 

    Not the type to do so, I was clearly unprepared, as contradictory feelings had me

    wrestling with the - ‘why’... 

    When I looked up and saw my brother, standing in the doorway of what I knew was

    taking him away to likely die! 

    Both our folks and all our siblings, there to see him off, waving energetically, were

    weeping... as was I... 

    And as the aircraft disappeared, for all - without a doubt - this was what we poets call --

    ‘a really tough goodbye’!
                      This ‘Old Eyesore’s Here To Stay

Just the other day, while I was talking with a friend, a curious idiosyncrasy - I hadn’t known I had -

Surfaced out of nowhere when she, not so diplomatically, made the comment, “That old couch is looking really bad!”

“Wha’da’ya’ mean,” I countered her... “it may be kinda mushy, but that old thing sleeps better than my thousand dollar bed!”

“Maybe so,” she bit me back, “but how it sleeps, Darnell... ain’t what actually prompted me to say what I just said!
“Flippin’ cushions only works the first time that ya’ do it... after that - the nicer side's the best ya’ got to show,

And if, in fact, as I suspect, their better sides are up... no two ways about it... that old eyesore’s got to go!”  

“Lookin’ around it ain’t too hard to figure out your weakness... you’re obviously a major fan of really fine antiques,

But even though it’s far from new... it’s also far from - ‘fine’, and, guessin' you’ve grown used to it, you need to know -- it reeks!
“Both the legs are gnawed to bits... the skirt’s been ripped to shreds... the armrests - I’m assuming -- when this thing was new -- were round...

And anyone with eyes can see the little puffs of stuffing peaking through the vinyl where the buttons once were found! 

“It’s boogered end to end, Darnell,” she fought to make her case, “and why you don’t just burn that thing completely baffles me!
Come on,” she quipped, persuasively, “I’ll help ya’ drag it out.   I saw one on the web last night -- real nice -- nearby -- and free!”

“Not so fast,” I argued… “there are certain crucial factors explaining why - despite their issues - things like this are kept.

For three days short of ten sweet years, that cushion - with the dent - is where the greatest dog - and friend - I’ve ever known had slept!
“On stormy nights, when he was little, Rylie’d come to join me, and I was glad to have him near... it seemed to soothe me, too,

But every time I’d flip his cushion - thinking he’d be pleased - he’d try to make me understand that 'flipping' wouldn’t do.

“The first few times I’d done the flip - then briefly left the room - only minutes later, on returning, I would find

He’d dragged it off the sofa -- turned the dented-side back up -- leaving me concerned about the soundness of my mind!
“I fin’ly caught him in the act and figured out his motive, and - giving up on how the sofa’d -- look the best it can --  

Since that morning “Rylie’s cushion” hasn’t once been flipped, and... though he’s gone 

and wouldn’t know... it won’t be flipped again! 

“The chewed up legs are Rylie’s work as well... it’s known as, ‘teething’... while most the rips an’ snags were made by a cat I’d christened, ‘Finn’... 

A wild, elusive feline that I fin’ly won the trust of -- but had to scheme for several days to fin’ly coax her in!  

“The two of them - Finn and Rylie - had their little tiffs... but almost every night, for years, the two’d dismiss their spat

And wind up in the morning curled up tight in - ‘Rylie’s dent’, ‘cause - just like me - despite their feud - he truly loved that cat!
“So - No, Virginia... this old ‘eyesore’s definitely here to stay... and every little episode its ‘flaws’ remind me of...
Every stain, every scar... and even every smell... warms my heart with mem’ries of our --everlasting love!”
                                  Passing the Baton
Despite how much a man adores his folks before they pass... there sometimes is... among the other folks that man survives...

The sort who, without needing to be asked, becomes involved, and simply out of kindness pays attention to their lives.
That’s the way it was for me.   I truly loved my folks, and only after losing them was I to see it clear.

Dad was on the road a lot, even on the weekends, and up ‘til I was twelve years old, Mom worked most the year!
Weekends, for the most part, were our time for 'family' things... and only on the holidays would I see cousin, Paul.

Paul was two years older - a strong, hard working boy - but just before he turned thirteen, while cleaning out a stall,

An angry Clydesdale took him down for tryin’ to pet her foal.   Paul was in a wheelchair for a couple months... then died.

According to my mother, Uncle Roy and Aunt Pauline... while young enough to have more kids... apparently never tried! 
Two months later, icy roads in northern Minnesota slid my father’s semi off the road, and he was killed.

Coping with a loss like that, for me and Mother both, required a strength with which we'd learned we hadn’t been instilled.
Mom went into therapy, and I dropped out of school.   I’d never felt more lonely, and I thought my race was run,

When perfect substitutions for a devastated child and agonizing, heart-broke dad, who’d lost his only son...
Suddenly found their way to where their prayers would intercede, and bring the two together, to enable them to heal.

John would do the best he could to fill his brother’s shoes... while I would take the place of Paul... and thus would go the deal.
Two weeks later John dropped by and asked if I was interested in going out for baseball, and I told him that I was.

He also claimed he’d asked my folks and both had said, “OK… but it won’t be hard to tell he’s never played it if he does!”
My folks were right.   I’d never played... but John was not discouraged.   He showed up almost every day from six to eight o’clock,

And had me running sprints and lifting weights for several weeks, until my triceps, calves and thighs had turned to solid rock. 
He paid for what we’d need to help me hone the skills required - and gifted me the glove that he had purchased for his son.

When I stop to think about what sort of man I’d be if not for all the loving things my Uncle John had done -
Done to help me build my self esteem and not give up when things got really difficult and goals seemed far away -

While knowing that, without a doubt, my folks had tried their best... and all the love I had for them still fills my heart today...
All the positivity -- the confidence and courage -- that, through the years, I’d gleaned from all my time with Uncle John --

I’ll, of course, be proudly passing on to my son, Paul... who’ll do the same, when that time comes, by --- 'passing the baton'!
                               Photographic Evidence
The guy slipped in around 8 p. m... the place was fairly packed... and wearing what they call a ‘hoodie’, quickly took a seat

Just inside the window, and I guessed - by how he looked - having begged a couple bucks, he’d ducked inside to eat.

I told the waitress, “This one’s mine... I think the guy’s a vagrant,” and scurried back to where he sat to learn if I was right.

“Good evening, sir,” I started, “would you like to see a menu?”  

“Thanks, but no,” he countered... “I’m a little short tonight!”

His voice was weak... his eyes were tired... and anyone would guess that he, at best, had barely enough to buy himself a drink,
But what he needed just as bad as something hot to eat... as I discovered just how bad a homeless guy can stink...

Was something warm to fight the chill... the night was cold and damp... and there he sat in, what - to me - were nothing short of rags!
While waiting for the guy’s response, a girl slid in beside him and gently wedged - between their legs - a pair of scruffy bags.

Clearly just as destitute as he was, I explained, “If all you want are drinks tonight, the fact is - you’re in luck!
On Friday evenings drinks are free -- if you buy a meal -- and, if you don’t they’re fifty cents a piece, so - for a buck,

I can bring you each a glass of anything you like!  And even better... if you swear you’ll come back soon to eat...

Thereby, let's say - earning them... I’ll serve them - ‘on the house’ - and even throw in refills -- that's an offer hard to beat!”   

“We can manage drinks,” he said, “but if I heard you right... you’re prepared to trust us to return to - set things square!
Well... we’ll just take you up on that - we’ll both have ‘Mountain Dew’s - and if you’ve got the time when you come back to grab a chair...

“If, by chance, your name is Drake... I've got a couple questions!”   

The fact he knew my name, of course, was not that big a deal,

But... having never seen the guy before, seemed sorta strange... and I was slightly spooked by how his comment made me feel.

“Be right back,” I told them, then I headed for the cooler, wondering, as I raced around, what secret he might hold,

Exploring sordid options that I’d struggled to forget - wondering whom the one might be by whom his claims were told. 

Setting down their pair of drinks, I leaned to scan his face, assuming that we’d met before, when he would catch me staring.
His eyes seemed too familiar, and I caught myself deciphering what it was the two of us might possibly be sharing.

With my full attention, he began to make his claim... starting out in Tennessee in 1963.
“If Nashville’s where you lived when you were in your early twenties... there’s no doubt - according to my mom - what that makes me!
“She said that she’d been dating you for six or seven months when you received your notice and were sent to Vietnam.

She said you never called her... and had only written once... and when she wrote to tell you she was going to be a mom,

"Never got an answer back!    It really tore her up!    She fought to keep her hopes up thinking you might be OK,

'Til, fin'ly, with a three year old -- a three year old named Drake -- she let herself believe 

the pain had mostly gone away. 

“Does Bonny Joe McDillon ring a bell by any chance?    Having given up on you, she married a guy named Blake,

But even after marrying him she kept a faded picture, signed -- 'When I get back, we’re gettin’ married - love you, Drake' -

"Sitting on her nightstand!     Did you get my mother's letter?”       

Impaled, and rightly so, by guilt... I hung my head in shame,

And as the tears began to fall from both their eyes and mine, I knew what he was guessing when he'd given me his name!
“Yes... my name is Drake,” I said... "and many times I've felt - ever since I set your mother free to play the field -

I had made a huge mistake assuming that - in time - any pain or suff'ring I'd 've caused her would have healed

Long before I'd make it back --- IF I made it back...but leaving her, as things turned out, only made things worse!”

The loyal friend beside him - who’d been sniffling all the while - dipped into their smaller bag and lifted out her purse. 

“As you’ve easily ascertained,” he said, “by how we’re dressed - neither I nor Nellie have been faring all that well.

Both of us got hooked on crack, but now - thank God, we’re clean, and are... despite the way we seem... the way we look and smell... 

“Trying hard to start anew and turn our lives around.   All we need’s a fighting chance to prove we’re worth the cost

Of any price we’re made to pay to get us to a point where we can face the world again, before our chance is lost.”

Then... lifting from her handbag what they’d gambled would confirm that I, indeed, was whom their faded photograph was of...

In their desperation to be sure that it was me... to know I was the man with whom his mom had been in love

Back so many years ago --- the man who, while at war, had felt that she’d be better off to move on with her life...

The one who’d signed his photograph in 1963, vowing, when they sent him home, he’d take her for his wife...

Both of them were pleading with their eyes to make it so!  But knowing well, before I saw it - even through my tears,

That what they hoped to learn was true -- I'd wrestled out my wallet -- flipped it open proudly to the photo that - for years -
I’d been hanging onto for the mem’ries that it held... and my and Drake's and Nellie’s faces proved we all were glad!
Our - photographic evidence - confirmed that -- he’s my son... and I’m the happiest guy alive to know that -- I’m his dad!
    Kindly Consider Those Who, Not By Choice, Are Living Alone
This piece addresses the plight of the 'Lonely'... victims condemned by no fault of their own

To wrestling with sadness... feeling forgotten... and fighting their battles -- alone.

Living alone is a double-edged-option that too many people attempt for too long,

And many who choose to - rather than have to - soon come to learn their decision was wrong.

Such was the case with a gal who was older than most I’d encountered before,

And as long as I live I'll remember the look on her face when she opened the door
And saw me - a salesman - there on her stoop... armed with a case and a well-rehearsed grin,

When -- having no more than have bade her 'Good morning' -- she withdrew and invited me in!

The gal, who I guessed was near 80 at least, labored her way to a tattered old chair.
“So, what‘re ya’ sellin’?” she softly inquired... shifting her glasses and tapping her hair. 

“My name's Jimmy McFerrson.” I said... “I saw, on the mailbox, yours is Nadine.

 I've only just started so - kindly bear with me - fact is... I’m a little bit green!
“My line is - 'personal products', Nadine - less-costly than on-line and in stores!
I can’t work full time ‘cause I’m goin’ to school... so -- to pay my tuition, I’m knockin’ on doors!”
“Makeup is something I don’t really need ‘cause I rarely go out,” she politely replied,

“But I’ve got a granddaughter, close to your age, that's darn hard to please -- and trust 

me -- I’ve tried!
“I saw her last Christmas for almost an hour... she stopped with her boyfriend to pick up her gift.

I gave her a piece of my carnival glass, but noticed, by watching her face, she was miffed!
“She knows how things are... that I’m practically broke... and all I can give her are things that I’ve got --
But maybe I’ll find somethin' someone her age would be tickled with gettin', as likely as not, 

“Hidden away in your big, fancy case to help me with showing her how much I care!
I know there are fragrances - powders - an' creams that women much younger than me tend to wear --
“And that’s what I’m hopin’ you’re sellin’,” she said - “makeup that girls pushin’ 20 can use!”
Well... glancing around, I could easily deduce - by piecing together a mountain of clues -
That showin' my goods to a client like this, who, to me, it was obvious didn’t have a dime,

Because I was certain she couldn’t afford them... would be, without question -- a waste of my time!
But the warmth of her smile and the trust in her eyes and the charm in her innocent voice 
Together would help me discard my compulsion -- and coax me to alter my choice!
Placing my case on her small kitchen table, I lifted the lid and commenced with my spiel.

She offered a hand and I gently applied a lotion renowned for its making skin feel

Silky and smooth... look younger and softer.  Her tired eyes glowed when I threw her a smile

And warned her: “By wearing exotic perfume -- the suitors you’ll have will extend for a mile!”
The laughter I fetched with my corny remark - I guessed was now something she seldom enjoyed,

And as I continued to demonstrate samples, I searched all the while for a means to avoid
Hurting her pride.    Then -- taking a risk -- while convinced that I'd broken the ice --  

I tactfully pried into issues that one who is meaning to help often will --- ‘cause I’m nice!
“It’s none o' my business, but I was just wond’ring --- might you be livin' here all by yourself?

I noticed the picture of you an', I’m guessin’, your husband” - I pried - “sittin' up there on that shelf.”
“Yes,” she replied, with a whimper... “my Dale was the best man the world’s ever known,

But he and our Danny were killed in a fire last April  --  so yes, dear -- I’m living alone!
“Danny’s wife, Jessica, never comes 'round -- and would never say boo to his dad!
Every last one of our siblings has passed... and all of the friends that we had
“Are dead - or in care - except for old Joe... who's a dandy for shootin’ the breeze.

All I've got left is a granddaughter, son - who's obssessed with -- 'I'll do as I please'!
“Her only concern is -- what’s in it for her!   Last time she left she said -- ‘See ya’ next year!’ 
That was in April,” she sniffled --- “in April!”, and watching her closely, I noticed a tear

Working its way down a rough little furrow she’d somewhat diminished with cream -

And knew -- by the photos of Dale and her son -- who she'd visit each night when she'd dream. 

“What about neighbors,” I carefully quizzed... “do any of them check on you once in a while?”
“Sometimes the preacher ‘ll stop for a bit,” she replied, with a handkerchief hiding her smile. 
“Who does your shopping?    Who mows the grass... and who does your walk when it snows?”
“The church does the lawn and the sidewalk,” she said, “and, weather permitting, I walk down to Joe’s,

“Just down the street, for the groceries I need.   It’s close, an' believe me, I’m eatin' just fine.”
She was a bit chubby... as many moms are... and began - in a way - to remind me of mine!
Her eyes once again filled with tears when as I said - “My mom lost her battle with cancer 

Back in July -- and it’s left me with questions that are best left for mothers to answer...

“So I was just wond‘ring - (I started my ploy) - and remember...it’s just a proposal --

Wha’da’ya’ say to an even exchange... like, say… me… being at your disposal 

“Two or three evenings a week - and on weekends... provided I haven’t got classes... 

For you -- cooking meals -- on the days that I’m here?”    She leaned back and took off her glasses - 
“Soooo..... you’ll come around when I’m needin' some help with a project - or somethin' goes wrong...

If I’ll cook a meal -- when you do -- for the two of us?”   Accepting my terms didn’t take long!
Throwing her arms in the air for a hug, I instantly raced to her side to comply.

Her obvious answer, for which I had hoped, was easily enough to make both of us cry!
“I’ve another idea,” I continued... “Nadine -- what you need is a little -- diversion!
Like maybe a cute little Yorkshire puppy... or calico kitten ... or Persian?
“I’m kinda partial to dogs,” I explained, “and a friend at the pet shop in town

'll sell me a Yorkie -- a cute little female -- fer 80 -- with 20 bucks down --
“Then 10 bucks a month ‘til she’s paid for in full.   Ya’ don’t get a bargain like that every day!  

