PAGE  
37
Weeds of Heaven


[image: image2.jpg]



By Joe Fellhauer

© 2010 by Joe Fellhauer

All rights reserved

including the right

of reproduction in whole

or in part in any form.

[image: image3.jpg]




Foreword

Journeymen writers boast serviceable intellects, but masters of the craft uncover the essential stuff of life separated from artifice and abstraction.

Joe Fellhauer is a master writer.

When he sent me an outwardly minor little piece entitled "Woofypup" in late 2008, I had no idea then it would become the first in a mosaic of one hundred loosely connected works emerging whole from the seemingly random fragments of our human experience.  And of course I had no way of knowing then that those hundred linguistic wonders would coalesce into a kaleidoscopic collection of masterful pieces rendered in simple though not simplistic language.

Fellhauer's anthology is informed and infused with the latent yet perennially alive spirits of Anderson, Hemingway, Whitman, Ferlinghetti, Fitzgerald, Hopkins, O’Connor, Wordsworth, Steinbeck, Mailer, Salinger, Rilke, Twain, Kafka, Husserl, Tagore, and so many other great writers and thinkers.

Weeds of Heaven is one of the most excellent and important pieces of literature I have read in a long, long time.  I feel you will find it so as well.

Don Gerz

January 2010
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Woofypup


I was in the drugstore Monday

Looking for toothbrushes
 
And a little girl clutching a stuffed animal
 

Whizzed around the corner

And stopped right beside me, looking up.

I crouched down on one knee
 
And asked her if she brought her doggy shopping with her.

She said that was Woofypup.

I told her that was funny, and asked her why she called him that.

“Because that’s his name,” she said, like I was stupid.  
 
She was right.  I asked her if she liked Woofypup.

She looked at him and said “I love Woofypup,” stroking him on the head with two dainty fingers.  
 
I knew then that she loved Woofypup as much as she would love anything in her life.

As much as cinnamon oatmeal or pink shoes or the bunny story her dad read to her.

Or her one true love or the children of her own she would eventually have.  
 
Then her mom came around the corner and saw us, and for a second

 
I saw something wild and deadly in her eyes.  
 
She took her daughter’s arm and turned to walk away.  
 
And when she looked back at me, it was like a gun fired whose bullet seared deep

into my brain.  
 
A few minutes later I saw them leave together, safe and sound.  
 
I never knew the little girl’s name
 
But I’m going to miss Woofypup.

The Permanence of Faces

They call to me in their silence. 

The friends I played with on the playgrounds of Cedar Rapids.  The young girls I used to tease and chase. 

Gone for so long, why have they returned to gaze and smile at me, from their own forgotten pasts?

I refused to look at my mother and father prone as statues in their caskets.  I had to look at a friend who left his wife and 2-year-old son behind only because I was his friend.  It was a mistake.  They had replaced his body with an effigy. 

I remember his widow brushing his hair from his forehead as if he were still alive, breaking everyone’s heart who noticed, while hers was filled with love only minutes from burial. 

Or perhaps never to die at all. 

They never tell you you’ll die when you’re on the merry-go-round or on a family picnic or when they give you a popsicle.  Death was only someone being gone, not taking part of you with them. 

When has death become the undercurrent of my life?  As sudden as a door-slam but silent as a glance.  And why does life become more luminous as the light in my own eyes fades?

There’s the school bell and recess is over.  I’m late for the softball game, my glove hooked over the bicycle’s handlebars.  The mint bush in the back yard is good in our sweet tea.  Mom’s divinity never gets hard, so we eat it with a spoon.  Our new '55 Ford is called Mountain Green.  Our Cocker Spaniel is called “Julie” but always sleeps with my sister.  She runs away the day we move to Texas and we barely find her in time.  Texas is too hot and the neighbors too rich.  I stop going to church because it’s a duty.  The ground has big cracks in it.  I become a wisecracker in school.  My grades fall.  My dad threatens to send me to public school.  He never talks to me.  Our relationship sours and remains unsalvageable forever.  My best friend in grade school plays butterflies from the moon with me.  My best friend in high school shoots and kills himself, as I learn as a copywriter at a big agency.  I make it to the funeral that afternoon to see his little brother and sister all grown up.  His mom is glad to see me.  I adventure around the U.S. and Africa writing promotional announcements for television.  I’m a well-paid but overreactive.  Eventually, it catches up with me and the business has no use for what I do. 

I reach out and touch my dad’s casket before it’s lowered into the ground on a warm May day.  We never touched.  In about a month, I’ll do the same with my mom’s.  I didn’t want her to touch me.  But they both did.  In the way parents map their children’s’ histories and sculpt their personalities.  In the way you can feel their souls when a clock tick gets louder in the silence.  Even though death is just waiting to slam that goddamn door on you whenever it gets a chance. 

Have a popsicle.

The Ghost of Me

I don’t know when I lost him

Or when he went away.

I only knew I missed him

Each and every day.

I’m driving through the palomino fields of northern Iowa.

The air rich with the farm fragrance of black dirt and blonde straw.

My chest heaves with the breath of another new beginning.

The Grant Wood hills glide by, perfect and pristine. 

Back in Iowa.

Where we played together all day and looked up at the moon from my bedroom window when we were supposed to be asleep.  The humid air sucked into the house by the big fan dad put in the attic.  The shlup shlup shlup of its belt putting me to sleep.

Back in Iowa. 

Where I rode my maroon Schwinn up hills.  Read comic books for hours.

Laced up my PF Flyers.  And disappeared into childhood, hiding for as long as I could. 

It’s an enchanted place.  Maybe I’ll find him here. 

Maybe walking beside me on the sidewalks that glittered with diamonds on sunny days.  (Quartz is as good as diamonds, isn’t it?)

Maybe in the park with the meteorite we used to climb on.  Or the corner candy store with strawberry licorice sticks two for a penny. 

Maybe in one of the classrooms at All Saints where he’s waiting for me to come in from recess after an intense game of “Red Rover, Red Rover.”

Maybe in the Rhubarb patch, or in the tree we used to climb for green apples. 

I’ll go see when I get settled.

But already, things are going wrong.  It’s not the same.

I have a job, not a Lone Ranger lunchbox. 

The grownups here have no imagination and don’t know how to play. 

They try to make me one of them. 

I don’t even unpack.  I won’t be here long.

Just long enough to take a day trip and see if he’s here. 

Just long enough to retrace my steps from 47 years ago. 

It’s just an hour’s drive away, where we grew up. 

But I get lost. 

I finally find Mount Vernon Street.  But already, things are wrong. 

The stores have different names.  Someone else lives in our house. 

The elementary school down the street looks shabby.

I get into All Saints only because there’s a Saturday activity going on and one of the women lets me look inside.  It’s the same.  The same little desks we sat in.  I see Sister Kenneth and her thick glasses.  But the Sisters of Mercy haven’t been here for years the woman says.  So it must be a ghost. 

I go to the park where I left the house to find all by myself one day, then got scared and walked back, throwing the two pennies away that Mom gave me, telling her I lost them, and that’s why I was crying.  The park is maybe 10 blocks from my old house. 

It’s the same.  New Teeter-Totters, but same old meteorite.  Although it just looks like a big boulder.  I crawl up and pick up a stick.  Maybe if I turn around he’ll be there and sit down with me.  We won’t say anything.  It’ll just be nice to be together, the way it used to be.  Gee, his PF Flyers look brand new.  I take his small hand in mine and tell him I love him and will take care of him and ask him why he went away.  He doesn’t say anything.  But I think I know the answer. 

He remembers Nelson’s Woods where we used to walk for hours and lie down in sunny patches of long green grass where no one could see us.  He remembers that he thought God was looking at him and it made him feel good. 

He remembers jumping off the barn in the back yard and nearly giving mom a heart attack.  We laugh.  He remembers sliding down the banister in the old rent house on Memorial Drive.  And dad stoking the furnace, and making him wooden swords that he used to fight with, jumping all over the place.  He remembers the red, red cardinals and the fiercely territorial Blue Jays and the red-breasted robins and their spotted blue eggs. 

But the candy store on the corner is now a Cleaners.  The rent house on Memorial Drive couldn’t have been that small.  He’s sitting in the car with me as we drive around.  I can smell Iowa.

The leaves that people use to burn in wire baskets in the fall.  The black earth, as fragrant as perfume.  The coolness that’s starting to come at the end of a summer day that only comes in the Midwest, not Texas…my next destination. 

I tell him I have to go, I can’t stay.  That I don’t belong there.  He understands.  Even though he’s just a kid. 

And without saying anything, we both know he can never leave.  That every day, he’ll still lace up his PF Flyers, ride his bike up the hills, go get his big brother some cigarettes for 25 cents a pack at the Sun Mart down the street, check out “Rabbit Hill” from the bookmobile, even though he’s read it twice, and beat big kids in tether tennis at Bever Park…although it’s still “Beaver Park” to him. 

He’ll stay where strawberry licorice will always be 2 for a penny.  Mom and dad will always kiss him goodnight.  And he’ll still go to sleep to the shlup shlup of the big fan, even though somebody else is living in the house on 26th street. 

I don’t know when I lost him

Or when he went away.

I only know I miss him

Each and every day.

I’m alone now in my red Honda.  Heading back to Texas.  A genuine failure.  Lost and alone. 

I drive west to visit a friend in Denver before retreating to Texas.  Iowa’s not so magical anymore.  To me, anyway.  Maybe he said it was the time that was special, not the place.  Maybe that’s why I had to go there and look for him. 

I think about him often.  Putting playing cards on his Schwinn with clothespins to make it sound like a motorcycle.  Crying when he buried a baby bunny in a shoebox, after a cat had killed it.  His eyebrows blonded by the thin Iowa sun as he pedals up Memorial Drive. 

Every day I’m becoming more and more like him.  Less real, more ethereal. 

Less a part of what is and more a part of what was. 

Texas is fine.  A kind of home.  My mother and father have died and live only in my dreams.  My sister refuses to admit that she has insulted me.  My brother is my only real family.  And I’ve become what I do, not who I am. 

