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"Love is all you need."

The Beatles
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Love is and has been the most ubiquitous and intense subject of individual and social concern throughout human history. Moreover, love has been a primary topic for philosophers and religionists through the ages.  Even as materialistic science came to dominate society in modern times, love became a major subject for scientific investigation through psychology, sociology, anthropology, archeology, biology,  biochemistry, and most recently, neuroscience. 

Love has been the most compelling theme in music, literature, and the visual arts for thousands of years (e.g. the voluptuous female figurines of 35,000 years ago, ancient Egyptian tomb drawings, erotic carvings on Cambodian and Indian Hindu temples, the Bible's Song of Solomon, erotic poetry of ancient Greece, ancient Roman pornographic images, female nudes in European art since Botticelli's Birth of Venus in 1485, and, in modern times, love and sex are a primary focus of popular music, movies, television, literature, and social media). Of course, all the major religions promote the love of God and humanity (however hypocritically) as the basis of belief and worship.

As a thoughtful young adult, I wondered why the importance of love is so universally invoked, and yet how seldom true love is realized. Humanity, while advocating love, engages more in hate, violence, lust for material gain, and the exploitation of power over people and nature. Furthermore, loveless, casual sex and addiction to pornography have become major pathological conditions in modern society. 

Seeking to resolve for myself the contradictions and ambiguities of love, I researched love's various manifestations (romantic, familial, philia, spiritual, etc.); what we love (other humans, gods, pets, nature, beauty, art, country, etc.); why we love (pheromone excitation, genetic proclivities, brain hormones, emotional tendencies, psychological exigencies, etc.); and, of course, what love is in its essence (still a great mystery until you read my essay at the end of this book).

Thus, you will find the poems below have been loosely categorized into nine sections, which explore and hopefully elucidate love from a variety of perspectives. By bringing these various (but by no means exhaustive) facets of love together in one book, I hope to stimulate the reader into thinking more deeply about the enigmatic nature of love.  Furthermore, in the concluding essay, I describe how I discovered the answer to love's enigma and I explain why love is truly the Only Important Thing.




1. Familial Love




“Blood makes you related,   Love makes you family.”      Anonymous



"We are born of love; love is our mother."             Rumi

––––––––
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Basket



It’s about the right size to hold a human heart.

And as I hold it in my hands,

the plump little basket, I mean,

it seems to pulse like a living heart

when I gently press 

its lightning-patterned bulbous base. 

Woven tight from yellow and brown

Texas tall-prairie grasses 

by a name-lost Lakota woman,

grown old in Texas, though

in her youth roamed the Black Hills,

(perhaps even Crazy Horse’s lost daughter, 

said to have married white and moved South).

She would have been about the right age,

my great grandmother.

Persisting in anonymous elegance,

the basket has no maker’s label or mark,

no indication of origin beyond its simple

perfection of design, embodying some 

ten thousand woven years of work.

It was meant, perhaps, to hold healing

herbs or berries, but for some reason

was never used, a virgin vessel, unstained

by what it would have otherwise contained.







So the little basket came down to me

through generations of caring family,

always pristine and empty, except, of course,

for the human heart its ancient art 

so lovingly contains. 

My Great-Souled Mother

My mother made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for my school lunch every day. I liked them crunchy and with any jelly but grape. Mom wasn’t a gourmet, an adventurous, or even enthusiastic cook, but she made the best fried chicken and mashed potatoes I ever tasted, as well as those peanut butter sandwiches I never tired of.

Mom's mother died when Mom was a young girl. Her father worked in the remote oil fields of west Texas. So, Mom and her two sisters came to live with their aunt in Fort Worth (not the crazy aunt who was killed by a train, but the one who lost her young husband to the 1918 flu). Aunt Meme had a beautiful, kind, generous spirit that she must have imparted to my mother as well.