The place where I live allows gerbils an' birds -- but ask about gettin’ a dog and they say -

“'You get a dog or a cat an' you're gone!'  An' it's my idea, so I’ll do the buyin' o' course!
They’re loving -- devoted -- and unlike the breeds that’ll grow to the size of a horse -
“Never get bigger than three or four pounds!    What’s not to like about that?
“Can't let ya' do that,” she quipped with a smile, “you buy the puppy, an' I'll buy the cat!
“I sold some glassware at auction last fall -- it went for a pretty strong price! 

The Yorkie 'll guard me -- soon as she’s grown -- while the cat 'll be roustin' the mice!”
“Sounds like a plan,” I replied... “but since you - all on yer own ‘ll be raising the pair...

I’m gonna pay for the calico, too - you can pay for their shots - that's seems pretty fair!
Now... knowing cosmetics as pricey as mine are way out of reach for a gal of her means,

I began plotting on how I could give her a gift that was right for - a girl in her teens.

Something her granddaughter'd definitely like.  Regardless its value, it had to be nice!
“Anything I carry is yours for the asking!” I earnestly told her... “no matter the price!”
She proudly replied -- “Can’t let ya' do that -- we've only just met, son -- you’re being 

too kind!
I’m sure I can round up a present for Carly by Christmas”, she added - “so just -- never you mind!”
Well... not far away, on a desk, sat an inkwell -- chipped all to Hades an' missin' its lid! 

My dad, for a while, had collected antique ones, and - far as I knew - he still did.

“I like yer old inkwell,” I started --- “I'd trade ya' fer somethin' worth 50 er so! 

I didn’t mention the lid bein' gone, and hoped, at that price (which was certainly not low),

I’d manage to whip up a round-about way to endow her with something expensive -- 
FOR FREE!
My ploy was to give her whatever she'd pick in exchange for the worthless, old inkwell, 

ya' see!
Whatever she chose wouldn’t cost her a dime - ‘cause the worth of the inkwell was virtually nil!
“I’m guessin’ yer pullin’ a fast one,” she said... “but it seems like a bargain to me - 
so I will!” 

I’d shown her my samples for close to an hour by the time I was closing my case,

And the last thing I witnessed when closing her door was the smile on her delicate face.

The bottle of perfume she'd traded me for - and was planning to give as a gift -

Would certainly satisfy Carly, I thought, and - if lucky -- diminish their rift! 

Calling next morning to double-check details -- just hearing her meek little voice

Lifted my spirits, and - crossing my fingers - I offered this opportune choice:
“Good morning, Nadine,” I began, “this is Jimmy.   You know --- Jimmy McFerrson. 

Would you rather I ship your perfume through the mail, or have me deliver it in person?” 

“Definitely in person!  Just give me a call when you're comin'," she quipped, "an' I’ll bake us a pie!”
“I'll be there by seven tonight,” I replied, “and my fav'rite is cherry... then I bade her goodbye.   

The pie was fantastic, and - just so ya’ know - as sure as I’m sittin’ here - pennin' this verse - 

Every so often, to help with her bills, I’d put a few bucks (of course, on the sly), in her purse.

For more than a decade, with all that she taught me, she played a huge part in my life.

Dan couldn’t 've had him a more perfect mom - and Dale - a more fabulous wife!
A whole lotta water's flowed over our dam... and most every Sunday I'd stop, rain or shine,

And search for what I called a 'meal-earning-project' at my - fav'rite-of-all places to dine!
“We loved the same movies... loved the same songs... I’m lucky we met... she’s a sweetheart for sure --

And 'Love', in its many concoctions, is all that's required to make 'Friendships' endure.
The day that we met I was 20-years-old, and last Friday I turned 33.                    

Dad died last year - the last of our clan, and I've never wed -- so the last of my fam’ly - 

is me!
On June 27th she turned 95, and has lived - for 3 years - in a home   

For people who need things that I can’t provide, and most every Sunday I’ll read her poem

From those that I’ve written on - 'lasting relationships' -- through marriage or being best friends --

And ours was the sort... her an' my friendship... that, as I’ve asserted - 'till death never ends'! 

Now around 35 miles away... I drop in to see her whenever I can. 

Her mem’ry is failing, but I’m never hurt when she sometimes mistakes me for Dan!
“She once told me, 'Jaimie... every so often... by closing my eyes really tight when you talk…

And once in a while... when I notice you coming, and study the way that you walk...
“I can hear Dan in your voice, without question... and I can see Dan in the way that you move!'”

Scanning my face to confirm that her comment was one of which I would approve...

I reassured her - “Nadine - you’re a sweetheart - and any of me that reminds you of him
Is perfectly fine!” - then gave her a card for her 90th birthday - signed at the bottom -- “Love… Jim”!
Cradling the card with her thin little hands, capturing my eyes - clasping it close to her breast -
“You’ve been the son that I lost,” she explained... “my closest companion since losing the rest -
“And I think it’s time that the one man who can - given I’ve limited time on this earth -

Tells me the truth - the cold honest truth - how much that crappy old inkwell was worth!”
Knowing that only a collector would know what the values of inkwells would be --

“Maybe 3 bucks - at the most,” I confessed -- “but the mem'ry's worth millions to me!”
I’d taken our - 'kids' - as we lovingly called them... the morning they'd come to the house,

The house that she’d shared for 11-plus-years with her 2 little roommates - (but rarely a mouse) -

To help her with packing the things she would need.  I always choke up when I think of that day. 
With both of us crying - but neither with others - I wept like a child as the truck drove away!
My place was newer, but Cindy and Callie were both raised by her, as you know -

So... somewhat concerned about making the change... fearing it possibly too big a blow...

I sublet my unit.   And after it rented -- so tired of dealin' with leases -- 

I bought me a cute little 3-bedroom ranch -- began takin' some o' the pieces --
(Still in good shape - and ones I could use) - and exchangin' 'em out now an' then

For things of Nadine’s that would, as you'd expect, often invoke a -- “You’re doin’ 

it again!”

Sometimes perturbed by my helping her out  (as I'd done with our 'trade' when we met - 

And makin' her let me procure what I knew would diminish her sadness -- a pet),
There'd been, on occassion, an item I'd offer that -- due to her pride -- she'd refused --

Suspecting I’d -- purchased it new -- just for her!   She’d only accept what I'd tell her 

was used!  
Though frayed to the bone, I grabbed her old armchair (while many I know would have thrown it away)

'Cause the 'kids' - who surprisingly got along great - had chosen that chair for their naps every day! 

And I won’t forget all the chuckles we’d get when the 3 of us came for a chat.

Nothin' worked better for makin' her laugh than that sweet little guard dog - and lazy old cat!
A couple weeks back, with both of our 'children' at rest by her pillow... one either side...

While holding her hand... her fingers went limp... and I knew that Nadine had just died.
The 'tactical trade' that Nadine was - at first - reluctant to go for but finally did... 

The one where I’d traded her 50-buck perfume for an inkwell with chips - and no lid...
Launches her mem'ry whenever I glance at what’s sitting today on the same desk it had!
(And -- just for the record -- I’d never ‘ve given that crappy old thing to my dad)!
But that, and the chair, and a few other things remind me of how it all started.

And now that it’s down to just me an’ the 'kids', who’ve all gone down hill since she parted --
It don’t look to me like it’s gonna be long ‘til I'm stuck with no roommate myself -

And all I’ll have left is a handful o’ pictures of -- the kids an' Nadine -- on a shelf!
                    __________________________________________________ 
For nearly a decade I've lived on my own, but nothin’, o' course, like Nadine had gone through -

And Ive been considerin' - what can a loner -- whose fam’ly’s been gone for a decade or 

two --
Do in the same situation as hers -- when their money to live on is scant?
And what if they've lost virtually all of their friends - and hard as they try to make others, 
they can’t?
What if - like some - they're infirm - and disabled?    Who’ll make the effort to help them survive?
Who’ll put a hand out -- see to their needs -- or check to confirm that they're even alive?
Unless I can find me a super good friend... and somehow come up with a dog or a cat...

I'm not that keen about stickin’ around!    Not... like I say... if it comes down to that!
                                       Vinny Lou                           
                     Lavinnia Lewellyn Canasta… my great, great grandpa’s sister…

and only childless woman on my mother’s family’s side…

                     Moved to town to live with us when she was eighty-five
to help her great, great nephew raise us kids when mother died. 

Mom was sick for quite awhile before she passed away, 

so me an’ sister Bonnie did our best to help her cope,

Always trying hard to veil the fear within our hearts 

and keep her from discovering we were slowly losing hope.

“Because there is no cure for this,” the doctor’d told my dad - 

while reaching for a handkerchief to dab away his tears -

“somewhere down the road you’ll prob’ly have to find some help 

to raise your children, I suspect.   She has - at best - two years!”

Barely eight months later, Mom collapsed while hanging clothes.   

In less than fifteen minutes - it was over… she was dead!                                                  
Thankfully all three of us were there to say goodbye,

and also had a chance to hear the final words she said.

“Well aware my days were numbered, I’ve been on the lookout 

for, more or less,  a… 'back-up-mom’… to help Dad raise you two… 

And I came up with someone that I know you all adore…

and she adores the three of you… I’m talkin’ - Vinny Lou!                                                                            

“Both of us are praying that you’ll let her take my place…

and it would mean so much to me to know that… when I’m gone… 

Someone who we love that much will be here… just in case.   

Someone who is 'fam’ly'… and can help you carry on.”

Mom had used her final days in such a prudent way.  

Knowing there’d be times when Bonnie’d need a female’s touch -

She’d lined us up with someone who was quite the proper lady…

                    and one there was no doubt at all - we all loved very much. 

                     But, back to what I’m trying to say… the fact is Vinny Lou 

is who I’m giving credit to, and surely owe a debt,

For making me accept the concept:  science… in itself…

hasn’t actually found 'the source of life'… at least - not yet!
She opened up my eyes and ears to such amazing things.  

Things I’m sure I never would have learned if not for her.

She showed me time and time again how scientific theories 

leave the man with no imagination to infer

That, as a rule, everything in life can be explained…

and only speculations based on facts are safe to make. 

Well… after spending just a couple weeks with Vinny Lou…
that’s a rule that I was really glad she helped me break!
Though Dad and Mom were not religious, every time we ate, 

me or Bonnie’d have to say a prayer before we’d start.

Aside from that I’d never thanked a 'deity' for anything, 

before old Ms. Canasta joined the team and did her part. 

The first time I remember how her comments helped me see 

there had to be a God I must ‘ve been ‘round eight or nine.

Walking past a little garden, Vinny said to me, 

“See those lovely flowers, child… they’re neither yours nor mine…

And yet we reap the benefits of how they look and smell.   

We even sometimes pick a few to beautify our days,

But nothing made by human beings will ever take their place 

for making up corsages - boutonnieres - and sweet bouquets.

And hear that pretty whistlin’ in the distance?   That’s a Cardinal,  

And he was made by God, young fella… not some fool machine. 

And see that big old apple?   Well… there ain’t a man on earth 

can make ya’ one o’ those -- and in a choice of red or green!
                     Well… that was quite a while back, and time has really flown. 
I turned twenty-three last week, and Bonnie’s pushin’ twenty,

But still, today, when I confront a singing bird - or flowers,

                    I think of all the lessons that I learned from dear Aunt Vinny.

                     The one that means the most, by far’s, the one she softly whispered

As I reached out and took my first born child from Carly May,

“This is what it’s all about, young man… and I’m so very grateful

to you and Roy and Bonnie for the role you let me play.”

Having pointed out to us so many prime examples 

of why there has to be a God… well - I can tell you this - 

If you’re not convinced that He’s the one behind it all - 

You can take my word for it… I’m telling you - He is!
Tuesday last we lost our Vinny Lou, and… as with Mother…

All of us were by her side to share her final hours.

Her last request was:   'When I leave to be with God in heaven,

                     Wrap my fingers tightly ‘round - a fresh bouquet of flowers'.            

                              Seeking ‘Worthy Owners’ 
I’ve taken several pictures of our very finest things, but what we’ll need to make this work is proving hard to find.

We hope to pass them on, you see, to truly - ‘worthy owners’ - who’ll cherish them as we have when they’re fin’ly left behind.

Some are things we bought at auctions... some were found in shops... and some are simply hand-me-downs are elders left to us,

But learning that a lot of what we need to - find new homes for - doesn’t appeal to others makes me plenty mad to cuss!
Granny’s wicker rocker is in really good condition, and Aunt Lenore and Uncle Chester’s rosewood tester bed 

Looks and sleeps as good as new!    It’s close to ten feet tall, and worth, I guess, a ton o’ dough... least... that’s what Chester said.  

The tall Victorian dresser is a ‘lock-side’ - those are rare... the china cabinet’s carved to death with heads and huge claw feet…

The Morris chair was built to last... it’s made of solid oak, and - unlike cheaper models, has a fancy leather seat!
The roll top desk is oak as well - I’m pretty good at ‘woods’ - but when it comes ‘vintage’, I can only guess at dates.

The 3-piece bookcase - solid cherry - came from New Orleans… but all we ever used it for was - Mother’s mother’s plates.

The fancy walnut table with the oval marble top was Mother’s granny’s wedding gift in 1884...

And proudly poised above the hearth is Granddad’s mint condition, 50 caliber rifle from, I’m told, the Civil War!
This is why we’re so upset!    It isn’t like we’re selling crap ya’ find at junky yard sales virtually every week!
These are things we’ve loved for years... but, sadly, few these days appreciate the 'aura' of a truly fine ‘Antique’.

                                         Two Dads
I'd just awoke from dozing off - a tendency I have - and found myself distracted, on my way upstairs to bed,

By a... not-quite-far-enough-away disturbing conversation... and wished like hell I'd never heard the words my mother said!

“You know how strong our love was, Kyle... and Danny knew it too... and had I known the baby I was carrying wasn't his,     

I swear - I'd never 've married him... and though I've often tried convincing him that Tommy isn't yours - he's sure he is!”

With “Tommy” being me, of course, her words were coldly telling... telling me the man I'd always thought to be my dad

Very likely wasn't... and that, possibly, this - “Kyle” - was plotting with my mother to replace the one I had!  

“Meet me down at Jasper's - 7:30 - Friday night.   I'll text a couple pictures that will help to prove my claim,
But when you see the album, Kyle... from way back then 'til now... you'll understand the reason why - and how I chose his name. 

“Even guys as slow as you know - Tom - is short for Thomas... and making use of your last name,” my mother glibly quipped,

“Was, for me, a means for hanging on to what we'd had,” when, suddenly -- trying to climb a step -- with teary eyes - I tripped! 

Afraid she'd heard the noise that I had accidentally made, and hearing... as I quickly scaled the few remaining steps...

Her clearly, and more loudly, say, “I'm sorry, Mr. Wilson... the only authors, currently, 

our writing school accepts

“Are those who write for children.   But... good luck with your career.” After which she hung the phone up... raced from out the den...

And... as I quietly watched her from behind my bedroom door... scanned the room and stairs where - seconds earlier - I had been! 
Lying awake for several hours, I searched for explanations, deciphering all scenarios in every way I could,

Hoping all the while to learn, despite the way it seemed, I'd find - by simply trusting her - that I'd -- misunderstood! 

Hardly having slept at all, I showered and dressed for school, then, skipping breakfast, hollered, “Mom, I don't have time to eat.”

What she didn't know was that I'd heard her 3 particulars that sat the stage for her - and

a guy that she'd called Kyle - to meet!
Jasper's was a tacky tavern just outside of Baxter, and knowing Friday night, at 7:30, I'd 

be free...

Whether she and Kyle approved... I was going to be there... with neither one suspecting they might - wind up meeting me! 

Assuming she'd retaliate, due to my deception, and knowing how embarrassing my catching them would be,

I wandered in at seven... wearing a cowboy hat an' shades... and picked a real dark booth where I'd be difficult to see. 

Sure enough - at 7:30 - in my mother strolls... heads for the very darkest corner... same as 

I had done.

2 / 3 minutes later this gigantic dude walks in - had me wond'ring how a kid my size could be his son - 
An' heads - of course - to the poorly-lighted booth my mom had picked, softly says... “My God, Marlene... you haven't changed at all,”

Slides in close beside her, and then - taking up her hand - looks into her glimmering eyes, and Mom begins to bawl. 