And soon we’ll be together once more.  Soon, we’ll be just the same.  Sitting on the meteorite in the sunlight, on a Saturday when big and little kids scramble on that big rock and yell and laugh.  We’ll be up there with them, supremely happy.  A couple of kids again. 

Just me, and the ghost of me.

Richness of the Heart

It has started to reveal itself to me.  A central power as invisible as it is real.  At times leaving me stunned and wordless, or vibrating through me like a jolt of soft lightning.

I’m just beginning to understand.  It’s all starting to add up.  A friend who loves me with his intellect and the heart he thinks he doesn’t know. 

The boss dedicated to tough love and duty, running his business on human terms instead of technological wizardry, even though he needs both. 

It’s the brokenhearted mother who sees me for the first time in 15 years at her son’s suicide funeral, whom we both loved.  It makes us love each other even more to be missing my friend and her son, even in her never-ending grief. 

It’s the friend I’ve made at the hospital whose care is universal and personal, whose secret strength she gives to her husband and family, but whose spillover we soak up. 

I’m glad there’s enough for me. 

It’s the contradiction of sudden death and sudden life that passes in the wind unless you’re at a place that sees it every hour, every day, at any time.  I don’t how they do it. 

Despite the 10:00 News, it’s never black and white, simple or scripted.  It’s too profound and subtle to be reported or recorded. 

It’s a hand held while a soul ascends to heaven.  Or twists into hell.  Or slips into limbo like rolling fog.  Or a final breath that extinguishes life.  Or a light that comes back into eyes, filling up the room with power and faith no religion could provide.

The richness of the heart touches me when I walk across the street from the coffee shop.  When I sit down to write about what I see every day.  The fathomless love in the eyes of a nurse holding a baby, in the anteroom of heaven.  The steadfastness of an oncologist’s focus disguising a white-hot desire to cure.  A doctor’s simple sympathy for someone who has lost control of his or her life and doesn’t know where to turn. 

I know now it is richness of the heart.  The only hope that matters.  The only power than can stand on its own.  The only thing more precious than life itself because we are lost without it. 

It was richness of the heart that made my father decide Helen would be the love of his life at 16 years old, and whose devotion never faltered.  The same richness that my mother secreted to me on her deathbed that he’d never been unfaithful, nor had she.  How did she know?  How did I know she was right?  Because it was true. 

My brother presided over both their funerals.  We walked away into the emptiness they left behind when the service was over.  Interestingly enough, the richness of their hearts has survived. 

I heard a child laugh and watched her get hugged at the hospital the other day. 

Time stood still.

The Mammoth Kill and Feminism

Talk to me after the mammoth kill about sensitivity and expression of emotion. 

After the women and children have been fed. 

I promise I’ll listen. 

Or, if you want to kill the mammoth, let me know and I’ll see how I can express my appreciation

in new and unforeseen ways. 

But either way, I still love you.  Please don’t shut me out.

The Man I Never Knew

He stood next to the Captain on the Massachusetts and watched the Kamikazes pepper the Pacific Fleet, targeting the wooden decks of the aircraft carriers. 

The Kamikazes were good at what they did.  They had a 100% death rate, but a very high success rate, too. 

He saw them coming in on the radar like flies to a picnic, and watched them peel off one by one to dive-bomb Japan to victory.  He told my uncle that if they ever decided to come in as a group, the American Fleet would have been sunk.  He looked death in the face, the man I never knew.  Lived it, just as those faced with death every day become more keenly aware of life. 

I have no idea what he felt, but that’s what he saw and thought.

He studied radar at MIT for the Navy.  Surprised me that he didn’t hate Catholics when he said he used to attend Mass with a good friend in college.  The man who gritted his teeth and refused to utter a single Sunday prayer at Mass, while I recited each one holding his hand.  The man I never knew. 

I found his medals one day while snooping.  The yearbook of his Battleship.  His photo I hardly recognized.  There he was.  Thin, white capped, on deck with his crew.  An officer and a gentleman.  Maybe even a hero, in the way all men who fight wars are heroes.  

He told me once that there was no guarantee the U.S. would win the war.  I thought he was crazy.  Of course we would.  We did.  But then, I wasn’t there and he was.  That’s how he taught me what 

it was really like.  With one sentence, “You know, Joe, there was no guarantee that we would win the war.”

He grew up in Kansas City when it was a farm and frontier town and had plenty of crooks.  My mom made a dollar a day at the bank.  He studied engineering at Kansas University.  They met as honor students in high school.  Went through the great depression.  They would marry in 1936.  Have a child in 1939 whose crib was a cabinet drawer in Austin.  He repaired radios for 15 cents apiece to provide for his family.  He never talked about it, the man I never knew.  But my mom did. 

She had the original Kansas City Star with the headline “Japs Bomb Pearl Harbor.”

Days later he enlisted and then shipped out. 

Apparently he was a happy-go-lucky guy in high school and college, as Mom would tell us.  Serious but with a good sense of humor, joking, laughing.  She said the war changed him.  His daughter, born in 1944 when he was away, didn’t accept him when he first came home on leave.  She didn’t know who he was.  He describes a day at the beach when she finally thought he was daddy.  He remembered that, the man I never knew. 

There he is after the war with me in a stupid stocking cap and my chubby sister and wholesome brother all in the front yard of our tiny house in Kansas City.  You can’t tell who anybody is unless you already know.  Maybe that’s what makes it so personal. 

The rest is a blur.  He put his hand down my throat to keep me from choking on a penny.  He worked on the car and repaired anything he could get his hands on, this high-powered engineer.  He painted the house.  Built a basketball court for my brother in the back yard, Cooked burgers on the barbecue for 3-4 families who were our friends. Took me to Sears with him to buy something for the house.  But like a dog who doesn’t get enough attention, I was already starting to wander from the man I never knew. 

I was rambunctious, he was quiet.  I was a kid, he was a war veteran.  I wasn’t traumatized.  He was just probably glad to be alive.  Maybe even lucky to be alive.  You didn’t talk about that when guys you knew didn’t come back at all. 

I have glimpses of their early life from mom.  How poor they were.  Living day to day after the Depression.  Railroad trips with young children to meet him in Boston.  But neither of them talked much about it. 

It was much better to sit on the Teeter-Totters in Bever Park.  Or play catch in the yard.  Or talk engineer gobbledygook with other engineers.  Or work on the car.  I remember the scratchy army blankets he brought back with him, from who knows where.  Probably Army Surplus and he knew his family might need them.  I liked them because they used to be dad’s.  He built me a toy box from scratch.  When he came home from work, I wrapped myself around his leg and he walked into the house like that.  The man I never knew. 

He saw the invention of the automobile.  He risked his life for his country.  Sustained his family in the toughest of times.  Went to church even when it wasn’t his religion.  Converted at my brother’s ordination.  Never gave up when I’m sure he wanted to.  Taught me how to drive.  Saved me from 

choking to death.  Drove us to the Lake of the Ozarks for family vacations.  Tried to show me how a car worked.  Went without so his kids didn’t have to.  Took home movies we still have.  Saved enough to survive without ever asking for help or money well into his and mom’s nineties. 

He died a little more than 2 years ago.  I wasn’t there but it didn’t matter.  With him, it was never about him anyway. 

It doesn’t matter that he never revealed his heart and his soul.  That’s not what dads did back then.  He may have been the man I never knew, but he did let me grab his leg when he came home from work, and walk all the way into the house that way.

That was enough.  It still is.  That’s all I really need to know about him.

The Dying of the Day

The sun fades, life is beautiful, you walk to your car.

A moment of wonder makes you smile.

You feel a breeze.

Another day starts to fade from your life. 

We face this together.

It is the dying of the day. 

The hour between light and dark when moments become moments instead of currents in the flow of time.  Moments we might rejoin majesty, without the truth of our lives being shielded from us.  

A time when mortality shows up on your wristwatch. 

It’s what makes some burn and flare.  Others free and open. 

It creates playgrounds and financial portfolios.  Builds condos, invents hydrogen cars.  Inspires teachers and award-winning chefs.  All of us playing the same end-game 

by different rules.

All of it connected to the dying of the day. 

A child’s hand wraps around a thumb.  A man beheads an infidel and revels in the horror.  A sunrise breaks over the horizon, bathing a field of wheat in golden light. 

A genocidal psychopath is elected by cheering throngs.  A flag gently settles over the coffin of a young soldier.  The tears of a mother fall with resounding grief.  A father holds his son for the first

time and becomes part of a miracle.  The cocoon of life that keeps us going, despite the despair of the world.  Each morning it begins again.

How will it all end?

Do not buy that it will.  That the rapture will capture the worthy and doom the sinful to eternal fire.  The world will reimburse itself with life.  It always has.  God has not made us that disposable. 

So tonight, the child who falls asleep before you finish your story is why your story will still be told.  And why it will never end. 

After all, the dying of the day is only part of time.  While you are eternal.

Unfound Poems

I left my small Texas University a mediocre student

But a halfway decent writer 

Thanks to Ivy League philosophy teachers, and Phil Gallo, 

A poetry teacher who looked like the devil’s younger brother. 

He liked my stabs at poetry well enough to discuss them in class, 

But going on field trips in the East Texas woods to seedy pool halls as he suckered the locals was a lot more fun. 

He had us write poems that looked like what we were writing about. 

I chose a flock of birds and scattered the words across the page in formation. 

It worked pretty good. 

He also taught us about “Found Poetry,” stuff from ordinary life that seemed like it could be poetry -- signs, legal disclaimers, badly written handwritten messages from feed stores or restaurants. 

That was pretty good, too.

A friend looked him up on the Web.  He has blurred the line so well between the idea of a word and words themselves that he’s now a successful and artistic printer, bookmaker, writer, poet, critic…who knows what else. 

I got the impression that he thought of himself as a weird little guy.  But I didn’t. 

I thought he was cool.  I was also pretty little myself back then. 

He got pissed at our poetry class one day, really pissed, and called us boneheads.

It was so funny I almost choked.  A man with a vocabulary like Shakespeare’s calling us “boneheads.”  Looking back, though, it was perfect.  We were a bunch of boneheads, even though we thought of ourselves as intellectually elite. 

