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Introduction
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I began working on this collection back during the summer of 2022. The previous twelve months had been hard. We lost five friends and extended family members, not to the pandemic, but to cancer and other ailments. They were all younger than me, and it didn’t seem fair.

A few months later, my wife began experiencing a medical emergency. As the hours went by in the emergency room, the outlook became more intense and worrisome, the doctors were discussing the possibility of surgery, and at one point one of the doctors asked me for permission to perform CPR, if her heart should stop beating. Fortunately the situation improved, with the help of medication, and we were able to return home a day or two later. Just in time to hear about the school shooting in Uvalde, Texas.

There are times when the world can be a really stressful place, and this was one of those times. I decided I had to do something to keep my sanity and regain some measure of calm. So I decided to write poetry. Or at least try to.
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Comorbidity
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Pulled muscles, pinched nerves,

Back pain and constipation.

Where’s the grace in this?
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Eighth Grade
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I used to have a friend and co-worker named Steve (not his real name).

Steve was a very nice guy, 

And very noticeably on the spectrum.

Steve and I worked for a company that evaluated educational assessments, 

And often Steve would joke about how he hated the eighth grade.

One day I finally asked why he hated that grade so much.

Steve replied, “That’s the year everybody picked on me.”

Steve was probably not very young, forty or so I think.

The fact that he’d spent so much of his adult life, remembering being made fun of,

By people who should have been his friends, saddens me.
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I Owe a Debt
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I owe a debt to Steve Earle.

Years ago, when my oldest child was sitting in my lap,

We were watching videos on TV just before bedtime.

A Steve Earle song began to play,

And my son asked what the song was about.

I told him, and my son began to cry, not loudly but softly.

That was when I first knew my wife and I were raising good kids.

Thank you Steve.
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Stoplight
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To the young woman, 

Sitting behind the steering wheel

At the stoplight crying

On the day we all heard about Sandy Hook,

I’m sorry.

I knew this would not happen again,

Could not happen again,

Surely could not happen again.

We could be sure of that.

But I was wrong.

I did not realize the power 

Of the young men whining 

That no one understood 

The feeling they got at the firing range.

But those were the voices that carried weight.

I assumed no one would want

Such a thing to happen again,

That people would do something

To keep it from happening again.

But it happens, over and over.

I wanted the world to make sense,

I wanted the mundane not to be deadly,

Especially for the children,

Especially for my children.

But wanting was not enough.

And too many voices

Were too proud of their toys

To allow any meaningful

Chance of stopping.
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Mom’s Passing 
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Our kids were young when my mother passed away.

The oldest was about six, and he had not expected she would be that close to death,

When we went to visit her in the nursing home.

But it was obvious in her face when we walked in the door

That she didn’t have much time left, and I could tell that he could see it.

When it was time for us to go, he ran out of the room and left the building.

I came out moments later, and he was standing alone on the front grounds,

Facing away from the nursing home.

Silent.

I could not tell if he was crying, but I know that he was hurting.
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Eyebrows
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I’ve always enjoyed my eyebrows, 

Or at least I have for the 

Last two or three decades.

It may be just a hair thing.

I’ve had a beard my entire adult life, 

Shaving it off twice a year 

Just to prove I’m not addicted to it.

And my wife will tell you 

I’m overly proud of my ear hair.

But my eyebrows are different.

They are distinctive, 

Or they were until very recently.

You see, they are (or at least were) 

Different from each other.

One eyebrow curved up on the outside end, 

While the other eyebrow curved downward.

I first noticed this not long after we were married, 

And the distinctiveness held me fascinated.

Why were the eyebrows so different, 

So antithetical to one another?

And now, why has their

Essential difference disappeared?

My wife says it means I’m getting old,

And perhaps she’s right. 

In the Book of Common Prayer we are told 

“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.”

But I never thought it applied to eyebrows.
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An Incident at the Middle School
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Standing in line by a food truck, at a middle school during an after-school function.

People all around me.

Behind me a man, his (presumed) wife, and two children.

I was minding my own business.

But the man began talking to his wife.

In front of everybody.

In front of the two children.

He was telling the woman how stupid she was.

Repeatedly.

What was there to do?

Should I keep my mouth shut?

To say something might start a fight,

And I didn’t want that in front of all the children.

And it might make things worse for her.

But I wanted him to know that this was wrong,

And I wanted her to know that this was wrong,

And I wanted the two kids to know that this was wrong.

So I turned around and stared at him,

And he shut up.

Did I do the right thing?

Would minding my own business have been the better option?

But silence implies consent,

And I don’t consent to treating others like crap,

Especially in front of the children.
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Cheeseburger
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D wanted to start a race war.

In pursuit of that goal, he got a gun, walked into a church one night,

And killed nine people.

He then got into his car and drove away.

He was hungry though.

The next morning D was caught by the police.

Did they kneel on his neck? 

Did they hold him on the ground till he couldn’t breathe?

No, those responses are reserved

For people who try to pass funny money (maybe), 

Or sell cigarettes without legal authorization.

But all D did was kill some people.

He was hungry though,

So they bought him a cheeseburger.
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Blood Libel
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When I was about twelve, down in Huntsville, Alabama,

I watched Asa Carter on the TV,

With the old battle flag on the back wall,

Talking about how allowing black and white kids

To go to school together would be dangerous,

So they needed to be kept separate 

For the sake and safety of the white students.

But Huntsville schools were already integrated,

And there didn’t seem to be any problems, 

So Asa didn’t make much sense.

Then, when I was fourteen,

I watched the Democratic National Convention.

During the platform debate

A man was speaking in favor of a proposal to legalize 

Sex between consenting adults of the same gender.

That did make sense, because it was nobody else’s business.
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