He put an arm around her as she leaned into his chest, then coaxed his face just close enough to kiss him on the cheek.

Gazing at him fondly, she replied, “Must be the dark,” and once the two had finished chuckling, she began to speak.

Opening up the album that she'd brought for him to see, Lyle would use his cell phone to provide the needed light,

And as they slowly made their way through 'Me' -- from birth 'til now -- I felt as though I'd never seen a more heartwarming sight.

Lyle would turn the pages as my Mom would fill him in on what the actual occasions were, and -- at that time -- my age,

Sometimes softly sniffling and - on more than one occasion - dabbing, with her handkerchief, a teardrop from the page.

“It's plain to see why Dan believes that Tom's not his,” Kyle said, “and why you've never managed to convince him otherwise.

In virtually every picture you can see the - 'Thomas smile' -- and there's no doubt at all, Marlene... he's definitely got my eyes!” 

Then Mother said, “As you can see - Tommy - just as you were -- back when we were seventeen -- is tall and really thin...

While Danny, on the other hand, who's only five foot six, is from a line of fairly stout and even shorter men,

“Sooooo -- he could get a good idea of what he'll prob'ly look like -- despite the rather gangly way he's looking as a youth -- 

By meeting you in person -- and by knowing you're his father -- but I'm not all that certain that he's ready for the truth! 

“We'll leave it up to him,” Kyle said, “it's quite a big decision, but if he'd like to meet with me... and it's OK with Dan...

All you need to do is call.”        “I'll ask him,” Marlene countered, “I'm sure he'll go along with it... Dan's not a selfish man.

“I need ya' to know!    When Angie died,” she added... taking his hand... “learning - from the paper - you'd no children of your own... 

I often thought of calling you.   I know how much you loved her... and the painful war that widowers fight is hard to win alone! 

“I'm really glad you called me... it was great to hear your voice... and though my life with Dan's been very nice... I love you still!”

“And I love you,” he whimpered -- as he hugged her one last time.   “I've never stopped adoring you, Marlene -- and never will!” 

And while it seemed I couldn't have sat an' watched them all that long -- nor close enough to where they sat to hear them reminisce --

I'll bet we'd had our drinks refilled at least a dozen times before their - 'not so secret  meeting' - ended with a kiss! 

Mom ducked out ahead of him, pausing in the doorway to offer him a final smile, then Kyle got up to go. 

I sat there, quite bewildered, as I weighed my pair of options:  tell her that I've learned the truth... or - never let her know.

Because of what I'd overheard my mother telling Kyle, I realized my father'd never believed I was his child --- 

But raising me... and loving me - as though I were has proven, without a doubt, to be the choice with which he'd reconciled.      

He could have set aside more time for he and I to share, but thinking back, there'd always been less - didn't-dos - than dids -

For which I'm truly grateful, as I quickly came to learn that I was merely one more child in a slew of - 'Two-Dads' kids!  

When queried by my mother how I'd feel about a woman who'd keep her child from knowing who its - DNA-Father is -

And selfishly deceive the man she'd claimed to be its father -- and never tell the true dad that the child was actually his --

I told her, “Mom, without a doubt, there must have been good reason.  Havin' a child's the most important choice a woman makes,

And the odds for 'workin' out' increase when the child believes it's loved... truly loved... regardless of whichever man she takes!
“Matter of fact... if I found out that Dad was not my father... not my - biological one - it'd be a big surprise...

But I believe that knowing the truth - even when it hurts - is always far less painful than the aches of -- living lies!
“I was in the booth right next to yours at Jasper's Bar last night when you and Mr. Thomas met and talked about - 'old times' --

And after what I saw - and heard - I've come to this conclusion:  though rendezvous like this are flaws in judgment... they're not crimes,

“And I'll be glad to meet him, Mom... given Dad's OK with that... but I've no doubt that Kyle will understand whose side you're on, 

And -- once I've made him understand how much I love you both -- any tension caused by what we're trying - will be gone!” 

I'm glad to say he struck me as -- an easy guy to like -- and Mother's great affection for him helped to make me sure

That he'd have made a great dad, too... and I was thrilled to know that - both the one who'd raised me - and created me -- loved her!
                                           Welcome To the Flock
                 "She's here, she's here!" the kids were chiming, "Grandma's at the door!"

Her joining us for Timmy's birthdays wasn't something new,

But when Shania swung the door to gesture - 'come on in' -

                All of us were totally stunned, and didn't know what to do!
Standing by her side was what we never thought we'd see!
A clearly nervous gentleman, about our mother's age,

Staring, somewhat sheepishly, at seven startled people,

Spawning both complete dismay - and poorly hidden rage!
My two kids and Marty's three, with both of us divorced,

Formed the delegation that had come to cut the cake,

And thinking that - when Granny got there, just the eight of us

Would do their part in eating what Shania'd helped me bake,

I, for several seconds, was abandoned by 'good manners'...

Left completely speechless by my mother's BIG surprise,

While she and her companion clearly saw, by our response,

That all of us were reeling --- it was glaring in our eyes!
"Let me take your coats," I quipped, then proudly filled her in...

"All the kids are here, of course... and we've got tons of food."

But seeing the look of disbelief on Marty's frozen face, 

And... worried about the likelihood he'd spew out something rude...
 I promptly added, "Sure is cold... Marty'll start a fire,

Then all of us can watch as Timmy opens up his gift.

I see you brought a friend along," then gave my mom a void

For warding off what I was sure would cause a family rift. 

"This is Tom," she calmly said... "I met him back in May,

But Tom's not just - a friend - LeeAnn... he's moved in to my flat!
I should have told ya' long ago, but... knowing your positions 

                 on things like this --- I knew how you and Marty would react. 

                 "Neither you nor he can have a clue to how it feels 

To lose the one you've slept with every night for 50 years!
I love Robert just as much as when we tied the knot...

And nothing ever pained him more than - seeing me in tears.

"I made sure - before I took a shot at moving on -

That I would have Bob's blessing for the path I chose to walk.

Let's just open Timmy's present... have ourselves some cake...

Then you an' me an' Marty - and 'my friend' - can have a talk."

By the time the party'd ended all five kids were fast asleep,

So Marty stoked the fire a bit and - we four had our chat.
I was not as tough on Mom as Marty was, of course -

What really ticked him off was that -- he'd moved into her flat!
"That ain't right," he barked at Mom... "I wouldn't mind you dating,

But sleeping with another man - to me - just isn't right!"

"I'm not letting go of Robert," Mother fired back... 

"Your father keeps me safe - and happy, every day and night,

"But Tom's a great companion... he replaces what I've lost...

What 'Tragedy' deprived me of the day your dad was killed.
He lost his wife four years ago... Bob's been gone for five...

And both our hearts had very empty voids that needed filled." 

"Sharon means the world to me," he bravely intervened,

"But I'll respect your wishes if you feel it's best I go!
The two of us are so alike, and - given she's convinced

That I'm your basic average guy who -- once you get to know -

"Fits in well with folks like you, my hope is that you'll trust her - 

Open up your minds - and hearts - and give us both a chance.

I'm definitely not the smartest or the wisest man alive,

Nor one to which most single gals would give a second glance,

But me and her, without a doubt, have bonded.   We're in love!
Nevertheless... if you object... I'll set your mother free.

I'll pack my bags tomorrow!    I'll not disrupt your fam'ly!
                 You'll never see my face again... and, sadly... nor will she!
                 The fire had died - the mood throughout the room was icy cold,

As Tom let go of Sharon's hand and rose to walk away.

Even Marty's eyes exposed the hurt we all were feeling,

                 While Mother's eyes were pleading, "If you love me... let him stay!"

                 Ashamed to say it took all this to make us realize

That - Mother being happy - NOW was all that really mattered,

Seeing her face awash with tears - as we could see were Tom's -

Both of us could easily tell their hearts had just been shattered. 

Marty's face would make it clear we shared the same solution, 

So I jumped up and raced to stop the 'angel' that was leaving.
"We don't have a problem, Tom, with you an' Mom at all...

We're thrilled to death she met you while the two of you were grieving.

"Sorry about the 'freak out'," I continued... "but of course,

As you might imagine, it was definitely quite a shock!
The kids 're gonna love ya', too... we know that Mother does...
                 So all that's really left to say is --- welcome to the flock!"

              We're Still Gettin' Along Just Like Before
                  For 60 years we'd done our best to keep each other happy, 

Bound to do what we believed the other'd like to do. 
You'd nudge me toward your ideas by droppin' tiny hints...
And I'd nudge you toward ones of mine - intent on pamp'ring you.

Bonding ever stronger for this trait of - selflessness - 
Melding more intensely as we made our way through 'Life' -

Neither I nor Sandy had an inkling our propensity 

For making such concessions, through our years as 'man and wife',

Had, without our knowing it, gradually been infusing us -

'Til after 60 happy years I'd literally evolved

To where... on those occasions when an unfamiliar issue...

The tricky type, that Sandy usually handled, needed solved...

I would soon discover that solutions I'd come up with 

for taking care of something I'd not dealt with in the past -

Matched precisely what she'd do!    It happens all the time -

                  And we're still gettin' along just like before --- since Sandy passed!
                            What He Doesn’t Know Is ---
At 91 I’m sitting here... waiting for my nurse... reminiscing August 6th of 1945,

Peering through my tears, again, knowing that, today very few of those who were involved are still alive!
The man I share my room with has a lot of trouble sleeping, and when he fin’ly dozes off, I do my very best 

Not to - even slightly, interfere... I make no noise… ‘cause, like myself, he’s fairly weak and needs a lot of rest. 

Both of us each other’s only friend -- our fam’lies gone -- with no one popping in from time to time to just say “Hi” --

Wisely never talk about our most regretful days -- and focus on the sweeter ones as we prepare to die.
On April 23rd of 1920 - I was born... while Mr. Nagasaki came to be in ‘24...

And 90-plus-years later here we lie - ironically - calmly waiting - side-by-side -- same nursing home -- same floor --

Only to discover that we share the same perspective on what was done to end the war in 1945!
Both of us regret the deaths of innocent civilians, and share, alike, a sense of guilt that we are still alive!
And while agreeing, in the end, what had been accomplished -- crushing Hitler’s 'Evil' -- was a cause worth dying for --

We see nuclear weapons - which the Allies put to use - an inhumane, unjustifiable means to win a war!
But I don’t have the strength, or guts, to tell him what he lost -- most his fam’ly -- many friends -- and 60 years of pain --
Was, in part, because of me, ‘cause -- what he doesn’t know is -- I’m the tortured, nightmare-ridden-fool -- who flew the plane!
                  When All That’s Left Are Photographs     
                   I’m sitting here, at ninety-six, alert an’ fairly healthy, 

wondering what the ones I loved in days gone by would think

To see me now, the last there is of all of my relations, 

with only these few photographs to serve as - fam’ly links. 

Ain’t no better way - for me - for stoppin’ tears than pictures. 

Wish I’d taken many more, and kept the ones I’ve tossed.

Nothing helps me reminisce as easily as my photos, 

and there’s no doubt about it, mam… without them, I’d be lost. 

The oldest ones, though often faded, still - to me - are priceless, 

going back a hundred years before when I was born.

Thankfully notations on their backs tell who they are

‘cause some 're out o' focus, and a few 're creased or torn.

Even those I never met - it seems as though I knew them, 

and seeing what they looked like helps to make my life more real. 

They tie it all together, and I love the little tidbits

gleaned from each and every one for how they make me feel. 

Most of them are random shots of things we did as children, 

having fun with Mom and Dad, at home, or on our trips.

                   A favorite shows the first time that my wife - of 60 years - 

told me that she loved me… and then kissed me… on the lips!
                   Stella was an only child, and both her folks died young,

so - after seven years - there were no 'in-laws' in my life!
And the only in-laws Stella ever had were my two brothers,

plus Mom an' Dad, who’d always said - I’d found the “perfect wife”. 

                   Prob’ly close to twenty show the half-a-dozen collies 

me and Stella raised from when we wed - to when she passed.

Five of them are buried on a bluff near 'Lover's Lookout', 

the sixth lies next to Stella’s grave… the one she didn’t outlast!
                   Despite the fact we’d often told our folks we both loved children,

and planned to have at least a few of each, we quickly learned

That making them was easy, but the cost to raise them right

always wound up being somewhat more than - what we earned!
The two we had - Cassandra, and her younger brother, Clayton -

much the same as many a sibling story starts an’ ends -

Had their share of feuds at first -- fought like cats and dogs --

but by the time they’d reached their teens, the two were best of friends!
There are no shots of grandkids ‘cause - Cassandra never married,

and - hard as Clayton Jr. and his wife, Virginia, tried -

She never once got pregnant… they both became depressed…

And Ginny… at just 35… committed suicide! 

Here’s a shot o’ Virgie in his Studebaker pickup

takin’ a load o’ sweet corn to the grocery store in Derby.

An’ this one shows my older brother, Lester, givin’ a ride -- 

on his brand-new Schwinn -- to my younger brother, Kirby.

Lester died 3 years ago, still farmin’ 90 acres,

an’ workin’ ‘em 14-hours a day is what kept him alive.

And Kirby never got the chance to tell us all goodbye --

                   he lost his life on a battlefield in France in ’45.  

                   There’s gotta be at least one shot of all my aunts and uncles, 

and almost every cousin... both of mine and Stella’s too,

But, Honey, if you’re listenin’ - though they’re wonderful to look at -

                   not a one means more to me than --- those of me an' you.

Yes sir, I’d be lost, I swear, if anything should happen

to steal away the comfort that my photographs provide.

                   I only wish that there was someone close enough -- some kin -- 
                   who I could pass them on to -- and who'd love them -- once I’ve died!
                    Why That Picture's On Our Frigidaire
Darcy was a rascal... she'd do absolutely anything to get a rise from anyone who'd offer her a smile,

And every kid I ever taught, within a couple weeks, was privy to her methods and familiar with her style.

To implement her favorite trick she'd quietly roll up close - exploiting their distraction to assault them by surprise - 

Then... even though the victims knew her ploy was underway... tickled pink to see the great excitement in her eyes...

Every child would play along and act as though she'd frightened them!  Then, after things would settle down, their 'practice' would resume.

To this day, the sound of someone playing the piano fills my heart with mem'ries of that sweet old music room. 

Her chair, though actually second-hand, was still in real fine shape, and - as the bench's substitute - had always worked just fine,

And by her seventh birthday both her gentle touch and timing - even on the Mozart stuff - were just as good as mine!
Another skill she'd worked to hone was sketching fam'ly pictures.  Darcy, understandably, was very much obsessed 

With replicating what she felt she'd look like -- were she whole -- equipped with what the Lord had clearly given all the rest.

Legs!    Legs that she could walk with - run a race with - climb a hill!  Swim with - ride 

a bike with, and control a soccer ball.

The legs on all the kids she'd draw were always extra long -- and the -- 'featured' child -- 
a girl her age - and always very tall!
The big one - on our Fridgidaire - is clearly me an' Darcy playin' a little volleyball!  

I know it's hard to tell, 

But I'm the one who's tryin' to block -- she's the one who's spiking!   She loved to draw, 

but I'll admit -- she never did it well!
She wouldn't 've been successful as an artist, that's for sure... but this old crayon drawing fills my aching heart with pride.

I know it's pretty awful, but, to me, it means the world -- 'cause this one here's the last she did of us --- before she died.  
                           You’re Coming Home to Stay
‘Round 5:15. on April 9th in 1967... wakened by a nearly imperceptible appeal...

My and Sarah’s eyes would open simultaneously, wondering if the whimpering down 

the hallway might be real.

Hearing them repeatedly, though faint and far between, Mother’s muffled calls for help defined our ‘what to do’,

And - once again in unison - bursting from our beds, me and Sarah rushed to learn if what we feared was true.

Mom had tried to make it to the bathroom on her own... something that we’d told her many times to never try.

Lying just inside her door, her eyes were filled with fear, and as we knelt to lift her up we all began to cry.

Each of us was well aware that - as we’d all agreed - should she ever fall again -- things would need to change.

Often gone, and given both our kids have moved away - no two ways about it - there was much to rearrange! 