I thought about applying to the U. of Iowa creative writing program but my mom lost my poems and I became a copywriter instead.  It paid more than being a poet.  And you didn’t have to make shit up, just lie a little. 

So after 38 years, that’s how I write now.  Flatfooted, ignorant of literary devices or how to use them, without any knowledge of today’s poetry scene.  I’m not even ashamed to admit that I like writing this way. 

Gallo probably doesn’t remember that I was an Art as well as an English major, and worked at a print shop for spending money.  So his visual-verbal sensibility would probably make sense to me, even though I wouldn’t understand his explanation.  He really was a lot smarter than I was.  And I’m glad he’s following his dream.  Nobody dreams of becoming a copywriter.

He runs something called the Hermetic Press in Minnesota.  There’s a picture of him at his printer with what might be an evil look at the camera, and his hair is still black as night.  So maybe he’s the son of the devil after all.  I hope so. 

There was even an example of Found Poetry, a restaurant card that said they’d charge you if two people shared the same salad from the salad bar.  Looks like they’re still finding this Found Poetry all over the place.  And it got me to thinking. 

I used to be able to write some pretty profound-sounding stuff just watching ordinary life go by.  In that regard, I’ve let a lot of “Found Poetry” get by me through the years.  And not just words on place cards. 

Stuff like that ring of water your beer bottle leaves on the bar, reminding you of the unending circle of life.  How scratching a dog’s ears is almost like an act of God to a pooch.  What if they discovered another color?  Why your parents’ death still bothers you even though you could care less when they were alive.  But wait, there’s more…as we copywriters say. 

The hopelessness that descends on us when we can’t run the yellow light.  Why snow 

in the moonlight drives some people to God.  Why sex isn’t a lot more accessible to everyone of legal age.  How fall can be so amazingly beautiful that all we want to do is look at it.  Why an insight can happen to you when you’re watching a windowsill.  Why love has never been the answer for an awful lot of people, and never will be. 

Here’s some found poetry for you.  How about those dimples in a woman’s ass?  Wow!

A pair of old jeans you’d even wear to a presidential inauguration.  How your life would have been much better if you hadn’t let him/her get away.  Why we think nature can heal us after it’s made us deathly ill.  Remembering the color of your first bicycle.  A single droplet of water that runs down a window pane when the glass is all fogged over…gotta be some poetry going on there.

So what’s my life like now, after big agencies and consulting fees?  I do the TV spots and print ads for a community hospital.  I see life and death every day without a sound track, although I add one later.  I like working with smart people who aren’t so smart about marketing.  I like that people really give a shit about their family, friends, kids and city in this out-of-the-way Texas town.  I’m even starting to like myself better.  I’m starting to write maudlin, non-rhyming poems that make some people cry.  They’d probably make Gallo laugh.  That’d be OK with me.

So, there you go.  Some ideas for genuine, bonehead “Found Poetry.”  I’ll keep looking for more.

They don’t pay you for this shit, do they? 

I Want to Die in the Morning

I want to die at the dawning of the day

When rays of sunlight soften and shimmer the world into existence 

And bring hope to those who have nothing else. 

I want to die in the morning

When God is looking the other way

When it would be a surprise to meet my relatives,

An angel, or the dog who was my pal. 

I want to give up my last breath as the whole world is coming to life

To be as insignificant as possible; To be a tick in the time of the cosmos

Literally.  To fulfill the promise of all that lives, and stop living.

I want to look through the blinds and watch the sun come up. 

Alone.  At peace and with nothing. 

I don’t want these words to last. 

I want the world to go on without me. 

Filled with noise, color, smells, suffering, valor and cheap Mexican sandals. 

The mess of life. 

I want to know that I’ve skirted meaning by being an advertising copywriter

So that it will be hard to find something convincingly important in anything I’ve done.

That would be great success. 

Death followed by quiet, at a beautiful time. 

I want to die in the morning

When hundreds of poets have been at a loss for words on seeing

dawn’s theater of color, light, magic, and brushstrokes of spirit: 

I want to be at the difference between one day and another. 

I’ve hiked to the top of Griffith Park in L.A. with a lover 

and other lovers of sunrise.  30 minutes straight uphill to sit on a dirt pile

and watch the sun break over the mountains. 

Bathing a pagan city with the supernatural beauty of its own place in the sun.

Like most of life, it was indescribable. 

But like all of nature, there was some sort of message there. 

And it wasn’t lost on me. 

“Nurse (or something like ‘Lisa’ if I knew her by name), is it morning yet?”

“Yes, I believe the sun is just coming up.  How do you feel today?
And then I’d say, 

“It’s a good day.  I feel like going somewhere and never coming back.”

Ranch Style Homes
We were going to live in a ranch style home

Texas style

My sister didn’t want to leave her friends

In the 6th Grade, I wrote 2 letters and then forgot all about them

I didn’t know how a ranch style home could box you in.

Fattening you like an adolescent lamb to the slaughter. 

I didn’t know childhood could be over as easily as a 55 Ford could pull into a driveway. 

I didn’t know how Texas could not only be hot as hell. 

They could be one and the same. 

So the hate began.  For my mother, my father, my sister, myself. 

Secret, unexpressed, air-conditioned hate.  Texas style. 

Unknown hate disguised as sullen disobedience.

Guilty hate as only hate for one’s own family can generate, powerful and real. 

Hate for the cracks in the ground.  Hate for the rich neighbors. 

Hate for the kid who had the motor scooter you didn’t. 

Hate for what you could never become.  Hate for the ugliness of the southern plains. 

Hate for everything that moved, talked and walked. 

Consuming, fiery hate that showed up in your own wantonness. 

Hate that woke you up with nightmares. 

Spiritual hate that killed God.  Physical hate that left you impotent. 

Hate that disguised itself as cruel wit and bad grades. 

Hate that defined you, shaped you.  Crawled up your spine and blackened your heart.

Hate that started to live in your soul lurking like a mad dog.

Hate that would surface later at girls you loved who might have been your wife.

Hate you learned to live with, use and celebrate. 

Hate you started to realize may have been there for longer than you could remember

Hate that was part of your seed.  Hate that was part of who you were and always would be.

Hate you knew and saw in others they would never admit to.

Hate that is part of innocence and purity and affection and failure and success. 

Hate that is part of every breath and every feeling. 

Hate that comes with humanity, inhumanity, and everything in between. 

Hate you’d never admit to but could take you over. 

Hate that could make you a Nazi guard.  A beheading Taliban.  A child-killing Hun. 

A drunken murderer.  A Jew hater.  A nigger hater.  A boss hater.  A woman hater. 

Hate that curls the corners of your mouth into a smile. 

Hate for admitting it’s in you. 

Hate for God not saving you. 

Hate for life playing the big trick on you. 

Hate for not being as handsome or free or happy as those people in those commercials are. 

Hate, Texas style.  In those ranch style homes.  Row after row of them.  Like the one you moved into.  And slept in.  And cried in.  And made model cars in.  And had friends in.  And got drunk in.  And gave up in.  And that you drove away from, to deal with all the hate you found and that found you in that rectangle of emptiness. 

Those Texas ranch style homes. 

I was OK until we moved into one.

One day in Nacogdoches in college I took my brother’s pellet gun and shot a bird clean through the head from my bedroom window, so accurate the bird froze to the branch.  It’s mate went as crazy as a bird could get, squawking and jumping from twig to twig in a frenzy. 

I remember it like it was yesterday. 

I love friends, people and life as much now as I ever have.  I’m considered a good man. 

But that bird is still frozen on that branch and always will be.

The Dog’s Ear Has Killed Me

Love has killed me

As sure as its purity and sincerity manipulated the situation

As sure as our lips met

And I thought our hearts touched. 

But you can’t think your hearts touch, 

They do or they don’t.  The judge is time

And whether she’s still with you. 

In my case, she’s gone.  All the shes are gone.  All my girl loves are gone. 

Leaving their faces and bodies behind, and icy wind 

Something no man can stand. 

So they cut off the clitorises of young girls in the Middle East

So they can’t have sexual pleasure. 

And they hate Americans because they hate themselves

And their own cultural impotence.

That’s what it is to be a man. 

No wonder women hate us.

Have you seen what we’ve done in Auschwitz, 

And Russia, and Japan, and the American South?

No wonder women want to cook for us and settle us down. 

What’s wrong with us?

Everything. 

We ignore the sweetness and magic of life for blood and revenge. 

We ignore the magic and mystery of women and rape them daily. 

We ignore their real message.  To blend and bond.  To swirl close to heaven.

To swim in earthly pleasure and lose ourselves in each other.  

As we cry the cry of beasts of atrocity 

And swell with delusions of kings, czars and dictators.

Untouched by the softness of a touch on our arm

Women don’t grieve that they can’t be with us

They grieve because we can’t be with them. 

So it’s a summer day. 

A beautiful warm summer day with green leaves and swaying trees

and there’s every reason to be alive. 

And I bend down to touch the ear of a dog offering its pure love to me

It’s very nature.  Its soul.  It’s being. 

And I touch the dog back and feel its soft ear

And look into its eyes. 

And I wish I could be more of a man.

Goodbye Mickey Mantle

You were on my black and white TV

A pure athlete gliding to make the catch in center field with every stride and muscle in perfect synch

Unleashing that explosive home run swing with everything in you, twisted like a cobra, your spikes flinging up dirt.

A lightning bolt to first.  Uncoiling a throw to second.  Sliding like an ice skater into third. 

Slapping a coach’s hand as you rounded the bases on your way home. 

The complete ballplayer, with the name only a complete ballplayer could have. 

Mickey Mantle.  Born to be a ballplayer. 

Destined for a Yankee Stadium bronze plaque. 

Your name was on my bat.  To watch you play was like seeing what God meant an athlete to be.  The ultimate natural in a game that was always more than a game. 

And an alcoholic at 26.  Already hiding secrets.  Before you died, I heard you say, in great humility, “Don’t be like me.  I threw it all away.”

No, you didn’t. 

The summer wind blows across a field in Oklahoma, and a kid who wants to play baseball more than anything else plays catch with his dad.

The family is not exceptional, but Mickey is.  If you hear the stories behind the stories, you learn about his dedication and drive and desire and perfectionism and pride. 