It was only as an adult that I learned from a book in Aunt Meme’s garage (A Biographical History of North and West Texas) that Mom was part Native American. Her grandmother had been a Lakota woman who married Mom’s grandfather in Missouri, prior to their settling in Texas. I suspect my mother knew or intuited her Indian heritage because she sometimes spoke in the spiritual way of Native Americans. 

Once I took Mom sailing in our little two-person, sunfish skiff on Lake Palo Pinto, where our family had built a lake house. We were having trouble getting back to shore because the wind blew almost constantly from the land. I cursed the wind as I tried to tack into it and nearly capsized us. Mom remained calm and said, “Even God must pause for breath.” A few minutes later the wind died, and I rowed us easily to shore.

That was not the only time Mom said something strangely à propos like that. When I was a young boy, she took me to the zoo. She and I were alone in the ape house. It was a bleak, bare concrete room. Only one gorilla was visible, a female who was heavily pregnant. The ape leaned against the wall and banged her head lightly against it as if to say, “How can I bring my baby into this awful place?” My mother put her hand against the glass near the animal and whispered, “Sister, imagine the mountain jungles of your home.” The gorilla turned and gazed at Mom, then sat down and relaxed. My mother had a great loving heart that blessed everyone.

Back when I could smell, I remember the fragrance of mint, roses, and Sweet William in Aunt Meme's back yard. We would often munch peanut butter sandwiches in that cozy natural sanctuary. We enjoyed watching plump, bumpy toads with golden eyes hop around in the grass. Cardinals flashed scarlet in the delightful shade of the long-limbed Redbud tree, which was also my pirate ship and Moon rocket.

Mom enjoyed picnics, or at least sitting on quilts on the grass when the weather was mild. Once, when I was about eight, the family picnicked on the lawn at Botanic Gardens. After consuming the obligatory peanut butter and jelly sandwich, I rolled down the hill, straight into the goldfish pond. End of picnic. Mom and Dad had a fine laugh after I crawled from the pool squalling like a drenched cat. 

I loved to play board games with Mom, Dad, and Aunt Meme when I was small: cards, Monopoly, Gusher, dominos, 42, on the dining table that had glass balls clutched in eagle-claw feet, in my aunt’s house. Mom would often let me win. I learned to count and read and strategize from playing those games. I think they educated me far better, or at least more pleasantly, than my formal schooling.

Mom wasn't content to be only a homemaker. During WWII, she was Rosie the Riveter at the bomber plant. Dad worked there after the war as an aircraft engineer. When I was about ten, Mom was employed as a keypunch operator for Continental National Bank, the one that had a giant rotating clock on top of its downtown headquarters. The clock quit turning in the late 70s. The bank sold the building and tore it down rather than fix that clock. I wonder if that's a metaphor for American culture, somehow? Sometimes Mom would let me make the keypunch machine sound like a machine gun. Hope I didn't shoot up any bank accounts.

When we moved across town, a neighbor gifted us a puppy, Sheba, a little Scottie that I loved, but which Mom mostly took care of. Sheba loved Mom the most and enjoyed being around her. Sheba liked to play games with my younger brother and me, but she would always break away to assist Mom with hanging out the laundry or digging in the garden. 

Mom was good with Iodine and Band-Aids. Her two active boys fell off bikes, roller skates, and homemade stilts, fought with fake swords, wrestled, played killer croquet, and chased wildly around the neighborhood. It was a great time to be a kid. I hope it was a good time to be a mother, too. Mom was always gentle, loving, and understanding with us even though we boys must have been something of a mystery and certainly a challenge to her who had been reared by aunts and had only sisters.

I've often wondered why it seems the mundane memories of childhood stay with us and resonate in our minds more so than adult memories of more portentous events in our lives. Perhaps it is because we subconsciously long for the lost freedom and innocence of childhood or maybe because those childhood experiences were more important in establishing our later character than we appreciate.

Mom was a loving wife and mother, a conscientious homemaker, a great friend and companion, a beautiful soul. She and Dad loved to square dance, to play bridge and 42. They were both avid readers, and I became an enthusiastic reader just by emulating them.  