The problem is - our farmhouse was constructed by Dad’s father... and our old man, now gone five years, was married to my mom 

For three days short of seven decades... quite a feat these days... and up until the measles took my older brother, Tom,

She an’ Dad had done their best to make our place a ‘home’, sacrificing many things they’d planned to one day do

To guarantee that Tom and I would have the same as others, despite the fact that most of what we had was far from ‘new’.

Struggling hard to make ends meet... hand-me-downs were common... half or more of everything we owned was second hand...

But just like Dad an' Grandpa -- first the 4 of us -- now 2 -- we’ve never once been tempted to give up and -- sell our land.   

And me and Sarah understand her being so resistant - never having known another home for ninety years -

But having someone near to keep an eye on folks like Mom is what she’s going to have to face - regardless of her tears. 

Sarah works in Oskaloosa almost every day, and I’m out ploughing - discing - spraying - planting, 5 to 9
Every spring... and then, of course, each Fall I pick the crop... then truck it to the feed mill on the Shelby County line.

2 - 3 times a day I ring her up to, you know - 'check' - making sure she’s safe and sound, provided she’s awake -

And going through with moving her to someplace close, but safer was the toughest damn decision that I’d ever had to make! 

Well... just about a week had passed since moving her to Hillside, when Dr. Finley phoned to say - “Your mother fell again!
She gets a little testy if we try to help her eat, and hasn’t stopped complaining since the day you moved her in.

“We know how strong the tie can be to where one’s lived for years, but will, I promise, do our best to make her understand

That all of us at Hillside know precisely how she feels, and realize that living here is not what she had planned.

“I’m going to have to operate, and I’ll need your consent to do some minor surgery on a badly fractured bone.

You need to come to Hillside right away to sign the form, and make her see - (in person - this cannot be done by phone) -
“That if her hip is left as is, the bleeding will continue, and she’ll be gone in likely less than 2 - 3 hours from now!
We see this all the time,” he said...“when forced to leave their homes - though promised they’ll - ‘grow use to it’ - they can’t perceive of how!”

We dropped what we were working on and hustled off for Hillside, carefully running lights and stop signs - when we safely could -

Then - racing to the check-in window, I informed the nurse, “I’m here to sign the form that Dr. Finley said I should

“So he can fix my mother’s hip!    He told us it was urgent!”   

“'Here’s the form,' she offered, as she pointed where to sit -- 

'After you’ve completed it I’ll rush it back to surgery.  He’s Hillside’s finest surgeon, sir!'”   And I replied... “That’s it?” 

“'Yes, that’s it,' the young girl echoed... 'Dr. Finley’s great.   He said that - ‘once you’d filled it out, to go to room 18...

That’s where Hattie’s resting... and he also said your mother has to be the most disheartened soul he’s ever seen!'”

This would give us second thoughts on forcing her to live there.   Sarah sensed my apprehension... knew I was unsure...

As - racing through my troubled mind a bunch of reasons not to countered my decision with -- the debt that we owe her.

She’d walked away from special dreams for close to seven decades, taking care of Dad an’ me an’ Tommy every day,

And now that Dad and Tom 're gone -- and she needs looking after, due to her infirmity - we’re sending her away!
My overwhelming guilt - along with seeing Sarah’s tears, rectified my point of view and - 

knowing she’d agree -

As we fin'ly wheeled her out - one on either side -- both of us aware of just how scared she had to be --

I fervently informed her, “Mom... you’re comin' home with us the minute Doctor Finley has provided his OK”,
And other than when help is needed we cannot supply, like things you'll need a doctor for, you're coming home to stay!”
                              Look Before You Leap
Over the years I’ve done my share of - ‘what’s it like’ - research, wanting to better understand what persons not like me
Have to cope with every day... persons plagued with 'issues', like - never hearing music
or - not being able to see. 

My earliest confrontation came in 1991 when I was eating breakfast in a tiny-town cafe.

An older fella, one stool down (no one that I knew), was quietly sipping coffee when 

I heard the waitress say,

“I think Sharon’s sweet on you ‘cause -- take me on my word -- compared to what the others get -- your crêpes 're twice the size! 

I glanced to check her comment out - about the bigger crêpes - and as she sat the monsters down, I couldn’t believe my eyes.

But why, I’d wonder, had she had to tell 'im they were bigger?   All he’d need to do was scan the crowd to find that out, 

When, only seconds later, I would come to understand what the pile of giant crêpes was actually all about.

A major sodium-chloride fan, I quickly scanned the counter and found the nearest pair of shakers parked in front of him.

Afraid of seeming rude I thought - ask the guy for help, and - going by his work shirt - it appeared his name was Jim. 

“Hey there, Jim,” - I made my move, “if ya' wouldn’t mind... an' if ya' ain't too busy, could ya' slide the salt my way?”

He smiled and gently groped the basket - mining for the shakers -- found the ones he knew to be the only two in play --
Then slid them - as a pair - to where he felt that I could reach them!   That was when the reasoning for his tactic, I would find,

Wasn’t because he’d heard me wrong... but rather - as it were... he had no way of knowing which was which --- the guy was blind!
“One of those - I think - is salt,” he said... the other’s pepper.   When shakers aren’t embossed, ya’ see, it’s hard for me to tell. 

When I decide to season something, I just -- quiz my nose!   I figure out what’s in the shakers based on how they smell!”

It made me feel uneasy to have sat there all that time without the slightest inkling that the guy a stool away

Was wrestling with an issue that I’d never really thought about... struggling with his lack of vision each and every day.

Two years later me an’ the wife were down in Acapulco, greased up good to fight the sun when some young kid nearby --

Playin’ some awesome rock-n-roll -- coaxed me into asking someone sitting near us if -- “It’s Judy’s Turn to Cry” -

Wasn’t one of the greatest songs the 60’s ever gave us.  The girl just smiled and glanced away... a girl about our age...

So me and Stephanie figured she was prob’ly from some country where those we saw as superstars - to them - were not the rage!
The next great tune was “Teddy-Bear” - a big-time Elvis hit - when - just before I quizzed the girl, I turned and joked to Steph -

“If she don’t care for Teddy Bear - as far as I'm concerned - she’s either wearin’ earplugs, or the ditsy broad is deaf!
While gearing up to ask her what she thought of - Mr. Presley -- who’s been, for years, a favorite of both Stephanie’s and mine --

Two young kids approached the lady, garnered her attention - then simultaneously started to communicate --- in ‘sign’!
The 3-some’s conversations would expose the woman’s plan -- in which, by her insistent look, we knew she’d made it clear

That... “Pack it up... it’s time to leave,” -- was not, by any stretch -- an option either kid - to say the least - was keen to hear!
And as the trio left the beach we watched their flailing fingers, knowing - (without knowing ‘sign’) - the gist of what they'd said.

We had to laugh when as the angry youngsters reached their car... we saw them 'flip' each other a sign that’s very easily read!
The last but not the least offense I’m guilty of, my friend... sadly far too often, but will likely do again...

Is letting sick, corrosive instincts govern my behavior when triggered by the color of another person’s skin!
Being urged to say or do hateful, racist things, simply due to what we hear from those 

who think it best

That each and every ethnic group resist the urge to meld - demands no speculation as to why our world's depressed. 

So my advice to you, my friend, is - ‘look before you leap’.   Assess the situations you confront from day to day,

And leave yourself a means for ‘backin' up’ ‘cause -- now an' then --- we pay unsavory prices for the things we do and say!
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                                      The Butterfly 
                       While sitting by a window, all alone, and feeling blue, 

     A gorgeous monarch butterfly came wafting into view. 

     It drifted almost aimlessly… as monarchs often do… 

     And as I watched it wander… it reminded me of you.

     For many years you’ve wandered, in the monarchs’ easy way, 

     And always chose - like it - to only visit… never stay.

                      But from the fleeting butterfly I saw that lonely day

                      I’ve learned to cherish fleeting things, and love them… while I may! 
                                      The Sin

            One cold winter evening, in the back of an old saloon,

Behind a door that had no lock… to the twang of a country tune…

I spent the finest moments of my 'under-twenty' years, 

And me and Dexter Pinkerton would like to thank our peers

For all the hype and pressure that a few good friends can yield 

As, on that day, the sweetest fate of an endless love was sealed.

With a slightly scratched but favorite tune on the box to serenade, 

In a dimly lit and hardly private room, we quietly laid.

And I remember thinking… “What if someone wanders in?” 

But instantly dismissed that fear to focus on… “the sin”!
Despite the frosted window panes, the room, to us, seemed warm, 

As only God was witness to our brief but fervid storm.

The lightning in his eyes bespoke the fury of his love,

            As I would reach the 'moment' I had long been dreaming of.
            And though we often wonder how our “passion’s flower” 'll bloom,                

            Despite the time of day… the place… and, sometimes, even whom…

            Things like this will matter not, for where it’s done, and when, 

            Are very close to meaningless.   You’ll focus on… 'the sin'!
 Oh, I still see the torrid flames that burned within his eyes.

 I feel the passion… smell the sweat… and hear the tender sighs.

            That same old song is playing… just as if we were right there. 

I even feel his fingers coursing gently through my hair.

            That will always be a special moment in our lives.

I got to share the kind of love - like other lucky wives -

            That keeps the fire burning… where the strongest bonds begin

            ‘Cause every time I hear that song… I focus on… the sin!
             I now understand what my father was trying to make me see when he'd say...
                                    If It Isn’t Broke… Don’t Fix It!
Every Wednesday afternoon, in Boston, Massachusetts, for almost sixty-seven years 

my mom and dad went out.

They always walked, unless the night was really cold and windy, and only now I’ve 
come to see what this was all about.

Dad would always tell me, “Son... DeMarco’s Family Deli serves the best lasagna in 
the world… and this I know.”

This frequent comment always drove me nuts because, you see… DeMarco’s was the 
only place my folks would ever go!
“If it isn’t broke… don’t fix it,” was his favorite saying.  “We love their great lasagna. 
We don’t need to check around.” 

Another line he liked to use was, “Why continue searching when what you have been 

looking for already has been found?”

Now that I am older… and, of course, a little wiser… I understand the concept he was 

trying to convey.                                                                                                                    

All he really cared about was being with my mother… and going out together… in their 
special little way.
                               Give Yourself a Chance                

For many years my wife and I have shared most every day, a meager pair of smitten souls 

whose lives are interlaced,

And as I sit here - strolling down the countless roads we’ve walked - by sifting through 

the photographs by which our lives are traced -

The earliest ones remind me of the fear we had of paying more than we were ready to…

our independence lost,

Perceived as “trading freedom” for a life of “just us two”, but others quickly verify…
the choice was worth the cost!
So my advice to you is this - and I can only hope that if an' when you get the chance you’re brave enough to listen:
If you fence your heart in - don’t forget to build a gate, to give yourself a chance to know 
the 'Love' you’re likely missin’!
                             You Don’t Wanna Know
You always change the subject when I ask about receipts that turn up in your pockets 

now and then -

For stays in odd localities where branches of the firm you’ve worked for all these years have never been.

And isn’t it peculiar how - when late night calls come in - depending on who answers…me, or you… 

Never will they just hang up… when I don’t beat you to them… but will - so very often - when I do.

“You don’t wanna know,” has been your typical response whenever I attempt to learn 
the truth, 

But finding out about your sins was not a major feat, and done without the need to play 
the sleuth.

Facts concerning when and where were gleaned from those receipts, and features on 

your phone have told me - who, 

So all that’s left for me to figure out… and understand… is why you choose to cheat 
the way you do!
Trying hard to disregard what - somewhere down the road - always ruins a life and 
breaks a heart,

I have been pretending that it’s me you love the most, and tried… for all these months…
to do my part.

But now it’s very clear to me that you have truly changed, and aren’t the man with 

whom I fell in love,

And how you tear my heart to shreds - by nudging me aside - has fin’ly made its way 

from - push - to shove!
So, now, my love…with great regret -- as once again you whisper the name of whom 
you cheat with in your sleep -- 

I’ve decided you should take your leave of this - our bed… and to your grave -- the secrets that you keep!
And as I cock the hammer on this pistol that I’m holding… and point it at your un-suspecting head…                                                                                                                                 Through my tears I clearly see the only certain way you’ll never cheat again is ---                             if you’re dead!
                                    Prophet Pond

Faced with what I knew was going to change my life forever, I sneaked out back to contemplate the bond 

That getting married represents, and thought I’d try my luck by privately consulting - "Prophet Pond".
Prophet Pond is what we call an acre's worth of water that lies about a block inside the 
wood 

Behind our home - and where I’ve often gone to help decide if chances I might take were ones I should.

I found what I believed to be a nearly perfect rock - thin and glassy smooth - and as I dipped,

My heart was racing fast because I knew that this could be the most important stone I 
ever skipped.

I saw them as barometers - predictors that would gauge my chances of success at what 

I tried. 
Prophecies on ventures I was bound to undertake - ones to which my destiny was tied.

To me the count was crucial.   If it skipped but once or twice, it meant that I would likely 

fair quite well, 

While 3 or 4 would indicate a better still result -- and 5 or 6 -- a promise to excel!
And so, because I understood the difference in the count could represent the span from 
'Hell' to 'Heaven'… 

I held the rock before my face and told it, “Pay attention!  I need your help… I’m shootin’ for a seven!”

Even if it hadn’t skipped at all - we’d still have married, but this was something I just 
had to try. 

So --- rocking back, I cocked my arm as far as it would reach, and with a little prayer, 

I let ‘er fly.
The pond was smooth as glass that day, and I am super good at skipping rocks -- and 
this one was a gem --                                                                                                                                           So, I, of course, am not at all surprised that we’re so happy - we started off our marriage -        with a ten!
                                I Don’t Wanna Know
          More than once you’ve talked about how calming it would be 

              to simply pack the things you love the most and -- move away,

Claiming nothing short of this will work to set you free 

from all the things that pressure you -- that make you feel this way.

But there’ve been times when I have felt the same, and - let me say - 

despite the fact that you and I have not that long been friends -

Consider well what -- up ‘til now -- it is that’s made you stay…

and think of those who’ll suffer if your nearness to them ends. 

There’s something special - something warm - in staying around the town 

that holds the mem’ries - good and bad - that represent your youth,

So --- in those situations where you’re really “feeling down” - 

I hope, with all my heart, you’ll find the strength to face the truth.

How often does this 'move' thing fail?   I’ll wager more than not... 

but if and when it gets to where you simply - have to go --

Now that you’re are among the sweetest friends that I have got --

              I’m hoping you’ll make sure that I’m -- the very last to know!
                    No One Can Have Too Many Friends
It isn’t so much about what sort of substitutes help the afflicted to hurdle their grief -

It’s more about struggling to cope with their loss - and vowing to never give in to the thief!
Nobody makes it through life without suff’ring - our tragedies vary from minor to great -
And 3 of the obstacles most of us face are -- succumbing to anger -- self-pity -- and hate!
Having a truly great friend is important - someone with whom you can gossip - and dance, 

And few that I know to have heeded these words have regretted not taking the chance. 

It’s rarely too late to quit welcoming prospects -- (to my way of thinking, not ever) --
So don’t turn your back on a chance to make friends for some - as we know - last forever!
                  Call Me – Don’t Text Me – CALL Me!
                   When days seem long and arduous - when 'Life' seems hard and cold -

                   When goals you’ve strove to reach seem far away, as you grow old,

                   And incidents within your world afford no - ‘safe and warm’ -

                   That first fantastic ray of sunshine - following every storm -

                   That drives away the darkest clouds - that you, again, may see -

                   In case you haven’t noticed, sweetheart -- looks a lot like me!
                             It’s All About the -- ‘WE’
In my youth I spent all efforts focused on the prospect of what I thought the simplest, most judicious path would be

To reach the point where I could say that I’d at last procured everything in life I felt most critical -- to me --

But having now abandoned all my selfish expectations… sharing life with someone that 

I love has helped me see

That giving -- not receiving -- is by far the wiser choice, and left me understanding that -- it’s all about the -- ‘WE’!
                             On Unrequited Friendships

        Friendships are a lot like flowers - typically appreciating outside intervention -

           on which many tend to thrive -

           Yet often they betray themselves - neglecting those who love them -

           withholding what is needed from the ones whom they deprive -
           Till one day they discover that an unrequited friendship -- like a flower --

           undernourished -- seldom will survive!
                                          I’m Here
          I’m hoping you’ll remember that, in me, you have a friend
        who - when you’re feeling down - you can rely on…
        One who truly cares for you, and promises to lend 
           an ear -- to learn the reason -- and a shoulder you can cry on. 
                          Sometimes - 'Love' Can Hurt
This thing about not knowing just how good you’ve actually got it 'til the reason for it bein' so is gone -- 

Has proved to be as right as rain, and -- losing your affection’s -- the factor which I base this theory on! 