Athletic prowess that comes along as often as a George Herman Ruth, a Gehrig, a DiMaggio.  What name belongs with that list of Yamkees?  Only one.  Mantle. 

He didn’t throw it all away.  His name was on my bat, and that made it magic. 

That made what he did what I aspired to be, and admired, and love the game, and the men who played it, and what it meant to America. 

Dads who held their kids up to watch you round the bases like a half-animal, half human.  Kids and dads who watched ball games on TV just so they could see you come to bat or run like a lion in center field, fierce and sure. 

That’s Mickey Mantle.  We get to see Mickey Mantle.  Both of us.  Right now.  That’s what a ballplayer can be.  That’s why we can’t give up.  That’s something we can share.  That’s something to celebrate after the game is over.  Swinging a bat, knocking those balls out of the park in front of the mirror. 

And here he is dying and emaciated with disappointment and grief.  And admitting his life-shortening faults. 

His sons didn’t inherit his talent and are alcoholics, too.  I think two have already died. 

His wife has borne the pain with grace. 

Like all recovering alcoholics, he thought that was his legacy, because it was his downfall.  That alcoholism ultimately defined him.  But it didn’t.  And the record needs to be set straight. 

Because the wind still blows in that field in Oklahoma.  And the place is still sacred ground and carries the yells and whoops of his joy, the crack of his bat, the whistling speed of his throws, and the sheer speed of his legs running to immortality.  

No one else will ever come from there like him.  No one else will throw or run or catch or hit like him.  Or be one of the greatest of all time.  And a Yankee to boot. 

He didn’t throw it all away. 

I saw Mickey Mantle play baseball.

Milk Punch

You’re drunk in a bar

Making a million-dollar deal

Barbecuing for your family

Walking the dog

Doing the dishes

Selling a car, an idea, technology. 

But you’re a failure. 

In that private corner of your mind and heart. 

Like a virus that can’t be killed.  A death sentence from a doctor. 

A corporate decision you can’t rescind.

You look in the mirror and the evidence is there.  Because the mirror is looking back at you looking into your soul with your own eyes.

You have a family or you don’t. 

You’re rich or you’re not.  It doesn’t matter. 

Whether we meet in a jail cell or a boardroom, we carry the same secret. 

Failure is our commodity, our brotherhood.

It’s why it’s OK that the homeless guy who shits in his pants sits on the corner of 7-11. 

It’s OK that middle managers take the guns meant to protect their families and blow their brains out. 

It’s OK that you pretend to believe in God but that you almost believe in nothing. 

We don’t believe.  We don’t have faith.  We provide and we persevere. 

And through all of it, we fail.  Because our dreams can’t come true. 

Our dreams crashing like waves on the rocks of the lives we follow instead of lead. 

Cascading into the oblivion of larger forces then disappearing without a trace. 

As the ocean of life carries us out to sea. 

We’re men.  We’ve been this way forever. 

We fight wars for righteousness.  Become fathers for humanity.Become husbands for purpose.  Become social workers for love. Become teachers for contribution. 

We fuck up everything we create, negating the true mystery and purpose of our lives.

We spit in God’s face every day. 

I was having a milk punch in a bar on Cedar Springs Avenue in Dallas and got into a conversation with a guy.  We talked for a long time.  The alcohol made us friendlier and more caring.  We liked each other.  He told me he was at the end of his rope.  An alcoholic who was ruining everything in his life.  I told him I would drive him to the state mental hospital in Terrell, 30 miles away if he wanted me to.  He was ready.  I shook his hand and waved to him as he went in. 

It’s the only act of kindness I can remember.  I loved him as much as I’ve loved any woman, but in a different way of course.  Or maybe it was the milk punch.  

One act.  So many failures.  It wears on you. 

Makes you want to be better.  Makes you want to embrace men you can’t, comfort them, love them, reassure them, be there for them.  Because we need each other as much as we need our better 

halves, because women don’t know how much we miss what we don’t have.  How our hearts have hardened. 

Only another man can understand it.  And be with you as you joke and smile and enjoy the camaraderie in your suffering and despair.

There is no answer.  Alcoholism and spousal abuse and making women pregnant and betraying them are symptoms, not solutions.  We cry privately or silently.  We cling to a woman with a grip we think will save us because of their power and strength.  But they are solace, not solutions. 

So far, we are men without solutions for our own happiness.  With a few exceptions. 

Before she died, my mother received a phone call, years later, from the young man I had driven to Terrell.  He remembered my name.  On a visit back to Texas from California, she told me about it.  And it reinforced her perception that I was the good caring man she imagined me to me instead of what I really was. 

That’s my only good mark.  My only act of brotherly love without expecting something in return. 

So when I’m washed out to sea, I’ll remember that and welcome the crash of the waves

And cascade into the ocean with something in my heart other than emptiness. 

And maybe it will save me.

Pennies in a Glass

I’ve been looking for God and truth my whole life

To no avail. 

God obscured by doctrine and edifice – by intellect and cathedrals. 

Truth by own self-delusions.

So I was thinking about pennies in a glass as a physics problem. 

Where do the pennies end and the glass begin? 

Where do the pennies end and the air begin?

What’s between the pennies and the glass or the pennies and the air? 

If it’s nothing, maybe we should call pennies in a glass something else. 

We don’t call our bodies organs in a flesh-sack. 

We don’t call flowers membranes of color on a stem. 

We don’t call a desk pieces of sawed wood attached by glue and nails.

We have names for things we see as complete, not just the components of what makes them up. 

So maybe there is something between the pennies and the glass, and the pennies and the air that makes them distinctive and not blended together into a lump with another name. 

Maybe there’s a mystery at work here.  Maybe there are parts of things that are supposed to remain separate from other things, and continue to exist as they are without being absorbed and re-named. 

Maybe in that separateness between the pennies and the glass and the air is a universal truth, and a place where God lives.  A very small but very real space.  Truth and God could pull that off. 

I sat down in the emergency room of the hospital two days ago waiting for my film crew to arrive.  It was early.  To my right sat a man in what looked like hospital scrubs.  He looked like an ex Hell’s Angel in his early 60s.  Big, overweight, with long hair and a weather-beaten face.  We were the only two there so we struck up a conversation. 

He said he wasn’t waiting for someone.  He said he had died last night in our ER and that the hospital revived him.  He said it was the fourth time he’d “coded.”  Hospital talk for having your heart stop and dying.  He said he’d had a stroke a few years before and this latest heart attack may have been related to it.  He had a gentle, kindly manner in his speech, a kindliness that had seen death and knew the value of life. 

He told me he had a son in West Virginia with three grandkids he’d never seen.  He said his other son was in the penitentiary.  The one that told him he was just following in his dad’s footsteps.  He had been in the penitentiary three times himself.  There was an underlying sadness to this admission, a kind of resignation of something that was unwanted yet inevitable. 

He said that one of the times he’d died, he’d gone into the light, where he saw a man in a long white beard and his dead twin brother.  The man in the white beard said that his time wasn’t up, that he had more to do and needed to go back. 

He said this not as a crazy guy or alcoholic or drug user, but as a guy who’d had a fourth heart attack and was glad to be alive.  His gaze was steady.  His demeanor was calm, almost angelic.  I told him he sounded like a man who’d gone through not the best of times and that I was sorry he’d lost a son to the forces that put him behind bars. 

It was an early summer morning in a non-descriptive ER in a hospital waiting room that was empty except for us.  But somehow he had managed to fill up my heart for him and his frighteningly awful past and his uncertain future.  But he also had a peacefulness about him that made him iridescent in the morning light. 

My crew arrived and we went to work shooting a scene with a doctor.  It took about an hour.  We walked past him on our way out and he was still there, so I waved and smiled.  He waved back. 

We were pennies in a glass.  Two men sharing the same space but with different stories, the spaces between our lives as far away as they could get, but as close as they could be in those few minutes in that waiting room.  Both of us protected by a spiritual blanket that kept us from blending into something else, the one that kept him from dying and the one that kept me from losing my mind.

I think he did see the man in the white beard and his brother.  And I think his shattered past and roughshod history opened up one of the mysteries of life to me and showed me where truth might be hiding, and where God might be if I could ever find him. 

Or at least where to look:

Pennies in a glass.

Litany
Mothers of babies who were never born
We share your burden
Men in jail cells waiting to die or to murder
We share your burden
Men of good faith who have lost your souls to pornography, 
We share your burden
Drunk teenagers who have killed your friends in car accidents
We share your burden
Those who have taken your own lives, 
We share your burden
Homeless whose suffering and shame is public every day
We share your burden
Prostitutes and Pimps and their secret customers and shamed families
We share your burden
Hit men and psychopaths, Suicide bombers
We share your burden
Young children who have no parents, old women whose minds have disintegrated
We share your burden
Children swollen with malnutrition, the obese who have lost themselves, 
We share your burden
Alcoholics who attend meetings but can’t undo irrecoverable lives,
We share your burden
Teenage mothers who give your children to strangers, 
We share your burden
The things that break your hearts, your spirits, your backs,
That you can’t bear, we can.  Because we are many and you are one. 
And as many, we can find the forgiveness you can’t, stand up where you fall.
Join the sinew of our souls and gather the strength you don’t have, and lift you up. 
Our minds and bodies will lift you up.  Our forgiveness will cleanse your soul. 
We are too powerful to be overcome by anything, anyone or any evil. 
Those who have secretly killed. 
We share your burden.
Adulterers who have betrayed their spouses and children,
We share your burden. 
Homosexuals who have died of Aids in each other’s arms, 
We share your burden. 
Mothers and fathers who were wordless at their funerals, 
We share your burden.
Children for whom cancer took their lives, 
We share your burden.
Families who can never be whole again, 
We share your burden. 
Soldiers in graves as far as the eye can see, 
We share your burden
Men who remember the faces of lost comrades, 
We share your burden
Young mothers whose husbands will never come home,
We share your burden
Fathers who will never see their wives except in their childrens’ eyes, 
We share your burden
Families ruined by corporate greed,
We share your burden.
We are larger than your sorrow, greater than your despair, stronger than your weakness. 
We may or may not be the collective love of God.  But without a garment to touch. 
Schizophrenics and disabled people, 
We share your burden
Carnival freak show acts. 
We share your burden
Suburban wives who have stopped loving husbands,
We share your burden. 
Men who don’t know your hearts, 
We share your burden
Athletes for whom glory is over at 26, 
We share your burden
11-year-old prostitutes, 
We share your burden
Children who will never know your fathers, 
We share your burden
Midwest farmers whose crops and families wither,
We share your burden
Young girls for whom waitressing is your destiny,
We share your burden
The illiterate man whose hands are coarse and pockets empty, 
We share your burden
The old who slump in chairs hoping death will take them,
We share your burden. 
The lonely who cry from the hurt, 
We share your burden. 
The person with months to live, 
We share your burden
The condemned man walking past cells on death row, 
We share your burden.
The little girl who lost her only doll,
We share your burden
The mother who rocks a dying child to sleep, 
We share your burden.
The man turned down for odd jobs,
We share your burden. 
None of us are unalike.  We are one and the same. 
We move and laugh and cry and die together. 
We go our own way.  Take different paths.  Think different thoughts. 
Believe different things.  But no matter what happens, it happens to all of us. 
You’re only different for a few seconds in your life. 
For all the other times, we share each other’s burden.