Mother spent several years as Dad’s primary caregiver when a series of strokes debilitated him late in life. He died in her arms. I think the strain of caring for him contributed to her own mental decline. Her body outlasted her mind. 

Until now, I, and I assume she, never considered the infinite branching possibilities of time's collapsing wave function as we move through life. Those possibilities for inhabiting some alternative option that can be recognized only retroactively. I think she would be satisfied with her choices despite her anticlimactic ending.  

Yes, the eagle spirit of my Mother’s mind soared away some years before her body finally surrendered. I will always remember her as a beautiful, intelligent, vivacious, woman who taught me so many meaningful things, inculcated in me an appreciation of nature, and provided an example of the power of love. She was an extraordinary, great-souled woman whose love still hovers in her children and grandchildren, defeating the mere ravages of mortal time.

Thanks, Mom, for your love, for your abundant blessings, and for all those great peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. 

Moon Mother

Beyond her bedroom window

the midnight moon smiles ignorantly

as it slides in silence from the frame. 

The careless moon believes only in gravity,

in scribing one more monthly circle, 

each year inching farther from Earth, 

slowly making its escape, desiring

yet unable to turn its face from us, while

we with hearts must gravitate toward love.

My mother lies, silent as the moon,

pressing my hand with all the gravity

lingering in her beleaguered body, 

in her bewildered mind. Her life's time

collapsed now into a singularity.

Somehow she used up the radiance

that I so cherished in her, that she

lavished on me like a full moon,

now fallow, now impending umbra. 

She was not remarkable in the world,

nor did she wish to be, but in her time

she drew the tides of my being

and illumined my darknesses.

Now she approaches her last glimmers,

entering the shadow-cone of eclipse,

where memory is but time's shadow.

Let her slide away beyond this frame,

silent as the moon.




Woodcraft, Heartcraft




My father worked with wood,

an artisan who created fine

furniture, toys, intricate puzzles,

his movements always easy

and precise, never a wasted motion,

never a hurried action while

shaving and smoothing a member,

caressing the whorls of the burl

as if beloved living flesh

with such similar gentleness 

as he caressed my hair

when I was a hip-high child

watching the shavings curl,

sliding the curls onto my fingers, 

breathing their mystic pungency,

tightening the vice just so,

helping him take a measure. 

He taught me with few words

so many loving, lifeward things

so long ago when there seemed



almost too much time to use.




Kite Kin




My father, an aircraft engineer,

loved to build and fly paper kites.

When I was ten he constructed 

a magnificent box kite 

taller than I, and as empty of experience.

I painted it with bright crimson lacquer.




We hiked the kite up a nearby hill 

whose ridge always held breeze. 

Dad gave me the kite to hold, then 

backed away, unwinding the string 

from a fishing reel.




At his signal I ran and loosed the kite, 

an offering to the breeze.

It floated up like bubble, 

red as a kiss for the sky.




We flew it for an hour, 

teaching it tricks with fancy pulls, 

then reeled it reluctantly to earth. 

Next day, with Dad at work, 

I took the kite alone to the hilltop.




It soared up like an eager young eagle, 

higher than the day before. 

We both exalted in our freedom and power.




Then the wind gusted fiercely 

from the storm I hadn’t noticed.

String sizzled against my fingers 

as I tried to keep the kite from leaping away. 




In pain and surprise, as if a friend

had slashed me with a knife,

I released the string and the kite disappeared.




Dad was upset, not so much

at the loss of the kite as at my foolishness. 

But he quickly calmed and reassured me

with his gentle humor that it was better 

to have lost the kite than for me

to be a mile above Texas 

headed north with a flock of geese.




This all comes back to me

so many years later,

as the father of a teenage girl,

her hair as red as that errant kite. 




She seems to embody its spirit, 

so beautiful, wild, and innocent.
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