It isn’t like I didn’t know that sometimes - love can hurt… it’s caused me pain before…

I know it well...

But this, without a doubt’s, the toughest loss I’ve ever known… it’s like my heart has died an' gone to hell!
The vow we took -- for me at least -- to love each other always -- remains as true as when the words were said --

But what we had -- for you at least -- is now completely gone -- while I'll be loving you until I’m dead!
                Cassandra and I Got Lucky... Real Lucky
"Whad-da-ya' doin' Friday night," a friend of mine inquired, "me an' the guys are headin' down to Roy's to shoot some pool?

We need one more for doubles," he explained, "and if you're free, grab your cue an' meet us by the gym right after school."

"No can do," I countered, "though I'd really love to join ya'... fact is Cassie's birthday is this coming Friday night.

I promised her I'd be there - she's turnin' seventeen - an' missin' that to play some eight-ball somehow don't seem right."

 "Let me get this straight," he said... "to celebrate her birthday... you're OK with passin' 
on a boy's-night-out at Roy's?
"That's correct," I countered, "cause ya' don't find gals like Cassie - ones that make great wives and moms - by hangin' around with boys!"

Four years later me an' Cassie proudly tied the knot, and how I snagged a chic like her I swear I'll never know,

I'd no idea how wise I'd been that day in '63, and every time I drive past Roy's that mem'ry waves hello!
Fate sometimes repeats itself and, sure enough, last night, another buddy called and asked again -if we were free -

Would Cass and I be interested in taking in a movie. Naturally, I quizzed him as to which film that would be.

"The one about the married guys who thrive on swapping wives," he nonchalantly filled me in, then added, "should be great!"
Havin' the phone on speaker I was not the least surprised when Cassie spouted -- "That's the kinda picture we both hate!"

"Didn't mean to rock the boat," the dork apologized, "but seein' a motion picture doesn't mean you share its views!"

"I agree, but obviously you two think it's fine," which got a smile from Cassie while my comment lit his fuse!
"Me an' Crystal go to films like this one all the time... the more 'adult' the better, Mark... an' we ain't done too bad!"

"Not done bad?" I countered -- "hell... you've separated twice... and she ain't never been 

a mom... an' you ain't been a dad!
"It's guys like you," I ranted on, "who constantly remind us of what it is that's kept our marriage strong and made it last. 
Ever since we met our love has strengthened every day... especially on the ones on which we've added to our cast!
"You get off on watchin' people cheatin' on their spouse... while Cass an' I get off on makin' children --- got it, Tom?"

And even though our seven kids, at times, seem five-too-many... it 'works' because Cassandra's both the perfect wife -- and mom!" 

Once again I'd clearly been reminded of the wisdom - always there when needed to coerce me - when required -

To make the right decisions - and adhere to my beliefs - which, thankfully, have always been what I call -- "God-inspired"! 

Regardless what you call the 'One' who's very kindly given you -- if they have -- the common sense for doing what it takes

To build a truly happy life -- informed you how it's done - along with all the best techniques for dodging grave mistakes -

Thank them every day for that with which you've been endowed!    The secret to 'true happiness' eludes a lot o' souls,

But me an' Cass, in '63 -- even way back then -- long before we'd married had already reached our goals!
                                   Breakfast Time

                 Perhaps I’ve never told you that --- I lived a sheltered life! 

My folks were actually very poor, yet somehow, I was spoiled. 

I didn’t learn, until I’d grown, how good my childhood was, 

Or understand completely just how hard my parents toiled.

They farmed for more than 50 years... some were good… some lean. 

Our house was old and simple, but our 'Home' was full of love! 

The list of reasons I can give you why we were so happy 

Always starts with this one -- it’s the one I’m fondest of:
Every morning Mom would fry at least a dozen eggs, 

A giant pan of bacon, and make corn bread… warm and gold. 

I always felt we ate as well as European kings, 

And I'd devour every bite, when I was six years old.

Dad would quietly sit and read the morning news to Mom,

Sharing little tidbits as he slowly ate his meal.

Despite the names of those who’d 'passed' were ones I'd never heard,

I knew when they were friends by how I saw it made them feel.

Mom would make a comment now and then as Dad would talk, 

While I’d just sit and listen to the two of them discuss 

What was goin' on around the world, as I would watch 

The big hand on the kitchen clock - so’s not to miss the bus!
I have to say that breakfast was my very favorite time. 

When Dad would finish eating, he would give his knee a slap,

And say -- “Come here, ya' little stinker.  Give your Dad a hug.” 

And - once he’d finished crushing me, he’d grab his favorite cap
                 And slip his arm around my mom and kiss her on the cheek. 

                 The little smiles they gave each other easily said it all! 

I can still remember how she'd tweak my father’s nose! 

There had to be a zillion tons o' love within those walls!
                 Our every-weekday-ritual would begin for me an' Mom 

When she would grab a dampened rag and wipe my messy face, 

Then always lick her fingertips and hunt for locks of hair 

                 She'd notice - being difficult - and paste them back in place!
My final 'going-over'd' have her spinning me around 

To look for untied shoes - a zipper down - or droopy sock, 

Until, at last, the check was done, and all was in its place, 

And something close to perfect -- somewhere close to 8 o’clock --

Felt 'the crush' again, as she would turn me toward the door 

And tell me - as she always did -- “Now, son... remember this; 

Mom and Daddy love you, dear.  You be a real good boy, 

And do what teacher tells you to!   Now... give your Mom a kiss.”

Hugs an' kisses… hugs an' kisses.   Oh, how sweet it was. 

I knew the sweetest feelings that a child could ever know.

And this is what I mean by having --- “lived a sheltered life”. 

What sheltered me were two sweet Souls that truly loved me so.

Yes, breakfast time will always be my favorite time of day, 

But none, for me, will ever be as great as those I had 
Passing muster… as a child… before I'd leave for school, 

                 or went to church on Sundays - as a kid - with Mom an' Dad!
                               Never Once Suspecting

          I wooed your heart with poetry that I’d written just for you, and sang you as a

         symphony, which stirred my very soul -
Never once suspecting what I thought would make you love me was not a means 
for doing so of which I had control! 

I was just naïve enough to think I could attract you with clever words of metered 

rhyme, and, for a while, I felt

My strategy was working well - never once suspecting that one I loved could actually deal the blow my heart was dealt!
Now you call to tell me you’ve discovered your mistake, and - certain that by telling me you’re sorry - I’ll give in -
         Never once suspecting that - despite your many charms - your chance is gone

         forever for a love that -- could have been! 

                                            FYI

                         The life I’ve lived without you is not tainted with regret.
                         In fact... I’m quite delighted with the one I chose... and yet…

                         You’re the only one I’ve never managed to forget!
                                   Take It From Me
   To those who’ve been treated like hell by a man... been emotionally or literally
   raped -

   Who feel like a captive, trapped in a dungeon… a prison - too rarely escaped...
   Take my advice and devise any means that you possibly can to break free.

   It may be a nightmare... but when it’s all over... it’s wonderful!     Take it from me!
                                 Willfully Deceived
The fact that your wife will accept your excuses for coming home late now and then,

and never demand that you come up with evidence proving to her where you've been,

Doesn't mean cheating's as easy as you and your partner believe it to be,

and you're gonna see where I'm comin' from - when I tell ya' what happened to me!
Women are wiser, and tougher than men... and far more inclined to forgive... 

better at keeping commitments... and promises... usually as long as they live.

Men tend to wander when tempted by weaknesses women can better endure.
By 'needs' they imagine --- then dodge prosecution by claiming to be -- insecure!
A week ago Sunday my wife passed away, and for years I was sure she'd believed 

my bogus excuses... only now learning she'd chose to be -- willfully deceived!
While sorting through items our children might want, deciding on who would get what, 

from under her sweaters I drew out a diary that gave me a kick in the gut! 

Hard to believe how much pain can be dealt by the 'Truth' that a diary tells.

The entries that hurt me the most were the ones where she talked about colors and smells, 
Recounting the minuscule traces of lipstick on collars in -- shades she didn't own --

lamenting the nights when she couldn't but should have been able to reach me by phone, 

And noting the pain that would bring her to tears when -- as I would enter the room --

she, once again, would be drowned by the heartbreaking wave of a foreign perfume! 

Her diary was proof that she hadn't been fooled, but elected to hope for the best,

continually praying I'd tire of cheating - and of - willingly failing the test!
Reading her words, I was only reminded how wonderfully special she was.

And, friend... when a chance to betray comes along... as, sadly, one too often does,
To savor the charms of a like-minded woman... remember how my woman grieved... 

preferring to act like she had no idea -- choosing instead to be -- willfully deceived!
                                         I Made the Right Decision
     Countless plans an' - 'gonna-do-s' - that never came to pass... plus all - 'perhaps 

     tomorrows' - that, alas, were never done...

     Now are, sadly, well beyond their - expiration dates - and merely things I've lost 

     the chance to do -- except for one!
     The very most important thing, as far as I'm concerned - to pave our road to 

     happiness - we human beings can do,

     Is recognize - and comprehend - our options for - a 'soulmate'... and make the right 

     decision - as I've done, my dear... with you! 

                           You're As Good As It Gets
                 Hopefully there’ll come a day you’ll rise above the fear 

     with which - despite your trying to - you’ve failed to come to grips… 

     And fin’ly throw aside the doubt that’s kept you in denial,

     and give yourself completely to the heart - the arms - the lips
     Of someone who wants nothing more than -- who you actually are --

     to be your very closest friend -- to walk with you through life --

     To care for you -- and pamper you -- to be there when you’re down --

                ‘cause I have yet to meet someone who’d make a finer wife.

                                Always Safe With Me
                      You catch yourself imagining that somewhere, deep inside, 
                        the faintest little glimmer - from a love that failed to fly -

                          yearns to stoke the desperate embers, hoping to ignite    
 the barely smoldering need-for-love she’s jailed within her heart.

                      She’s told herself that 'Love', as far as she’s concerned, has died!
                        That she’d be merely wasting time and effort should she try,
                          and worried for complexities from what she may incite…
  she tries her best to never give the fire a chance to start! 
                      I know that she’s been badly hurt, but - putting that aside -
                        because she’s suffered ample time to sulk -- to fret -- to cry -
                          because she knows she’s - always safe with me - it’s only right
                             she drop her guard down - all the way --- and let me do my part!
                                When It Comes to You
   Sadly, no one ever gets their every dream fulfilled for reasons that get complicated…

   that’s just how it is…

   But whether their predicaments are brought about by facts that stem from tricky issues

   that are hers - or that are his -
   Or even both… I guarantee you - even though they’re true - virtually any reason as to

   why a friendship ends -
   Even when expected’s - gonna hurt… but rest assured… I will do most anything to

   keep from losing friends!
   But though I’m not so stubborn as to chase what can’t be caught… I am, at times,

   reluctant to admit the facts I know,

   So hopefully you’ll understand… it isn’t that I am weak… it’s just that, when it comes

   to you... it’s damn hard letting go!
                                   The Alpo Queen
An old, arthritic St. Bernard and traumatized French Poodle, who’d lived together many years, were waiting to be saved,

When someone who’d been through a lot meandered past their cages, in search of what, for quite some time, she too had sorely craved -- 

The sort of reciprocity that makes our lives worth living… the entirely unconditional devotion of a friend!
She understood that all the genuine loves throughout our lives are easily worth the devastating sorrow - when they end!
But... being, understandably, afraid to make commitments - choosing not to let herself grow close to someone new -

She -- who’d lost her share of dear ones, now had come to feel that sharing her love with wounded pets the safer thing to do!
And so - the “Alpo Queen” informed the gal who ran the rescue, “I’d like to take the St. Bernard and Poodle off your hands.”

Sensing how distraught she seemed - and given whom she’d chosen - and after making sure she knew what rescuing pets demands,

The manager, conditionally, agreed to let them go.  “I’d never split them up,” she said, “they came in just like that,

And, hopefully, you understand their need to stay together... otherwise, I think it's best they stay right where they’re at.   

“He’s a bit arthritic - and, at times, she’s kinda moody - but, all in all, they’re both as close as real-close-friends can get!
The big ol’ St. Bernard’s named Mark... the Poodle’s name is Connie... and both 'll work to earn your love -- and make a super pet!” 

                                     On Infidelity
Most of us, from time to time, confront a major obstacle that threatens something vital in our lives.

Something that we count on as a - 'life-defining-constant' - which often are our husbands 

and our wives.

Very close to every spouse, regardless their convictions, will face the need, at some point in their marriage, to decide

Exactly how confining what they've vowed to God to do would be to their behavior -- be it groom or be it bride.

Despite their oath - 'Til death we part' - an option far too often creeps into the minds of those who're plagued with - wandering eyes -
And, in the end, invariably, the 'faithful' pay the price by suffering with the consequence for what the other tries!
                              An Effort Worth Wasting

Gazing out the one and only window in a room where I lay quietly waiting for a doctor 

to come in, 

A ruby-throated hummingbird appeared from out of nowhere, lingering barely long enough to see me see him - when -

Unexpected mem’ries started darting through my mind... pausing, like the tiny bird, just long enough see

That lives as long as mine has been are filled with what it takes to make a man that winds up like -- a man like me -- like me.  
The incident reminded me of someone I once knew who’d faced her share of hardships, and was often fraught with pain,

Yet foolishly expected me to disregard our friendship, and make no move to help her after hearing her complain.  

But after she explained to me - and did so more than once - that she preferred that I not interfere on her behalf --

Even after I explained that all I ever wanted… all I ever meant to do was make her smile and laugh -- 

She at last convinced me that - by being too controlling - all I'd done was weaken what 

I’d worked so hard to build. 

I learned that I’d been blinded by the love I’d tried to share with someone who was both 
a bit depressed and - too strong willed!  

For me it was the many hurdles she was coping with, together with my deep concern that fostered my obsession

To somehow help her leap them, and protect her - if I could -- hoping I might help her win her battle with depression. 

What I failed to understand was -- I was being selfish!     Faced with hurdles of my own that will not go away --

I was hoping, somehow, we could leap a few together - and make a little progress in our struggles day to day.

It wasn’t fair to do that… we were friends and nothing more.   I'm pretty sure she likes me, but she knows far more than I
About what makes a friendship work.   It’s I who broke the rules... and I will never blame her for her severing of the tie!     

                            No Room for Improvement
With fifty years behind us, and a whole lot more in store, the gal that I've been living 

with has never let me down.

Every time I look at her I see my greatest asset standing at the alter in her gorgeous wedding gown,

Trembling, as her eyes well up and tears begin to fall, and I adorn her finger with a golden wedding ring,

Knowing that, from that day on - that very special day - how much warmth and happiness

our gettin' hitched would bring!  

You've likely heard the term before -- 'no room for improvement'... well... now, for over fifty years, believe me... I've been tryin',

But if I claimed I've made my wife in any manner better - well... even after all this time, the fact is - I'd be lyin'!
She's absolutely perfect as she is!    She's solid gold!    And I'll admit she's made a better person out of me.

How I got so lucky I don't know, and I don't care... 'cause - 'no room for improvement', buddy, fits her to a T!
                                  Together Forever

The house smelled damp and musty as I stepped into the parlor. Cobwebs laced the windows, and the plants were all but dead. 

Uncle Roy and Aunt Nadine were quite a lovely couple, and right away the mem’ries started wafting through my head.

Aunt Nadine had lived alone since Roy had passed away. We’d told her she could come and live with us… but she declined.
“I could never leave this place,” she said, “and this is why… there’re just too many things that I could never leave behind.

“See those tiny pencil marks beside the kitchen door? That’s where, every year… your Uncle Roy would check your height. 

I can see you sitting on his lap while he read stories, and hear you say your prayers when I would tuck you in at night.