Divinity

God does not deal with divinity

We invented it to give him a place to live

And imbue him with powers we don’t accept as our own

We have no idea what he is or whether he exists

We do, however, know that we exist. 

We exist in mystery and misery, perhaps even majesty

We exist in time and space, whatever those things are

We may well exist as the exactitude of God

Having given up our powers and his intention to “the human condition,”

Whatever that is. 

Is it a millionaire movie mogul, sipping a martini at the pool with L.A.

as the perfect backdrop?

Is it the last whimper of a child in Biafra so swollen with malnutrition she has moments to live?

Is it your honeymoon night where love and intimacy seem heavenly?

My guess is that divinity is where it’s always been.  Diguised in the piecemeal

existence of our life scattered across our human landscape.

Some sort of consciousness that pushes us to understand what we can’t.

Something divine born with every child that gets ignored instantaneously by cooing and praise. 

We always seem to look for answers outside of life instead of within it.

Its fabric, its science, its surprise, its shock, its renewal, its volcanoes, its clouds.  The stuff we eat from it, the sounds it makes, the thunder that rocks us, the ocean that humbles us, the breeze that moves past us, the colors that ignite our eyes, the hope that for no reason fills up our souls. 

Is God respomsible?

If he’s given us life, it’s up to us to figure it out.

Would he abandon us without hope? Yet create us to do just that?

3 fingers.  The guy in the ER at my hospital held up 3 fingers.

They were the 3 kids in West Virginia he’d never seen.  I could tell he needed them.

The same guy who’d died of a heart attack just last night at that very place and was brought barely back to life.

But there he was. 

Scruffy and scary and big and endearing and wearing his failure and rebellion like a Hell’s Angels jacket. 

Holding up 3 fingers once to tell me he had 3 grandkids he wanted to see.

Holding up 3 fingers to show me the 3 stretches he’d done in the penitentiary.

There couldn’t be anything more different or ordinary about those 3 fingers and my thoughts about the Father, Son and Holy Ghost. 

But his 3 fingers were right there.  So maybe they were, too.

Pictures

A friend once told me he hated photographs

Because they were lies

Freezing time in an untrue way

And he was right. 

But pictures in my mind are different

They are alive and present as if they are still happening

At this very minute

Although they may have happened years ago.

They may be pictures of swinging on a swing where you see your feet in the air

Or riding a bike up a steep street and then having to walk it up the rest of the way

They may be saying grace before eating macaroni and cheese

Or the smell and feel of a new 3rd Grade Reader and the stories you hadn’t read before

They may be lying on the ground for a long time just because you want to

They may be having a puppy bite you over and over and over and smiling about it

They may be pictures of yourself in the mirror that shocked you with your averageness

They may be your kid’s-eye-view of the big rosaries the nuns wore

Like they were medieval weapons they could wield if they had to. 

Those are the kinds of pictures that are true, not lies

They’re different.  They weren’t taken with a camera

They’re imprinted on your soul and memory.  Thet are part of you.

And while they may mean nothing one at a time,

They mean a great deal all together.  They may make up almost all of you

That you can understand.

Some of us are visual.

Some of us are verbal. 

But all of us carry the pictures of our lives around

In the huge fat wallet of our brain. 

Or maybe now in Zip files so they don’t take up as much space. 

We think our life is in decisions

In jobs, and errands, and vacations, and trips, and in the momentously terrible

Or wonderful things that have happened to us. 

But those are choices, options, paths.

Our real life life is in those pictures. 

The ones we carry in our hearts and minds and look at every now and then

To remind ourselves what we really mean.

The Two-Year Old Who Stood up by Herself

It must have taken every little muscle in her untrained body

And a will that was already like iron

If I had been watching, I would have said ‘good for you’

She would have disagreed with most of what I said

If we had held hands when we took a walk

And I would have smiled even if I was right.

Because I knew she had already chosen her path

Even at two

Even when she fell down trying to walk. 

Just because she got up by herself. 

My heart would have overflowed with love that she did that. 

I would have been amazed

I would have attributed it to God and not my own DNA.

I would know that she would be OK

That she would need very little from me.

That I would always need her more

I think I would have started watching from the sidelines

Right then and there

And the wonder of her and her childhood would have been a great gift. 

And watching her grow up a great joy.

I don’t know. 

I’ve never been a father. 

But life can be rearranged in theory. 

If I had been her father

That would have made my life worthwhile. 

And I think I would always let her stand up by herself

Even when I didn’t want to.

The Most Beautiful Girl in the 6th Grade

I just talked to the most beautiful girl in the 6th grade

Finally got up the nerve 

After 50 years

Her voice has changed

It has tremor born of caring too much

And putting herself second too often

Although I loved every second of hearing her

You should have seen her

Straight as an arrow answering a question at her desk

Beautiful beyond words and hope

The slackjawed boys just staring

We never knew what she did after class

Probably ascended into heaven to talk with angels

Turned out she was as smart as we thought she was

Incredibly unfair to the rest of us. 

There were the other girls we talked about.

And then there was the most beautiful girl in the 6th Grade

The one we never talked about.

We thought she’d be a ballerina physicist

Or a snooty movie star

Or a queen crowned in some Prussian realm, married to a prince. 

Turns out her life has been relatively ordinary

Even close enough to touch

The way most lives turn out

Funny thing, though

To find her the way she really is

Trying to do the extraordinary her whole life

And not realizing she’s done it. 

I knew she could

That perfect posture

The perfect beauty

The ideal of 6th graders. 

The destiny that comes with ignoring expectations

And living life for real. 

I know.

We’ve talked. 

She hasn’t bent a centimeter. 

She stands straight and true.

She’s faced life with all she has. 

And will never falter. 

Because that’s what happens 

When you’re the most beautiful girl in the 6th grade.

Because you’re never not the most beautiful girl in the 6th grade.

Stumbling and Falling

Stumbling and falling isn’t that bad

Except for the pain and embarrassment

And long-lasting injury

Jesus stumbled and fell

And wasn’t the first Jew to do so

On his way to death

He might have been in touch with God

He may not have not been divine I’m sorry to say

Except that I’m not very sorry,

Because if he wasn’t divine and got to God anyway

Maybe I can.

Do you think he wanted us to believe in the same idea of God?

Or do you think he just wanted us to treat each other with love and respect?

Do you think he really gave a shit about which God you believed in so you could wage Jihad? 

Jesus doesn’t have to be divine for me

He didn’t have to roll back the rock

Ascend into heaven

Result from a virgin birth

He just was what he was

And couldn’t tolerate indecency or lack of love for your fellow man

Including women. 

And his words and ideas have lasted a long, long time

For someone who died at 33.

I have no idea who Jesus was.

But I’ve stumbled and fallen many times. 

And I’m not totally convinced that I got up by myself. 

Was that Jesus or what he believed in?

Who knows? 

I got up, didn’t I?  Didn’t you?

White Pages

I was leaving Spokane, Washington

On a frigid 10-degree New Year’s Eve by Greyhound bus 

To catch a train in another town that went to Omaha

My next job. 

Greyhound had been bought out 

And the employees were bitter and surly. 

It had been a great job but I had been hired away 

Because I won a national award and was on a roll. 

People who could only afford to travel by bus were there and it was packed. 

Most were blue collar, some resigned, some handsome in their simplicity, 

Some just there because their lives had put them there.

I was there on a start of another great adventure. 

But all the while in Spokane, I felt the pull of Indians

Native Americans whose souls still roamed the land 

The white man had stolen from them and from nature, and changed. 

I even bought an Indian blanket that hung on my wall.

I didn’t know why it meant so much to me. 

I didn’t understand that Indian pull,

A white boy, half-German, half Scotch-Irish. 

I didn’t know then that my grandfather had been half Osage, 

And his blood and soul still occupied my body

As only an Indian’s could. 

I was killing time as the busses stank up the air

Next to a crowded ugly station, when I looked out into the big empty

Parking lot next to us and saw a pile of rags in the near-midnight darkness. 

So I walked over to the heap 

And saw a drunk Indian asleep who would surely freeze to death

By morning if he hadn’t already, although he seemed to be breathing,

So I went back and called the police to come get him

And watched as they came 20 minutes later

And lifted his limp body into a squad car. 

He was a heap of rags in the darkness

But he may have been something else he had forgotten.

He may have descended from Pacific tribes of the Cayuse, Chilluckittequaw, Chimakum, Chinook, Klickitat, or Yakima. 

His family may have part of the Cathlamet, and hunted deer, rabbit and beaver.  He may have been related to the Cathlapotleotle, Cayuse or Chilluckittequaw, whom history books often refer to as ‘Significance unknown.’  He might have been a Chimakum, Chinook, Clackamas, Clalskanie, or Columbia, who tracked game and lived off the land.

He may have been related to the Salishan, the Okanagon, Sanpoil, and Senijextee, all Pacific Northwest tribes of great pride and renown.

He could have been Duwamish Hoh, or Klickitat, or Chilluckquittequaw or Kwaiailk or Cowlitz.  Who had all been there before the white man.

He might have been Lummi, Makah, or Methow who caught salmon with a spear.

His ancestors may have been farmers and hunters of the Mical, a branch of the Shahaptian tribe called Pshwanwapam.  He might have been Muckleshoot, who never dreamed their land would parceled into a reservation

He may have descended from the Neketemeuk, Nespelem, or Nez Perce, who occupied southeastern Washington.

He may have stood tall and looked out over the hills and forests as a Nisqually, Quallyamish, or Skwalliahmish.  Or a member of tribes called Askwalli, Calapooya, Ltsχe'al or Nestucca. 

His mother or father may have been Suketī'kenuk, Sukotī'kenuk - Columbia Indians along with other coastal tribes such as the Tsĕ Skua'lli ami'm, Luckamiut or Kalapooian.  All before their land, their homes were hemmed in, before there were railway tracks and bus stations.

He may have forgotten or not even known that he was Nooksack or Ntlakyapamuk, Okanagon or Ozette.   

His ancestors may have farmed fields as Palouse.  (Significance unknown).  Or he may have had cousins who were Pallotepellows, belonging to the Shahaptian division of the Shapwailutan, and closely connected with the Nez Perce.

His tribe could have been Pshwanwapam.  Meaning "the stony ground.”  Also called Upper Yakima.  Or he may have related to the Puyallup.  From Pwiya'lap, the native name of Puyallup River.   

Someone could have identified him as Queets or Quaitso.  Or Quileute.  Meaning unknown.  Or Quinault.

He may learned how to make moccasins and blankets as a Sahehwamish.  Or Sanpoil.  Or part of the Satsop tribe.  (Significance unknown.) 

He may have hunted quail and game as a young Semiahmoo.  Also called the Birch Bay Indians.  He may have stepped through the clear streams of the Northwest as a Senijextee.

His wife may have been a Sinkaietk.  Also called Sinkakaius, meaning "between people."

His grandfather may have been a shaman who was Skagit.  Also called Hum-a-luh, meaning "the people."  He might have been Skilloot or Skin, belonging to the Shahaptian division of the Shapwailutan linguistic stock.  Who lived on the Columbia River from The Dalles to about 75 miles above.  He might have been a young warrior with Snohomish or Snoqualmie.  From the native word sdo'kwalbiuqu.

He may have been Spokan, said by some to signify "Sun people," also called LêcLê'cuks, a Wasco name for this tribe.  Other tribes, other traditions, other homes could have been as a Squaxon or Squakson.  Suquamish.  From a native place name.  or as a Swallah or Swinomish.  They numbered 268 in 1909.  In 1937 about 285. 

His Indian name might have been remembered by the Taidnapam.  Also called Upper Cowlit.  Or Twana.  Said to signify "a portage," between the upper end of Hoods Canal and the headwaters of Puget Sound.  They were also called Tu-a'd-hu, as he may have remembered.  His tribe may have been Skokomish, Wi'lfa Ampa'fa ami'm, or Luckiamute-Kalapuya.  Even Wallawalla.  Meaning "little river.”    

He may have descended form Wanapam, Watlala, or Wauyukma.  (Significance unknown.)  Maybe he knew what the tribal name of Wynoochee meant, as our meaning of the word is unreported.

He could have been Yakima.  Meaning "runaway.”  Shanwappoms, a Lewis and Clark name.  Or Stobshaddat, of the Puget Sound tribes, meaning "robbers."  Or Waptai'lmln, "people of the narrow river,“ referring to the narrows in Yakima River at Union Gap where their chief village sat.

This land had been his long before it was mine. 

He was as much a part of it as the sun and trees and wild salmon and bears and deer and rabbits and beaver.  His ancestors’ footprints may still have been seen where no white man had ever been.  He may have had a history that went back farther than the Mayflower, or the Renaissance, or iron tools. 

I had no way of saving what he had lost, but maybe I could save him from freezing to death that night.  So I did. 

And my privileged life went on to become eventful and purposeful and creative ever since.  I went on to Omaha, and New York, and Portland and L.A.  And everywhere I went I wrote for money and approval and pride and ego and advancement.  Every white page I filled with what was expected from my talent.  The pages of my career.  The scripts of my life.  The story of my success.

Unlike that half-frozen Indian whose pride and place in the world and way of life had been taken from him.  A people whose history had been reduced to a list of tribes and whose lands had been restricted to a few acres for house trailers and huts, out of sight. 

That was where I found him.  On a dark parking lot on a frigid new year’s eve.  A pile of rags, significance unknown, who was going to leave no discernible mark on the empty pages of his life,

Or his time.

Just a footnote on mine.  

And a wounded place in my own heart, whose Indian blood still pumped through both of us.

Holy Beings in Dreams
There is a movement underway
In response to human suffering
And our failure to help the families
Of the world share equally in what is spiritual
And what is of the earth.
The only realm most of us play out our lives in. 
And mistake as of our own making.
Divorced from God.
Disconnected. 
Secular and singular.  Separate and alone.
The way most of us feel.
Hopeless and lost.
Our goodness negated by the prevalence of evil
The strongman’s power to kill, 
The sick man’s power to murder
The lost man’s power to choose terror,
Leaving the rest of us fighting a losing battle. 
One night watching the evening news 

Will confirm all of that. 
There is no way to counteract all of that hopelessness
Except with hope. 
Not heavenly, holy card hope,
But step into the fray and have your head swim hope. 
Mother Theresa hope. 
Jesus who kicked the moneymongers out of the temple hope
Gandhi starve your enemy into submission hope. 
Give the greedmongers the finger hope. 
Tie the murderers’ hands hope.
Insist on listening instead of firing guns hope.
Hope that has a result, not just a continuation. 
Disempowering your enemy
With the knowledge that their cause is empty hope
Embracing them when their cause is hopeless hope
Knowing you will win hope 
Because their price of victory is the loss of the human soul 
To desolation hope. 
A raised rifle over nothingness, 
Victory stripped of fertility, 
People mad with violence and vengeance
Where nothing but hate survives
That is their hope. 
But we know that hate cannot live upon itself. 
Thank you, Adolph. 
That it is doomed to rubble.
And if we know anything from history it is that something akin to love is immortal and immutable in the human soul, and even with its gentleness and soft eyes and quiet voice it survives intact and more life-charged than ever.
Where are the Jews that Hitler annihilated?  Still alive.
Where are the Greeks the Huns wiped out?  Still alive.
Where are the Russians shot at point blank by the SS?  Still alive. 
Where are the Native Americans decimated by the white man?  Still alive. 
Where are the Indians colonized by the British?  Still alive. 
Where are the Chinese wiped out by the Japanese?  Still alive. 
Where are Japanese incinerated by the Americans?  Still alive.
So when my own small, sick soul, 
Heavy from heartache, intimate with evil
With no will to beat any more
Longs for stillness….
A friend reminds me of holy beings in dreams
Who came to me once
And whose stories have been told to others like me
To go on for the simple sake of love.
And what is love but hope?
And what has hope ever done but prevail?

Hobos and Angels
I drew a picture in grade school

About what we wanted to be when we grew up

Mine was a bum, a hobo, 

Sitting on a bench happy to be alive.

I didn’t know what an angel looked like back then. 

Hobos were just looking for their next meals

Not the meaning of life. 

I grew up to be a pretty successful hobo

I had plenty of good meals

And could wear sloppy clothes to work

No one had unrealistic expectations of my executive ability

A hobo’s dream come true. 

There was this girl though

That I didn’t know that I wouldn’t forget

After all, how much kid stuff do you remember?

Even as a professional hobo, though, I kept having non-hobo-like thoughts

Like if God is everywhere, where is he?

Why are we so comfortable in nature and not as comfortable inside plastered walls?

Why do the well-to-do not give a rat’s ass about the poverty-stricken?  

(After all, that’s how they got that way)

Why did I feel privileged to be alive?

To see the devastating beauty of a creek and hear the musical sound of its water

Yet feel the blackness of a human heart that could have champagne after genocide?

These are puzzling to a hobo in his new car, having drinks with friends at a friendly bar. 

So I started to try to figure out life itself.

I mean, how hard could it be?

You eat, you sleep, you orgasm, you drive, you laugh, you watch sports. 

That was pretty good, but it left a feeling that some things were…

Left unanswered. 

I knew there was shit going on that was beyond me.  Politics.  Harvard grads. 

Managers who could really manage.  People who had a peacefulness and wisdom about them, the bastards. 

Stupidly, I started reading books by “consciousness” guys like F. Scott Peck and Frederick Perls and the Thomas Harrises and Jane Roberts and Carlos Castaneda, just to be cool, and checked out some books on Quantum Physics, just to be cool, to see what all this spiritual shit had to do with all this physical shit. 

Meanwhile I had a series of lovely girlfriends who loved me and I ignored, just using their bodies for my own hobo purposes, but who cared.  I had plenty of time. 

I actually understood some of the Quantum Physics books, probably some engineer DNA from dad, and started comparing it to the outrageously opposite spiritual stuff I was reading and made a startling hobo discovery: They fit together perfectly.  Hand in glove. 

Sunset, sunrise.  Friendly puppies.  Warm apple pie.  

A sports car you couldn’t afford and the way it made you feel when you took it for a test drive and the salesman knew you were a shmuck who couldn’t afford it.  But it still felt right, if everything else in your life was wrong.  So you knew something in the world made sense, even if you didn’t know what it was. 

So maybe you made sense.  And that really fucked everything up. 

Ever since then, I’ve tried to make sense of the world and the non-world and all I’ve figured out is that they mesh without gears in some way.

I’ve started to notice the stunning beauty of the world even if I weren’t here.  I’ve felt the indelible love parents have for their children that overwhelmed both of them and never disappears.  I’ve been on farms that seemed like heaven.  I’ve had coincidences occur that saved my life.  I’ve hated my parents and then loved them, without them changing one iota.  I’ve been lifted close to heaven by insight, and been plunged into hell by sharing suffering.  I’ve written meaningless poems by accident, and said meaningful things automatically.  I’ve loved more powerfully than I thought was humanly possible.  And hated with every molecule of my hobo being.  I’ve patted a dog and felt heaven.  I’ve eaten a three-hundred dollar meal and felt close to hell.  I’ve lost friends who have left a hole in my heart that can never be repaired.  And revered and loved friends whose friendship alone has made my whole life worth living. 