“We would always laugh about the way you'd carved your name deep into the entry door the first time that you stayed.

And how you’d list the places we were not allowed to look - to check if you were hiding there - when hide-and-seek was played!
“Maybe you remember, in the summer you turned five, picking out the color for the room where you would stay. 

Then… we let you paint it! What an awful mess you made.  But since it makes us think of you - it’s still the same today!
“Don’t forget that little tree we planted by the shed. We fenced it from the bunnies… and we pruned it every fall. 

Now it gives us lovely shade on quiet summer days.  Like you, it started tiny… but, today, it’s big and tall.

“And then, of course, the walkway… from the sidewalk to the porch, made for quite a 
project for the two of you that spring! 

Every time I get the mail I smile at your initials… funny how much happiness such simple things can bring.

“Still, it’s very kind of you to offer me a place. You’ve always been a really sweet and very caring boy,

But I’m afraid there’s no place in the world I’d rather be. Thank you for the offer -- but I’m staying here -- with Roy!”
Walking ‘round that morning through their unpretentious home, having seen the monogram she’d mentioned - just outside -

Having seen the spot where I had signed their entry door, and, by the kitchen doorway... faintly running up the side…
Tiny squiggly pencil marks that chronicled my growth… silently denoting all those warm and tender years…

When I finally made it to the room where I had stayed, and saw the blotchy chartreuse green… my eyes would fill with tears.

Suddenly, the musty scent gave way to sweeter smells. Warm, familiar odors… like… bay rum, and… apple pie.

And when I swept the curtain back and glanced across the lawn, and saw the old and massive tree that Roy, Nadine, and I

Had planted sixty years ago, and carefully nursed along, through tears again… though these were tears of joy… 

I will swear that, sitting there… relaxing in the shade… holding hands, were sweet old Aunt Nadine and Uncle Roy!
    A Tip - Always Keep Your Old Photo Albums In a Vault

For years we’d been piling up old fashioned photos of special occasions and friends knowing how helpful they’d be to revisit the places and things that we’d seen,

And -- even though some were of - ‘nobody specials’ - where only the ones still alive 

who 're in 'em or took 'em -- had even a chance of explainin' what most of 'em mean,

Quietly perusing the black an' white pictures was something we’d do now and then 

to trigger the mem-ries - nostalgic and timeless - we’d cherished for so many years...

Tenderly stoking the smoldering fires that burn in our souls and our minds, 

fostering responses reflectively ranging from - laughing our butts off - to tears!
But now that a fire has stolen our 'his’try', and only a few that were taken by friends 

are all that remain to enable our 'visiting' pretty much all of our past...

I’m here to tell ya', it’s hurtin' like hell to discuss how our world used to be

when all of the proof has been totally lost from our earliest years to our last!
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                               First Fish With Gramps
          I didn’t even know about the trip we were to make.

    That very first adventure that old Gramps and I would take, 

    I’ll not forget the way it felt when I first saw the lake.

          The sunrise made the water seem a blinding sheet of brass.

    “My boy,” said Gramps, “today we’re gonna catch ourselves some bass,” 

          As we headed toward the boat with 2 old rods -- some bait -- and gas.

    He yanked the old boat’s motor, then threw off the weathered rope.

    I asked, “Hey Gramps -- want me to drive?”  He grinned and chuckled - “Nope!
    Well… maybe once we’re out a ways.”   My heart went wild with hope.

Whenever Gramps said “maybe” I would almost always get my wish, 

And as we felt the gentle morning breeze… so clean… so fresh, 

I said a secret prayer that we would catch a ton of fish!
          A good way out, at last, he asked me, “Son, you wanna steer?” 
    I climbed up on his lap, and he could sense a trace of fear.

    He hugged me close to comfort me, his love was very clear.

“There’s nothin’ to it, little man… just take ‘er nice and slow.
That big ol' rotten cottonwood is where we wanna go.” 

(There are so many reasons why I loved my Grandpa so.)

He helped me cast a line in, then he said, “Be very still.                                 Remember… there’s no hurry, boy.  We’ve got all day to kill.                                     We're here to catch some big ones, an’ I promise you… we will!”

I was like a statue, when he whispered soft to me,

“I know you’re gonna catch a monster… you just wait an’ see,” 

And I just sat there grinning, as excited as could be.

          My tiny bobber, in no time at all, began to dance! 

          At first it sort of hypnotized me.  I was in a trance

    When Gramps would holler, “Yank ‘er, son!”  I knew it was my chance.

    And when the bobber disappeared my heart was pounding fast. 

    The fight was on as I was praying somehow I could last,

    And Gramps slid near to help an' said - “You sure know where to cast.

    “Now careful, son, if he’s too big the boat just might upset.” 

    Then warmly chuckled, “He’s a big one… better use the net. 

    Holy cow… now that might be the best we ever get!”

    I could not believe my eyes -- the fish seemed really big! 

    “If you can land a fish like this,” he said, “I’d better dig 

    My very finest lure out of the box --- my lucky jig!”

    Now Grandpa’s lucky jig was one I’d never seen him loan. 

    He’d always say - “Now this here jig’s the very best I own.” 

    And I am still the only one that I have ever known

          Who got to use his lucky jig.  That was a special day.

    And now it’s mine, and it gets used, and in the same old way, 

          ‘Cause I remember Grandpa’s words… “This jig ain’t for display!
          “It’s meant for catchin’ monster fish.   It’s meant for havin’ fun.

          And if it’s still around when yer old Grampa’s fishin’’s done,

          It will go to you, my boy… because I love you, son!”
          We sat beneath that tree 'til noon.  It was his favorite nook, 

    And that was where he taught me how to tie and bait a hook. 
    It never mattered what we caught, or how much time it took.

    I always throw a line in there.  It’s still my favorite place. 

    I pray all folks with little ones can slip out of -- 'the race' --

    And get the chance to see the look that Gramps saw on my face.

          Today - what seemed a lake - is but a pond… so very small. 

          And I suspect that 'monster fish' was not so big at all,
          But that first fish - with Gramps - is still my favorite to recall!
                              Please, God... Not Today
I asked my mom’s physician, “Doc, I need to know the truth… is she going to make it?” 

After a pause he said… “She may!”

“Should I tell the fam’ly to - prepare?” I followed up.   “Yes,” he recommended, “and I’ll 

try in every way

“To help her live a normal life, but…once we send her home, there’s really nothing more 

that we can do but hope - and pray.”

Scurrying off to don his gown and gloves, I watched him pause to double check the items 

on a large incoming tray.

Standing in a stupor - feeling so completely helpless - clearly understanding that the group 

of things that lay 

Neatly tribed in shiny groups were items he would need to fight his war to save her life…

and most of them would play

Vital roles in staving off her premature departure - I turned to check the readings on her 

“life-support” display.  

The nurse who’d brought the items in inquired, “How ‘re ya’ doin’?”   

Instinctively responding with a fib, I said… “OK.”

“It’s time to get her ready,” she continued, then explained... “fam’ly members usually wait outside, but if you stay,

“You’ll have to wear a mask and gown, of course.”   I told her, “Fine.”   I took the items…put them on, and… as she walked away…

Voicing how I really felt - deep inside my heart - chances are both she and Mother heard 

me softly say…

“I know the day that Mom will have to leave with You is near --- but we all need her 
desperately, so - please, God… not today!” 
                             Hang On, Grandpa Jake
"1887," I emphatically replied, when Dr. Walker asked me when my Grandpa Jake 

was born --

"An' by the age of 17 he’d mastered every aspect of raisin' hogs an' cattle -- of soybeans, wheat, an’ corn!
"And - how the crops are doin's' been a very frequent subject in tons of conversations twixt the farmin'-friends he's had. 

Mom would often comment -- 'He’s a farmer through an' through, and definitely has a one-track-mind - as did, of course, his dad!'
"Every now an' then you’d catch him arguing at the feedmill ‘bout -- which of all the many brands of implements is the best --

Or if the really monster-storms - the ones that take yer crops, come in mostly from the north - and rarely from the west! 
"Helpin' him with chores, to me, weren't no chore at all -- and gettin' out o' bed at dawn, 

to me, was really cool!

From 5 to 12 I’d stayed with him an' Granny every year -- seemed like goin' to Heaven twixt the end an' start o' school!
"All he's ever done is farm, but I ain't yet once heard him claimin' he was wishin' he’d-a chose another field!

'Nothin' I can think of' - he'd proclaim from time to time - 'can earn ya' more from 'Life' than what a well-run-farm can yield!'
"The only thing that’s bigger than the 'Farmers' contributions to help the world fight hunger, without question -- is his heart --

And I can easily see why Jake is proud-as-punch to be one -- and I am proud-as-punch to know - I've helped him do his part!
"Feeble as he is today we’re countin' on ya', Doc - along with God - to use whatever tactic it may take
To keep his ticker goin' - ‘cause there’s nothin’ in this world means more to me an' the clan, I swear, than dear old Grandpa Jake!"
                    Asking God for Help IS Worth the Time
It represented 'Destiny'!   To answer meant to know what life beyond that moment held in store -- 

And as he paused in trepidation, terrified to learn what all of us might wind up crying for, 

Brother Stuart spouted, “Kevin -- we’re as scared as you -- but desperately need to know, so -- take the call!” 
As he and Paul sat petrified for clearly knowing why their trembling older brother’d 

chose to stall. 
Caller-ID identified the caller as the surgeon, who’d promised them he’d do his very best, 

And neither they nor husband Michael were at all prepared to face the pain of laying her to rest. 

Fin’ly, Stuart tapped the icon used to source his calls, as all potential-mourners held their 

breath - 

And when he quipped -- “It’s Doctor Conroy” -- each continued praying the call was not to tell them of her death. 

“Bless you, Doctor,” Stuart sighed, “thanks so much for calling... 'flying colors' doesn’t 

sound too bad! 

Each of us was praying hard... and all of us are thrilled... certainly no one more so than our dad! 

“She made it,” Stuart bellowed, as their cheering filled the room -- “the doctor says she’ll be as good as new" --

Then, glancing toward the sky, he closed his eyes and rightly gave the one who’d helped her live His credit due. 

Sandy’s little escapade with battling carcinoma had dropped her many loved ones to their 

knees, 

And five ‘ll get ya’ twenty, pal, you’ll never meet a Wilson who… when it comes to praying... disagrees 

That asking God for help when things get tough is worth the time... in fact... they’ll swear it helped to save her life... 

And every day they give Him thanks for what they know He did to save their mom and 
rescue Michael's wife! 

         You’re Mother's Boyfriend's Childrens' Father's Wife!
Mom an' I were cleaning up the files on Dad's computer, when something we were not expecting reared its ugly head!
While sorting through his emails to review his correspondence, we subsequently opened one whose heading simply read,

'Unimportant Private Stuff' - which set our minds to wondering... was it something racy that a friend had sent in jest,

Or was it more in keeping with incriminating photos that one might use as evidence for proving what they'd guessed?

We noticed there’d been picture files attached to some he’d saved, and found ourselves determined to discover where they’d be.

Fin’ly... in a folder labeled - “Toby, Jill, and Amber”... we stumbled on a nightmare that 

I’d prayed I’d never see! 

Several dozen images of kids we didn’t know, starting out as newborn babes, then...
gradually-growing shots...

Up until all three of them were in their early teens!  You’d have to be a naive fool to not connect the dots!
You didn’t need to look real close to see the strong resemblance, and instantly convicting him for fifteen years of lies,

“This is kinda scary, Mom,” I said in disbelief... and Mother’s voice was quivering as she said… “They’ve got his eyes!”

Knowing Nathan would have known that images like these would have proved that what it looked as though he'd done was true...

We guessed they'd either slipped his mind, or - easier to believe - that trashing them was something that he simply couldn’t do!
More than once, Mom and I had worked at ascertaining where his frequent - 'charitable contributions' had been going.

He used a separate check book... and would never claim deductions... each, of course, designed to keep the both us from knowing.

I asked him one time, right straight out, “Why exactly is it you never claim exemptions 

for the money that you give?

And, furthermore - with only half of what you give away... consider for a moment how much nicer we could live!”

His answer was ---  “The funds I give to causes of my choice, go to those in dire need who’re trying to hold the fort
In circumstances unlike ours.   They definitely need the help... and every dime of what I give them goes to their support!
“We don't live like paupers,” he continued to evade... “and I don’t take deductions ‘cause, I don’t report the cash!
More than once I've used my 'unreported funds' for us… so, best you not be too concerned about my little ‘stash’!
“If I can help a child or two obtain the things they need, I firmly feel it’s only right I do so... wouldn’t you say?

I'm talkin' kids that don’t have dads to make their lives complete, and live with single, 

stay-home moms with countless bills to pay.”

Thinking back to when he'd said that, I can’t help but wonder, if - perhaps subconsciously, 

he wished I could have known.

Just before he passed away his contributions dwindled... a trend that’s fairly common once 

its 'cause' is -- fully grown!
So, there we were... sifting through his did-s and didn’t do-s... learning just that morning of his -- unaware-he’d-done-s.

Speculating cautiously, we donned our thinking caps and scanned our minds for 'maybes' 

as to whom he’d sent the funds.     

Off and on I’d wondered... if there were a child or two... why he hadn’t left me for the chance to raise his kids,

And staying with me for twenty years... despite I was infertile... without a doubt was one of Nathan’s most endearing 'did-s'!
The only other girl I knew that Nathan actually dated... moved, I think, to Bakersfield, in 1963.

Her name, if I remember right, was Carolyn Mondanero.   Super smart ‘n’ really thin... but not as cute as me.

“Somewhere 'round a year or so after we got married... he started flying to meetings - 

and the bulk of those he made,
As I recall, were back 'n' forth to southern California -- so I can’t help but wonder where he sometimes might have stayed!”

“If she isn’t married… or she’s kept her maiden name... maybe we can find her,” Mom replied… “I say we try!”

“That could be real tricky, Mom - now that cells are here - but no one wants to know what he’s been up to more than I!”

Pulling up a helpful site that scans the net for 'people'… hoping, if we did it right, we’d come across her cell,

“Carolyn Mondenaro’s not a common name,” I said, “but knowing her age will make it that much easier to tell 

Which of those we find is her.”   Entering California... then Bakersfield, of course… she typed in Mondanero, as required.

We felt like sleuths, teaming up to find the missing - 'cause' - who’d now, for years, received the funds he’d either mailed or wired.

We got a hit that Mother felt was very likely her - then had a short discussion on the reason I would claim     

For why I’d called... while - 'Caller-ID' - would not, of course, expose me, ‘cause my and Nathan’s numbers weren’t the same! 
“Do it,” Mom insisted... as my eyes welled up with tears, “one way or the other, Jill, it’s 

only right you know.

You told me several years ago that - when he’d leave on trips -- he’d always say -- 

‘Don’t call me, hon… I’ll call you’ - before he’d go! 

“That always struck me funny, but I’m bettin' he was thinkin’ that... were a child to answer, it would likely blow his cover!”

“You’re prob’ly right,” I countered... “but I still don’t think it’s fair... even if these are his kids... to say he had -- 'a lover'!           

“I knew before we married, Mom, how much he wanted children... and that a child was something that I simply couldn't supply... 

But loving him the way I did... and thinking we'd adopt - terrified of losing him, I couldn't 

expose the lie!
“Every seed we planted, as you know, did not take root... and now that I’m a widow... 

and his name’s incised in stone...

It looks as though he found a way to make his dream come true.  This - chronological record - of the seeds he may have sown -
“Tells me that it’s possible he got what he was after.   Children of his very own.  They look like real nice kids.

And if in fact they are, ya’ know - and if - as he alluded - Carolyn... if that’s who it is... would sometimes hit the skids,

“Every dime he gave away - rightly went to them!   She knew, of course, he had a wife… and surely knows he’s died...

So if we solve this mystery, Mom, and, say, we meet his kids… there ain’t no way around the truth - they’re going to know he lied! 

“The number I just dialed, which I am betting's prob'ly hers... belongs to someone listed with an age of thirty-eight.

“Good morning,” I responded, to a very warm, ‘Hello’… “I’m searching for a woman who was living in your state

In 1963,” I said... “named Carolyn Mondanero, somewhere there in Bakersfield -- I'm guessing at the date.