That has been the meaning of my life and will continue to be.  Just to participate in the mystery and fortitude of it.  To know that I’ve known an angel.  To know that being a hobo hasn’t closed the gates of heaven to me, or the wonder of being on earth.

The Bliss of Nothingness

I’ve come to realize that I am nothing
That the few thoughts that have come from me
The best thoughts and words according to my friends
Haven’t come from me at all.
They come from a voice I didn’t even know I had. 
The real me eats in the cafeteria
Broods about my wounded shoulder
Has feeble words to tell my friends how much I love them
Writes ads that do the job…but they’re ads. 
And my 40 year career has been writing ads
That people take as opportunities to go to the refrigerator. 
While this would dis-inspire some people
It makes me relatively happy
Because emptiness of soul, of spirit, of humanity, of understanding
Makes a wonderful canvas. 
And I always thought I was an artist anyway. 
The damned Jesuits just made me write. 
What were they thinking?
When you have nothing, you can do anything.
I remember once in Cedar Rapids in the 4th or 5th grade
I rode my brother’s English Racer bicycle to school after lunch 
I wasn’t supposed to touch much less ride his bike but anything that was his
Attracted me because I just plain idolized him
And I probably thought some of him would become some of me
If I rode his bicycle.  That makes perfect sense when you’re a 4th grader. 
But what happened in hurrying back to school
Is that I slid on the big rock gravel of the parking lot 
And was catapulted into a telephone pole
Hitting my small stupid head flush and knocking me out cold and senseless. 
When I woke up I wandered into All Saints crying
And they found me wandering aimlessly in the halls
Long after school had resumed.  I had no idea who I was or what had happened.
I was completely empty-headed.
So they took me to the nurse’s station
And brought in someone who asked if I knew who I was and who she was
And I said no.  This upset a lot of people. 
15 minutes later they brought in someone else who asked if I knew her. 
She was a nice person, but completely foreign to me.
She cried a lot when she talked to the nurse.
But it didn’t really bother me. 
After all, when you’re in nothing, nothing bothers you. 
The first visitor was my older sister.  The second was my mother. 
By that time they had found my brother’s mangled bike 
And pieced together what had happened. 
My mom and a nurse friend and me walked the 4 blocks back to my house
With my brother’s English Wreck, and my memory slowly started to return. 
But frankly, until it did, I was the happiest person on earth. 
Even though my head and my face hurt, it didn’t matter.  I was still happy. 
If my memory hadn’t returned I could have spent the rest of my days
On a lawn chair waving to people in the Caribbean, or in Cedar Rapids,
What did it matter?  I was just as happy in that little nurse’s room at All Saints 
and could have stayed there forever, if they brought me meals. 
Blessed with a kind a peaceful, vacant stare. 
True nothingness is terribly underrated. 
There’s a serenity there that is deep and spiritual in a way. 
Like I didn’t belong to my family.  That I belonged to no one. 
Such freedom. 
I have to tell you that it wasn’t emptiness. 
It was brim-full with nothingness, glorious, worry-free, like a balloon set free
To float forever in the sky. 
Obviously my life has filled up with life
Or I wouldn’t be writing about this. 
I’m seriously thinking though
About buying an English Racer and heading for a sturdy telephone pole.
At breakneck speed.  One that would knock me silly.
And deposit me on a Caribbean beach in a lawn chair
Or a nice manicured lawn where they take care of people
Who can’t remember who they are. 
I wonder if the voice that speaks through me now lives in emptiness, too.

Baby Jesus
Of everything I’ve heard about baby Jesus
He was just baby Jesus
So I think I would have liked to have held him,
Before he was divine. 
Of course, every baby to every mother is divine. 
So maybe he was making a point even back then. 
We would have played baby stuff together
And I would have delighted him with stuff that he found entertaining
In his babiness.  Rattles and stuffed animals. 
I don’t think it would have occurred to him that he was divine until much later
If he was divine at all.
So we would have had plenty of time to play baby and young kids games together. 
And I would have watched him grow into a precocious 9 or 12 or 15 year old.
I think he would have liked baseball or dodgeball or ‘Red Rover, Red Rover, send Jesus right over and he would run like the wind to break though the small kid arms of the other side of the playground.  He could have been just an everyday Jesus kind of kid with a weird Jewish name.
He might have liked the cheese and rice in the cafeteria; I might have spent the night over at his house, which was a big treat, but we probably wouldn’t have popcorn balls.  They were a little after his time.  I could have told dirty jokes with his brother James, I’m ashamed to say.  But I still like dirty jokes, as long as they’re not crass.
But of course, baby Jesus couldn’t have stayed baby Jesus forever.  Who knows when the mission or realization or idea or spirit or burning intelligence or inspiration dawned on him to become big Jesus instead of regular or even the antiquated baby Jesus. 
Probably gradually.  He probably wouldn’t have thrown down his first baseman’s glove in the middle of the ball game and said, “OK, guys, I have to do something really big now, and some of you are coming with me.”  Somehow, I don’t think that was Jesus’ style. 
So he would have left and I would have gone on with my ordinary life.  Some stories could have filtered back.  A few e-mails.  Some word of miracles. 
And I would have thought this guy was really making a name for himself.  Not to mention re-defining our religious beliefs, defying the Roman order and headed for crucifixion, martyrdom, perhaps divinity itself, and might even know God in a way I never dreamed. 
Times were tough.  Roads were dirt.  You died about 40 or so.  There was no air conditioning.  But hey, I knew this Jesus guy from the time he was a little kid.  And guys in bars would ask me what he was like then.  And I’d say, “You know, he was just like you and me.” 
And I might be right even to this day.

An Unequivocal Scholarly Definition of Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism and Mohammedanism, otherwise Known as Islam

We’re here for each other, not against each other.

Star Treks

Line You’ll Hear on Star Trek, the Next Generation

Deanna Troi: “I feel a disturbance in the space-time continuum.”
Line You’ll Never Hear on Star Trek, Because the Director Yelled “Cut”
Mr. Spock: “Yes.  I farted.”

Which Will Win?
No matter where or when the battle is fought
The foes are the same.
In history,
Most times the most powerful have won
Because power was having God on your side
And that meant the vanquished at the end of your spear.
There is not one world today
There are several
Some fighting holy and unholy wars
Some fighting by the old rules
Some fighting with science
Some fighting with righteousness as their only tool
Some fighting just to stay alive
Some fighting to feed their children
Some fighting 2,000-year-old foes
Who have become indistinguishable from themselves.
It is a sad battle.  An endless battle.
The war to end all wars didn’t.
The weapons to end enmity began new tyranny.
Death is death.
Suffering is suffering.
Loss is loss, no matter what the cause.
The issue is not what you will die for
But what you will live for.
And let others live alongside you.
Praying that this is a dividing line in history.
Is different in insisting that it become one.
By acting that there is more to gain when we live than when we die.
The old tired phrase: We always must.  But we never do.
Christ didn’t change it.
Mohammad didn’t change it.
Martin Luther didn’t change it,
Freud didn’t change it.
Einstein didn’t change it.
New Age philosophers haven’t changed it.
Visitations from Mary didn’t change it.
So that only leaves the rest of us.

Our hearts.  Our minds.  Our leaders.
Our wives.  Our husbands.  Our children.
So if you ask yourself what are you fighting for.
And it is the same as what are you loving for,
You may come to believe that fighting is not an answer.
You may keep your weapon but not use it.
You may distrust your neighbor but change your mind
From hatred to tolerance or even kindness.
Did Gandhi waste his life?
Did Martin Luther King want murder?
The FDRs and Churchills, great warriors
As well as great peacemakers.
Can anyone take their place?
Did they feel the loss and death of their time?
Gravity was heaviest on them.
It is not so different now.
We could incinerate ourselves in a day
For political purposes.
But I don’t have that many political purposes.
How many do you have?
Do you have them at the grocery store?
Picking up your kids at the daycare center?
Visiting your parents in an old folks home?
Are politics the stuff of your life or the circumstances of it?
For many, we are still focused on power, not the movement of the world
toward embracing each other.
Life can only be about domination or reconciliation.
About love or power.  There are only two choices.
I have a friend in Spokane whom I love who has MS.  He accepts it graciously.
I have a friend in Atlanta who copes with unwanted drugs every day of his life.
I have a friend in Dallas who shot himself to death and stopped his pain but not ours.
I may have helped an alcoholic turn his life around.
I lost a father I never knew.
I lost a mother who cared about me in the wrong way.
I’ve lost many loves I shouldn’t have, a heavy regret.
I have been moments away from imprisonment, a life-changing place to be.
I have had a not-very-successful paper route.
I have had a childhood rich with friends and memories.
I’ve had good Christmases.
I’ve had a lot to be thankful for.
I don’t know if we are on the dividing line between hope and abyss.
Or which side will win.
But I think we are on the precipice.
Between old worlds and new.
Between barbarism and charity.
Between hate and love.
Between hope and insanity.
We’ve been given grace but not enough hearts to accept it.
So now, no one has the answers except us.
In an individual and collective way all at the same time.
And it looks to me that we are still a work in progress.
If you think prayer and love is an answer, who is to say you are wrong?
Not Jesus.  Not Gandhi.  Not Mohammad.  Not Roosevelt.
Not Churchill.  Not Mandela.  Not me.
And hopefully, not you.