The gal I’m trying to locate, I believe, has three young children... named - Toby - Jill - and Amber… if I’ve got my info straight.”

For several seconds all I heard was disconcerting silence, when… “May I ask who’s calling,” came her somewhat meek reply.

“This is Jill Demarco... I believe you knew my husband!”   

“I’m glad you called,” she answered... and we both began to cry!
“Many times he’d thought about confessing to the kids, but absences - to be with you - produced a fam'ly void
That both of us believed would only widen had they'd known his trips weren’t always done for those by whom he was employed. 

“I broke my back in ‘68, which put me in a wheelchair, and - even with the county's help - without what Nathan sent

We'd 've had to pret’ near starve just to pay the rent!   And if I had a dollar bill for every hour I’ve spent    

“Trying to make our kids believe that wearing Goodwill clothing isn’t something shameful, I’d be super rich by now!
Could we ‘ve made it on our own… without his constant help?    Honestly, Jill... for all these years… I really don’t know how.”

“I found a faded picture in his wallet,” Jill replied, “of him and a girl embracing that I've always thought is you...

And when, from time to time, he’d call me Carolyn by mistake… he’d blame it on a gal 

from work whose name is Carolyn, too. 

“Off and on suspecting... when he'd squirm while being quizzed... that he and someone -- clearly you -- were having an affair...
First - I’d pray that I was wrong... and then - so I could sleep... I’d try like hell to make myself believe I didn’t care!”
“We need to get together, Jill,” Carolyn opened up, “I know you'll love the children 'cause

they’re Nathan through an’ through.

By the way,” she added... “and I know this for a fact… the only woman Nathan ever truly loved… is you!
“And by the way,” she added... “on the chance that you've been wond'ring... our oldest girl... who's yet known the reason, but now will...

Got her name from you, of course.   He'd made it crystal clear that, should we have a daughter, we were going to name her Jill!
“I couldn't make him leave you... despite we’d had three kids… and I’d 've done most anything to live as Nathan’s wife.    

He turned to me for children when he learned you couldn’t conceive, and did his best to 
help us ‘til the day he lost his life. 

“Remember Eddy Casper, Jill… Nathan’s college roommate?   Eddy‘d kept in touch with him for more than thirty years.
He's the one who called me, to let me know he'd died... and never have the kids and I shed 
more - and bigger - tears!
“I agree,” I told her... “we need to get together.   Mom an' I can pack our bags and drive down late next week.”

“That’ll be fine,” she countered... “but - given Nathan’s prowess for covering up his clever tactics... where’d ya’ find the leak?”

“We came across a folder full of pictures on his laptop that show the kids from - 'just been born' - to - 'in their early teens',

And recalling that old photograph I’d found a few years back… intuitively comprehending what that combination means…

“Given how methodically, and often Nathan traveled... and how he'd dodge discussing how things went - with great resolve,

I told Mother, “Looks to me like - if my hunch is right... you an' me just found ourselves 

a mystery to solve!” 

Then Carolyn took a turn and said, “This is so fantastic!  I'm thrilled to death you solved the case... you an' your mom, that is...

And even if you hadn't seen their pictures,” she proclaimed, “once you meet 'em, ain't no doubt... you'll know these kids are his!”

“We can't wait to meet you guys, I mean that” I replied... “but if you wouldn't mind... if 

you can wait 'til we show up...

I'd like to help you tell them why their dad was rarely there to help with things that only 
fathers can - as kids grow up.”
“You got it,” Carolyn countered, “we'll inform the kids together!  And what we six will have in common... loving what we've lost...

Will actually bring us closer, and I'm betting you'll discover that everything his 'contributions' bought was worth the cost.

“I told the kids he'd lost his life when... on his way to Maui... the airplane's engines caught 

on fire and all on board were killed.

Fortunately I'm quite well versed at covering for positions that Nathan... when he'd been 

here - or would call to help - had filled.

“And by the way, despite it's odd... although they're all 'our' children... by his decree, Jill, their last names and mine are not the same!
They're constantly explaining why their mom's is Mondanero... yet since the day that each 

was born... they've shared their father's name!
“He did his best for all these years to keep us safe and warm... his final gift to help the 

kids arrived the day he died.

Many times he'd yearned to tell the truth and beg forgiveness - but his fear of -- your heart breaking -- stopped him every time he tried.”

“We'll shoot for Friday morning,” I replied, “if that's OK... we'd really love to spend the entire weekend - if we may.”

“That sounds great,” she fired back, “and as it stands right now... it's lookin' like all four 

of us will be here every day!”

“I hope the kids 'll like me… it’s going to be a shock!  Maybe we should simply say we’re friends from long ago?

That’s true, of course... and if you'd rather stick to Nathan’s plan... perhaps it may be better if they actually never know.

“I may be wrong... but I’m not sure it wouldn’t break their hearts to learn that they’ve been long deceived by both their mom and dad!
Me an' Mom can love them without throwing them off-kilter -- diminishing, in any way, the trust they’d always had

“In someone who adored them - and has done so much to help them.   But, like I said, it’s up to you... I’m sure you know what’s best.”

“I’m pretty sure they’re old enough to understand” she vouched, “and just how big an effort are you planning to invest?”

“Well... I was actually thinking... if we really hit it off... maybe I could fly them up to Vale for, say… three days, 

After school's out, of course.   It’s only right we tell them, but when it comes to how that’s done… I only know two ways. 

“We either beat around the bush and - break it to ‘em easy - or sit ‘em down an’ come right out an’ - lay it on the line!  

Just looking at these pictures - and knowing Nathan fathered them... as you'll understand, of course... I’m wishing they were mine!
“The unexpected stroke he had had left him in a coma, so all that me and Mom could do 

was stand and watch him die!
I wish you could have been there for the funeral - you an' the kids - so each of them would 've had a chance to tell their dad goodbye.  

“What a relief to fin'ly know what all his 'contributions' - and some of his long business trips were actually all about.

Aware now that the bulk of them were made to help his kids... ends, for me, the aching years of restless nights - and doubt.”

Using --- 'Someone’s at the door!' --- to end our conversation… Carolyn told me, “This is great… I'm thrilled to death you called.

I'll see you on the seventeenth.”        I answered... “Yes... you will”... then snugly wrapped 

in each other's arms - me an’ Mother balled.

It seemed to take forever 'til the seventeenth arrived, but fin'ly - with our fingers crossed - Mom and I were standing

On Carolyn's porch... knocking on the door that stood between --- 'leaving things the way they were' - and - 'recklessly expanding' 

What had been, for eighteen years, a childless-woman's world.   Before the door could open I grabbed hold of mother's hand,

Praying to God that, if they knew how much I'd treasured Nathan... and that I held no malice, they would fully understand. 

Carolyn - with the three beside her - swung the door back wide, then... using what she felt the wisest option that we had,

Began, “This is a friend of mine from high school - Jill Demarco, who, way back when, funny enough, actually knew your dad!”

“My name's Jill Demarco, too,” the oldest girl exclaimed!  “Were you and Dad related?  That's a real uncommon name?”

“We definitely weren't related,” I replied, then...playing dumb... "why, pray tell, are your an' your mother's surnames not the same?”

Briefly interrupting us to introduce my mother, Carolyn added, “This young lady's - Helen Bled... Jill's mom.”

I felt a great temptation - as I'd worried that I would - prompting me to simply lift the veil and -- drop the bomb!
With simultaneous answers, Jill confirmed: “It is confusing!” - as - “'That's the way Dad wanted it!” - their only boy replied! 

“I'm Toby,” he continued... “my daddy's favorite son!    At least that's what he told me... and my daddy never lied.”

His sheepish grin - a perfect twin for Nathan's - stole my heart, when Amber, looking somewhat puzzled - grabbed my eyes and said,

“If your last name's Demarco, too - and Helen is your mother... it has to be by marriage, or your last name would be -- Bled!”

The silence was unnerving, as we stood there… so exposed!   For everyone but Carolyn - after more than eighteen years -

The truth would fin’ly surface… and we knew that all three kids would naturally be quite shaken seeing three adults in tears!   

Knowing we were cornered - but determined not to lie - I turned to Carolyn's moistened eyes and made my feelings clear.

“Learning that your dad was living - secret separate lives - is not a revelation that a child 

is keen to hear,

“And with his never ending - often troubling - explanations for why he'd chosen not to wed your mother weighing in...

You've naturally suspected -- when he'd stay away so long -- that where, at times, he'd claimed he'd gone - was not where he had been!”

“We'd agreed,” Carolyn sniffled - tapping at her cheeks - “that when the kids were old enough we'd tell them how things were,

And that his 'trips' would never cease 'cause,” - tricky as it was - just like back in high school... he was too in love - with her!
“Maybe it was wrong of me to help him keep his secret, but both of us, as you'll recall, had worn his ring in school...

So when he propositioned me to actually bear him children - without you ever knowing - like a lovesick jealous fool,

“I saw an opportunity to seize what love I could from someone I'd regretted losing five long years ago,

And - figuring you would leave him if you knew what he was doing - I began contriving back-door-ways to make you know!
“But when I fin'ly understood how much he loved you, Jill, I knew that if I broke his trust and thereby - broke your heart -

He'd never 've traded you for me... plus I'd 've lost the kids... so instead of risking what I had -- I've quietly played my part.

“He loved us all - we know that... and he'd always tried like hell to guarantee that each of us had everything we needed...

But... what if Nathan - let's just say... hadn't saved those pictures?   Or say - afraid you'd find them, that the folder'd been deleted? 

“You an' your mom would not have launched your big investigation -- you wouldn't be here in Bakersfield -- and we'd have never met!
Unless some future legal issue'd brought our group to light - with all he'd done to hide 

us - it's a pretty riskless bet
“That nothing short of a miracle could ever 've made it possible for - them to know you - and you to know they - exist!
And, yes... they’ve been suspicious... and believed that -- were he cheating -- that I was being cowardly to tolerate his tryst.   

“They’ve more than once confronted me with questions as to why he'd always make their birthdays without failure every year...

But only send them little gifts when Christmas rolled around… the single most important time - for them - to have him here.    

“They loved their dad with all their hearts, and he adored us all... but finding Nathan's pictures, Jill, was definitely meant to be!
We're learning who you are at last, and - as a mom, it's clear - that you, without a doubt, could do as good a job as me.”

My handkerchief now wringing wet, I turned to face the kids, and told them, “Maybe 

you can tell - by what your mom's been saying -

We go back a real long way, and have a lot in common.  Both of us loved very much the person who'd had been paying

“More or less - your 'child support' - and I am fine with that... but truth is, kids - your dad had lived what's called - a 'double life'!”

When Toby broke in --  “We all know well exactly who you are… it's in your eyes --
You're Mother's - boyfriend's - childrens' - father's - wife!”

The six of us were roaring as we carried in our bags… the ice was fin'ly broken and the clouds had cleared away.
Me an' Mom an' Carolyn have been buddies ever since, and talk or text with one or more of the foursome every day!
                               If We’re Really Lucky
Now and then you meet someone who -- for whatever reason -- makes you work like 

hell to be their friend.

It’s often due to losses they have suffered in their life… relationships they didn’t want 

to end.

Although we understand the cause, to us, it’s unacceptable.  We’ve also dealt with loss,
we know the score…

But fending off the people who can help to ease your pain… who’d like to be your friend, 

and nothing more,

I believe’s a big mistake.   And I can tell you this -- the warm and heartfelt friendship 

that you fight --

Is, in our opinion, dear, precisely what you need… and if you’d drop your guard, you’ll 

find we’re right.

‘Til that day -- the only choice you leave us is to hope that someday you will let us play 

a part

In dressing any wounds you have, and -- if we’re really lucky -- to love you just enough 

to mend your heart. 

                                    Take the Call

       I’ve watched you whip your cell phone out and check to see who’s calling, 

and… based on those you take, I’ve learned - by how you say “Hello” -

If that caller lives within your realm of -- 'better-take-its' --

including both the ones you’re thrilled - and not so thrilled - to know!
Of course -- you take a risk by shunning calls that you could answer -

given that your family is included on that list -

And I - for one - refuse to pay for - finding out too late -

of 'matters of the heart' that I would otherwise have missed.

It’s sad - but not surprising - that you rarely take my calls,

but… not the sort of message that I’m keen to simply -- text --

And knowing when your phone’s ID informs you that it’s me 

you’ll merely make yourself a mental note - as I expect -

To call me back - “eventually” --- I’ve written you this note:

          “I know you’re awfully busy, but, you see… the reason why 

I’d been trying to reach you, dear, is not to simply chat -

but hoping for a chance to say -- “I love you”, and -- “Goodbye”!
          “And knowing that we’ll never speak again -- because my illness 

offered no concession that enabled me to stall --

I hope that -- in the future -- when a loved one reaches out --

          to neither cause nor know such pain again - you’ll -- take the call!”
                                 Chance Encounters

                      I pray for “chance encounters” as I fall to sleep each night.

The room, though dark and peaceful, with no sound, no scent, no sight,

And yet with all this missing, when you come to visit me,

I hear your laughter… smell your skin… your lovely smile I see.

In these fleeting moments, though I dream, I feel awake.

Our “chance encounters” offer little time for give and take

To whisper - “How I love you, Dear,” and, “How I miss you so,”

And - “You will always have my love,” - before you have to go.

But deeper sleep, at last, will whisk you from my world again,

So I thank God for “chance encounters”… every now and then.

                          I’ve Loved You Every Day
                       There’s no doubt I made a few mistakes along the way,

     And every single time I let you down, or went astray,

     ‘Twas only your undying faith in 'US' that made you stay.

     So… thanks for never giving up… and trust me when I say… 

                       Ever since I met you, dear… I’ve loved you every day!
                          For Renewing Wedding Vows
[Husband to Wife:]

“Once again I take this woman as my wedded wife -

Vow to have and hold her through the best and worst of life -

Always stand beside her, both in sickness and in health -

And care for her and keep her, whether poor or blessed with wealth.” 

              [Wife to Husband:]

“Once again I take this man as husband, sharing life

Through the best and worst of times… to be his loving wife -

              I vow to stand beside him, both in sickness and in health -

And care for him and keep him, whether poor or blessed with wealth.”

[Recited in unison:]

“And as the Lord, who, with us now, has blessed this special day,

And caused his light to shine upon us both - to guide our way -

We shall ever be as one.   I make this promise now -

              I will always love you, dear… on this you have my vow!”

                                       My Wife
          Of her many attributes you really needn’t tell me…

        And on the fact she’s truly special - you don’t have to sell me,
        ‘Cause if you claim she isn’t priceless… I will never buy it,

        And if you claim she’s close to perfect… I will not deny it.
        And just in case you’re wond’ring, let me say, before you ask it…

                      I am going to love her ‘til -- they dump me in my casket!
                                I’ve Often Wondered
                       I’ve often wondered how I’d feel if I - by some coincidence -

                       Totally unexpectedly should fall in love with you -

                       But now - for all my wondering how I’d feel were this to happen -

                       As far as fin’ly knowing how I would… I actually do!
                              'True Loves Never Die'
          A girl I had a crush on back in high school died today,

          And when a classmate phoned to let me know she’d passed away,
          I shouldn’t have been surprised at all the news would make me cry,

          For many times I’ve heard the saying --- “True loves never die!”
          My friends had always known about my crush on Jill Burell, 

          But even I was quite surprised at just how hard I’d fell
          For what turned out to be, for me… the proof of what they say…

                      And now she’s gone forever.      Jill Burell has passed away.

                                  A Second Chance
I’m not a great philosopher, but one of all the things

I know of children everywhere is -- 'kids are born with wings'! 

There's no way of knowing just how far a child will fly, 
How smoothly they will sail through life - how soon - how long - how high. 

Despite our best intentions… and the plans we have for them… 
We can only hope that 'Life' is good to her… or him. 

The son we have, though loved as much today as when a child…
For quite some time rejected all who loved him… running wild.

He floundered through 'Life'’s garden, finding not the rose, but thorns! 
Never knowing flowers, nor the fragrance that adorns. 

Often we were unaware of where he actually was, 
And prayed that he was safe and warm, as every parent does. 

Until, at last, the early love we’d given him would lure 
A tired and somewhat tamer child… and somewhat more mature… 

Back into our lives, which we perceived a - 'second chance'.
But how… with two so different kinds of music… do you dance? 

As our second fragile reuniting was to dawn, 
We quickly learned that virtually all his innocence was gone.

We searched in vain for 'loyalties' that were no longer there, 
And as his independence and distrusting came to bear,

We would know the sorrow and the deeply painful cost 
Of each missed opportunity - and time forever lost! 


But we had never closed the door.   We’d left our hearts ajar. 
And though this child had flown away, so long ago and far, 


Our chance had come to reconcile, and if yours ever does, 
It must be unconditional, despite whose fault it was. 

You must endure the turmoil and the sorrow that it makes 
For family-ties to be re-bound -- you must do what it takes.

Not all children will return, but -- if and when they do -- 
You must tear down whatever walls exist between you two.

                               Thanks, Grandpa Jake

When I was just a child, my mother’s father was the man

That I looked up to most. Our love was strong.

He taught me how to roller skate, and whistle like a bird,

But, best of all, he taught me right from wrong.

He had a way of making people listen to him talk,

And no one interrupted Grandpa Jake!
His loving words of wisdom had a way of sinking in,

And what a difference what he said would make.

In high school - and in college - lots of kids were drinking beer,

And pot was being smoked by many friends.

Grandpa’s words, like sleeping embers stoked by foolish fads,

Lit the way to save me from -- the 'trend's.

              Still today I’ve never smoked, or even tasted beer,

Yet never felt like I was missing out.

Grandpa always told me - “Mark… do what you feel’s right!”

              He taught me well what 'Life' is all about.

                             Thank You, Connie Sue        
Having sought for many years to find the perfect words that best describe the girl I love...
I haven’t found them yet!
Among the many friends we have, those who know her well, tell me she’s the most amazing gal they’ve ever met,

Making sure I realize how fortunate I am to have a wife like Connie Sue, reminding me, 

as well,

That God was there to supervise the lucky night we met to guarantee that each of us was smitten enough to tell
That something quite incredible had joined us - at the heart... tying an everlasting knot that nothing can undo...
And being together all these years - glad for every one - proves the claim that:  ''Love' 

like ours CAN start this way' - is true!
The same as virtually every marriage, yes... we've quarreled at times... but now together more than fifty years as man and wife, 
I’ve been thankin' God - and Connie - each and every day for taking charge and gifting us our close-to-perfect life.
                              Never Once Suspecting

I wooed your heart with poetry I’d written just for you, and sang you as a symphony, which stirred my very soul,
Never once suspecting what I thought would make you love me was not a means 

for doing so of which I had control. 

I was just naïve enough to think I could seduce you with clever words of metered 

rhyme, and, for a while, I felt

My strategy was working well, never once suspecting that one I loved could actually 

deal the blow my heart was dealt. 

Now you call to tell me you’ve discovered your mistake, and - certain that by telling 

me you’re sorry - I’ll give in,
Never once suspecting that, despite your many charms, your chance is gone forever

at a love that - could have been. 

                               I Really Miss My Dad      

          I didn’t wanna think about his chances of survival,

              It only made me feel depressed and sad.

              Contemplating life without him tore me up inside.

              I couldn’t bare the thought of losing Dad.

              And when the phone began to ring it teared-me-up to answer -

              I knew the news was more than likely bad. 

 Dr. Lee’s prognosis had us feeling fairly safe.

 ‘A fairly simple operation’’s what he'd said.

 But all the calls from Mom had kept me worried and unsure,

 As those were calls from right bedside his bed!
I was more than terrified - if I picked up the phone -

 That I was going to learn -- my Dad was dead!
Morbid expectations - of the most heart-breaking kind - 

 Refused to let me answer right away.

 But Mom - if it were her - would understand my hesitation

 For fear of what it was she'd have to say. 

 Fin'ly - picking up - I, once again, would curse the thought

 Of learning something short of… “He’s OK!” 

 But even though I’d prayed like hell - and even cursed the thought -

 My plea to spare my father was denied!
 And from the night I took that call - and listened to my mother

 Weeping as she told me Dad had died -

 Hardly has a day gone by where I’ve not felt the pain,

And many are the times that I have cried.

                          None's So Blind as He Who Will Not See 
Lead to think that beauty and a shapely dainty body offered guys relationships more likely to succeed - 

or so the propaganda made it seem -

I refused to let myself consider 'less-than-perfects'... focusing on finding what I thought, by holding out, 

would match the 'perfect-woman' in my dream! 

Stacy sat just two seats back from where I did in class and often paused beside my desk to share a friendly smile,

a blushing smile that made it very clear 

That she was hoping she and I could spend some time together, but paring off with someone less than perfect - as was she - 

was - as I've just explained, my greatest fear. 

Still, at 17, no more than 5 foot 3 and chubby - not the type to be, of course, the very first you'd choose 

To join your team in virtually any sport -

Stacy was a sweetie, but, aside from being likable, and having what I will admit's a very lovely smile, 

she wasn't what you'd call the 'sporty' sort. 

I was into volleyball and basketball with friends, and Stacy, with her height and weight, had few athletic skills.

The best that she could do were golf and pool,

While I, an athlete through and through, was bent on paring off with someone 'hot an' popular' which only could be found

among the more athletic girls in school. 

Every now and then we'd play co-ed and all my buds, who focused hard on winning every trophy to be won,

always dated girls that fit right in. 

Girls involved in sports, like them... that thrived on competition - and, unlike Stacy, were, without exception, good at sports -
and - for the most part - shapely - tall - and thin!
After graduation I continued dating Crystal, the finest center fielder Beckman High had ever had,

And one year later her and I were wed.

Just before we tied the knot, Mother called me up and knocked me for a loop with what 

she told me --- "Stacy stopped...

and I just called to tell you what she said:
"'I'm hoping he'll be happy, but I'll love him 'til I die. You know how much I care for him, and Kevin knows it, too,

but - as I am - I couldn't win his heart.

Drawn to more athletic girls, despite I think he likes me, he's sadly made his mind up we could never make it work 

and be more than - just 'buddies' - from the start!'"

Her solemn vow - 'I'll love him 'til I die' - would choke me up... and, knowing how she felt, I'd tried - as gently as I could - 

to make her see I didn't feel the same!
Mother'd warned me, more than once - "Restricting your alternatives to only girls that qualify as so-called 9s and 10s -

in my opinion, Kevin's, downright lame!" 

Of course I didn't listen to my mother's sage advice and my new bride, though stunning, proved a very foolish move:

The - 'every day together' - was too much!
Me and Crystal lasted only twenty seven months, and four months later she and I were both in 'single mode',

so Mom suggested... "Why not get in touch

"With Stacy?    She's still single -- and, Kevin -- if you're smart -- you'll call 'er up an' ask 'er out.  I hope you've fin'ly learned 

that what's important stems from what's inside!
I know she's - 'less than perfect'... but she's everything you 'need'... and Stacy's always loved you more than Crystal ever could.

I only wish you'd known how hard she cried
"When she found out you'd set the date to wed a -- softball teammate!   And I cried, too," she added, "choosing Crystal over Stacy              

was for me, as well, dear -- hard to take!
Both of us were praying you'd wake up and change your mind, but now's your chance to set things right for you and Stacy both...

to fix what was a truly big mistake! 
"She and I have kept in touch... I love her like a daughter.   She says she's yet to meet a guy she likes as much as you...
nor come across the sort she'd like to date,

So if you play your cards right, Kevin... you can bet your life she'll welcome you with open arms and -- given how things were --
fill you in on why she chose to wait!    
"Prompted by both common sense and women's intuition... Stacy felt that, down the road, there'd likely come a time

when your and Crystal's bond would fall apart,

And you'd - by then - be wiser than you were when that day came - and recognize the prudence in accepting love from someone

who'd never let you down or break your heart." 
Well... right when Stacy answered I could tell how glad she was, starting out with - "What a nice surprise... I'm glad you called" --

(just as Mother'd told me she would be).

"It's great to hear your voice," I said... "I'm now divorced, ya' know!   My Mom was right, as always, when she told me, more than once
that -- "None's so blind as he who will not see"!
"If you can forgive me, hon, I'd love to get together -- try to make amends for having been so cold and blind!
I only hope you'll give us one more try!
I closed my eyes to what I knew was right - ignored my heart - but Stacy, please believe me, I couldn't be more sorry
for each and every tear I made you cry!"
Stacy - clearly sobbing - answered, "That sounds great to me... and thank your mom for coaxing you to call me.
This verifies, for me -- it pays to pray!"
Well... that was April 5th, last year - and, as you may have heard - October 27th, as our destinies ordained, 

was my an' darling Stacy's wedding day!   
                                On - Mixing Breeds!
Isabella Robles was a gorgeous 4-point student who sat three seats in front of me at Sylvia Mendez High.

Most Hispanic girls, back then, would rarely date a white boy, but being so enamored by her looks, I thought I'd try.

The prom was only days away and - fig'ring she'd been asked - calling her, with fingers crossed, I held out little hope,

But I was shocked beyond belief when, having popped the question, Isabella made my day when she informed -- "Nope!" 

"I can't believe you've not been asked," I countered, "you're a doll... and anyone with eyes would love to take you to the dance!"

"Oh... I've been asked," she fired back, "by several handsome guys -- Hispanic boys -- but turned them down to offer you a chance

"To make your move and ask me out!   You clearly seem to like me.  I've caught you staring many times, and, Mark... I like you, too...

But many people tend to feel that, you know -- 'mixing breeds' -- costs them friends, and, sadly, now an' then, I know that's true!
"It's happened to a lot of girls.   Laredo's - 'polarized' - due to, as I'm sure you know, its widely mixed ethnicity,

But I've been hoping all year long that, when the prom came 'round -- that - if you went - the girl you'd wind up asking would be me!  

"The fact you're white has never made me worry about encouraging you by smiling back before you'd - out of shyness, look away!
I've tried to make it obvious I'd like to get to know you.   I'm really glad you asked me, Mark... I've got so much to say."

Well, I barely slept a wink that week, I've never been more nervous, and frankly was a bit surprised by learning how she felt.

Taking Isabella to the prom that Friday night - a 'dream come true' afforded by the hand that I'd been dealt -

Helped me comprehend that - 'mixing breeds' - if in the cards - when you truly want it to
can fill your life with love,

And she an' I have now been wed for 47 years... the very outcome she and I had both been dreaming of!
So my advice to you is this:   Regardless of your race... let your heart alone decide with whom you spend your life.

'Friendship' trumps attractiveness --- 'Faithful' outweighs gold --- and no additional asset in a husband or a wife

Plays a crucial role in guaranteeing 'happy days'!   These 2 traits are vital to relationships that work,
But let's not get ridiculous... though race CAN be resolved... awesome looks and massive wealth are both a major perk!      

                                                      Uninformed
"Wha-da-ya mean - 'She fell -- AGAIN?'" I quizzed my sister, Grace.  "No one's ever told me Mom has fallen in the past!
I swear to God, it never fails... when being kept informed of somethin' every child should know -- I'm always flippin' last!
"So... did she need an ambulance?  And don't you dare forget - omitting information is the same as telling lies!
And if she won't be coming home, I'm telling her straight out how uninformed you've kept me all these years -- before she dies!
"I'd also never heard a word 'bout Daddy's broken arm till Mr. Jessup asked me, as he filled my truck with gas,

'How's your father doin', Mark?' -- and when Aunt Joan inquired -- 'How's your daddy comin' along?' - last week at morning mass!
"Had either of you'd let me know his arm was in a cast - I'd 've called to ask him if he needed help with chores!
Helpin' out with farmin', as we know, has never been an honored obligation of Loretta Lou's or yours! 

"I'm the one who's helped him in the past - the only one - and neither you nor Laura know a pitchfork from a spade,

Yet, still -- despite my beggin' you to keep me well informed - the two of you have broken every promise that you've made! 

"Why do you keep doing this --- Loretta Lou an' you?    It's heartless and dishonest -- it's selfish -- and it's mean!
You've got them both suspecting that I just don't give a damn, so - being as I'm single - 

on October 17 -
I'll be moving in with them... which means I'll always know everything that's going on within our fam'ly tree
Precisely when it happens, and --- no longer -- 'uninformed' --- will also be the first to know the facts among us three!"

       Don't Deprive Yourself of Too Many - 'Time-Aways'
"How about we make a run this coming week?" I offered. "Daylight time is dwindling, and the leaves are comin' down!

We'll shoot up north an' get some shots in 'Grizzly Mountain Forest', and rent ourselves a cabin on the lake just south o' town."

"That sounds good to me, Lamar," Latisha fired back... "the leaves on Grizzly Mountain are the best in all Quebec,

But gettin' back and forth by Sunday - which we'd need to do - doesn't leave a lot of time for 'fun'... it's quite a trek!"

"What's on Monday?" I inquired. "And, honey, don't forget... we ain't had a 'time-away' for three years in a row!" 
"Rosa's got a chemo treatment scheduled for next Monday, and - though the chance of missing it's not likely if we'd go - 

"I don't wanna risk it, dear... and leavin' town without her's definitely not an option... so 

the trip 'll have to wait!"
Latisha's revelation made it clear some - 'time-away' - due to impositions by an incon-siderate date -

Wasn't in the cards - AGAIN -- robbing us - again - of what's required to help a person dodge - 'the same ol' grind'!

Perusing photos decades old -- our thin "VACATIONS" album documents the disre-garded openings we'd find

To just-lock-up-an'-hit-the-highway - blocking every path with self-inflicted hurdles citing.......... "Somewhere down the road..................",

All the while ignoring how the hourglass of 'Life' was warning us to act while in a -- git-'er-doney mode!
To me it's hard to fathom how - for sixty-some-odd-years - blinded by the folly in the 'truths' that we'd neglected -

She and I'd deprived ourselves of countless 'time-aways' -- plaguing us with sadnesses 

that neither had expected. 

Such had been the ships we'd sailed for close to seven decades... putting off vacations when our health was 'trouble free',

And now -- at ninety-five and six -- confined by failing health -- we're prisoners on an anchored boat that pleads to ride the sea!
Here we are - incapable of fending for ourselves - aware, too late, that much of what we'd 

felt was - 'best to do' -

Was, in fact, embezzling sorely-needed - 'time-aways'... a common crime we're hopin isn't likewise plaguing you! 

So take my wife an' I's advice: While missing minor 'deadlines' can, at times, be awkward, there's a consequence far worse!
It comes when those who've starved themselves of priceless 'time-aways' - exchange their 
dormant vessel for -- a 'shouldn't've--waited--hearse'!
The concept for this piece stems from a lovely perception I enjoy of the heart-warmingly symbiotic relationship between two darling twin nieces of mine - one of whom was brutally murdered when in her early twenties, while the other, struggling to survive without her - attempts to slightly assuage each other's grief by feigning an actual ongoing correspondence with her. She does this by mailing 'return-to-sender' letters, whose content conveys 'close-to-mirror-images' of the general goings-on in her own world to her sister's! She chooses to believe that, by doing so, the same things will occur in hers! And - by reading the returned letters - she manages to extract some sorely needed relief which she desperately needs to help her cope with her anxiety.

                           WE Write US Twice a Month
"Who're ya' writin'?" Granny asked.    I countered --- "Who da ya' think?    

I'm lettin' you-know-who know who's been doin' what -- and why!
I told her about the awesome meal we had on Sunday night... broasted chicken...

mashed potatoes... scrumptious cherry pie...

"And as she knows he always does -- once the table's cleared -- citing from the scriptures 

to remind us, one and all, 

That -- 'no one lives for ever' -- Granddad read some fitting verses, always reaffirming that the day we get - 'the Call' --

"Whether we're prepared or not -- all communications made between the ones that don't and those that -- for a while -- 

    Can't be talked with face-to-face -- 

    chatted with on 'FaceTime' -- 

    and haven't got a phone of any sort that they can dial...

"Must be done - 'creatively'... which I, of course, am doing!    I write her letters twice a month then send them off -- to ME!
And what I tell her's goin' on down here is quite consistent with what I know is goin' on up there - so she can see! 

"But though OUR letters cheer US up... they also make us sad, stoking ne'er-forgotten- dreams of countless - 'could-have-beens' -- 

And as you've likely guessed by now -- the sisters doin' thewriting -- 1 up there -- 
1 down here - since '63 --- are twins!   