The Power of All Saints

There is more going on than
The nostalgic loss of my grade school. 
The Saints are starting a slow spin
Into a black hole that is gaining momentum
Rumbling slightly on their plaster bases
So that some of us might hear them
Before it is too late. 
But it might already be too late.
The demons of power, crazy with ambition bent on acquisition
Are destroying what there is to be acquired. 
Not knowing that the gold they seek
Will never survive what they gain.
Because it is not gold that has value.
It is something in the human heart
And it has no price. 
I felt the vortex move under my feet and around my body
Today and sensed an almost imperceptible spin
As I lost my balance. 
I know the prevalence of evil. 
I just don’t know if it’s gaining power. 
It’s also right there where I can see it
In the headlines, on TV, on the web
Even in the corporate greed and killer stares of executives. 
But where are God’s eyes?  Where is his plan?
Is all this just the comfortable myth of religion?
A giant hoax that has played out its time?
And whose reckoning is spinning the Saints around
And with them, my fragile and unvisceral faith?
God answers some in dreams. 
He has thus far denied me that comfort. 
So my faith has eroded and come and goes with the seasons
The light, a mood, a flickering candle, a memory of childhood. 
It’s not that I don’t believe
I just don’t know if I believe. 
On the other hand, 
Sometimes the spinning stops in my head
And the expressionless saints regain their balance
At the chapel I first saw them in All Saints
And Cedar Rapids. 
And I wonder if St. Christopher will come to life
At some point and carry me over the river.
And I wonder if Saint Anthony will look over 
And smile at me with love and forgiveness.
And I wonder if the holy water I’ve dipped my fingers in
Will wash away my sins
So they will take me to their breasts and say,
“Here is the God you could not believe in, 
And here is Jesus who loves you more than you’ve ever felt.”
And maybe when the black hole starts spinning again
They tell me not to worry.  It happens all the time.

Nothing on My Mind

There is nothing on my mind
The camera rotates around me on a dolly and reveals nothing
A blank stare
A poker face
Not a twitch
Not acknowledging you are there
I walk alone in the street with thousands
I look at my feet or straight ahead
My beating heart 
Drowned out by street noise
I don’t pretend not to notice you
I don’t have to
My air is enough
Your closeness is only tolerable
Can you imagine the chaos if we fell apart?
If we started to sob
Leaning against lamp posts
No doubt one or two of us would stop to see if we could help
Then it would all be over
We might put our heads on each other’s shoulders
Offer an arm or touch
Some of us might cry and ask for help
Some of us might admit what was wrong
And we’d have to say.
I don’t know why but I’m feeling down
I’m feeling lost
I’m doing a job because I don’t know what else to do
They didn’t prepare me for this in the third grade
My husband doesn’t love me
I’m having an affair that’s empty and meaningless
I’m worried my children will be like me
I don’t know why I’m alive. 
I don’t know what to do now.
I don’t know how to change. 
Then, uncharacteristically
We might go off in 3’s or 4’s
Into bars or restaurants
Or under awnings
And we might tell each other what’s on our minds
And the world we count on to be the same each day
Might change
It might take some only a few minutes
Others a few hours
Many would convey sad stories
Some would share understanding
Others would share joy
Some would offer love.  Or heartfelt advice.
And there would be talking
And laughter
And jokes and smiles and twinkling eyes
And hands of friendship on shoulders
Some corny people would hug
Others would be touched and change inside
Some might sit alone and soak it all up
Some would somehow be reassured
And the cacophony would fill the sidewalks
And make some come to windows to see what the fuss was about
Kids might stop on bicycles
Shop owners wiping their hands walk out of their stores
As people walked away
And waved and smiled on their way home.
And there would be something on everyone’s mind
A face that listened to their story
A look of sympathy that was real
A touch that was the best they had all day, even though it lasted only a second
A barely noticed beautiful nose
Eyes that revealed a soul
Hands that were strong
Lips that were perfect
A look that had only been dreamt of. 
It might be a day that changed all the days after that
For everyone there.
And everyone not there. 
When I walk down a crowded street
Close to everyone and no one
Keeping on my invisible path
Sometimes I can’t help but think
That I’m not the only one
With nothing on my mind.

There in the Dark

In a chapel in a small Iowa town

You found Mary

And began a conversation 

That has never been discontinued

You say you felt your way down the stairs

In the dark as a young girl

And made an altar in your closet

And talked to Timothy, your angel

I was on the playground

Losing my 3rd or 4th lunchbox

As you knew the answers to questions

The nuns hadn’t even asked

Answers to my life without even knowing what they were. 

You may have assigned those moments to your childhood

To that young shy girl.

You may think she has disappeared, grown up 

You think those moments are past

But you are wrong.

Those moments don’t just occupy the past

They are here now

They carried you through the cruelty of your childhood

The fear and shyness and danger you felt

The loss of innocence, the abandonment of protection

On the verge of tears

When you turned to Mary and Timothy for comfort and safety. 

They have carried you through injury and disappointment

Change of place and time

They have been with you when the moon was full

The future ill-defined

Supported by friends or alone with your thoughts

Helping a life partner minimize the loss of his mind. 

And now that we are old

I want you to know something

There was a hand in that darkness

Inches from you that was reaching out

That you never saw or knew.

Whose small fingers were touching what was there

And what wasn’t

Whose hand was reaching for what our hearts needed

But what our minds couldn’t understand

I can feel your small fingers now

And with my large hands, I can lift you

Past your fears to your own safe place.

Without changing anything in your life. 

Even without being there

I can see your vistas

Breathe in the night air

Listen to the water lap on the posts of the docks. 

And I can remember, too

The childhood years when you talked to Mary

In the lightless space

And I know now that even then, when you were answered

And solaced and consoled, 

You were not by yourself or just with holiness.

There was another hand in the darkness

Reaching for something or someone 

Hoping for a saint to come alive

Small and true.  Childish.  Needing to be held. 

Another hand in the darkness reaching 

For something that would never leave it alone again.

One Foot in Heaven

Where do you go if you

Have one foot in heaven and the other

Here on earth?

Do you devote your life to others?

Or just have another gin and tonic?

Our minds are like personal puzzles

We have to figure out and solve.

The caring of our hearts just confuses matters
And makes things tougher.

We think our care changes life. 

Sometimes not. 

So why leave one foot in heaven and the other on earth?

What does it matter? 

What do you do?

Sell insurance.  

Coach a golf team 

Heal people. 

Sell motorcycles

Compose sermons. 

Questions without the question marks

Because they’re not questions, they’re answers.

That’s what we do without much questioning. 

And in the balmy wisp of being half drunk

Or half-confused

Or half aware of how we live our lives. 

We do the dishes.

Talk on the phone. 

Kiss our kids goodnight. 

Listen to the sound of our wife or husband already fallen asleep

And with one foot in heaven

And the other on earth

We hope for the best.

You are not all human.

You are not all divine.

Chances are you are trying your best. 

No, we don’t love and comfort each other

Near enough

But as long as you keep one foot in heaven

We are walking along the same path

To the same destination. 

And the very times when you think you are abandoned

You are surrounded by love from places hidden from your eyes.

From beings you don’t know.

From mystery no one can understand.

With quiet and patient power that that doesn’t have a military patent.

The Dark Chapel

What if somewhere there was a dark chapel
That doesn’t even exist anymore
Built not just by workmen
But by generations of people who thought people needed chapels
To get closer to where God lived.
And what if this chapel was where you lived
And visited and prayed, or didn’t pray
What if you didn’t even believe
But what if it didn’t even matter.
Because when you were in that dark chapel
You were given a gift
Not of insight but of purpose
Of psychology that ruined you for the real world
But made you play by heaven’s rules.
And for the rest of your life
You were half miserable and half filled with wonder.
And what if you were preoccupied but always.
In the back of your mind,
You wondered if your life had been changed
Because of the moments you spent in that dark chapel.
And what if the ordinariness of your days
Was just a backdrop for the charge of life that was given to you in that chapel.
What if you came away from there, walking up the steps
Not knowing that your life had changed forever
And that now you were on a path that led you
Instead of which you just followed.
My brother is a Bishop.
My sister has an advanced degree.
But I struggle with my purpose to exist.
I have far more poor qualities than I do admirable.
I remember vividly my failures and can’t deny them…
Yet good people seem to surround me like a cloud of forgiveness and acceptance
Their blood bleeds into me like a transfusion.
And God and his angels and his saints don’t seem to go away
Even though I ignore them.
Even as statues, close to idolatry
Their lives and faith seem as real to me
As the banister I grasped to leave that dark chapel.
As real as the children I was in there with.
As real as the sculpted faces
That never lost their love or their hope
And never changed
Never faltered.
I have changed and faltered
To a demise close to despair.
I don’t think heaven was in that dark chapel.
But I don’t think it was very far away.

Shoes

When you’re a little kid

You don’t notice them

Even when they’re new

After about 10 minutes. 

They’re just something you put on

To go bike riding or running or playing

Your parents may even have to remind you

To put on your shoes

Your feet could get hurt

A bee sting, a cut.

But you don’t really care

Because none of that would matter 

Standing in tall grass would matter

Your feet feeling the earth and the grass

Like the way you were born

Without any shoes. 

What would matter was feeling everything

Just the way it was

The cold air

The warm breeze

The puppy bite

The cement playing jacks

The legs on your bicycle

The dirt you fell in

The creek and its cold water

The cement on your bare feet

Running the bases on dirt. 

Taking off your shoes without hesitation

Smiling in the bright sun

Laughing with your friends

Shoes didn’t matter. 

Italian shoes can cost hundreds or thousands

Modeled by skinny beautiful women with perfect feet

Sport shoes can cost hundreds, too

Symbols of anti-establishment status

But with their own not-so-accomplished importance. 

I wear shoes, coats, pants, shirts

But I wonder if any of them matter

Ads tell me they do

And some believe them 

And want to be looked at and admired for what they’re wearing. 

Does it matter? 

I’ve met hundreds for whom it does.

And not one is my friend. 

In L.A. it was everything

In Afghanistan, it’s a necessity. 

I was once told on an unsuccessful computer date

That she liked my jeans.  It took me aback. 

I was looking for something more substantive

More human. 

I was looking for a girl

Standing in tall grass with beat-up feet

Who was feeling the earth

And who was seeing how wondrous the sky was

A little kid who hadn’t grown up

And had to take a bath when she went home.

I would have held hands and talked to that

Little girl.

We might have noticed every single thing that was around us

In that ordinary field. 

I might have even fallen in kid-love with her. 

It might have just felt nice to hold her hand. 

But even though I had nice jeans, 

In a hip, cool, dating paradise

I knew I was looking in the wrong place. 

And that I wouldn’t find that little girl for a long time.  If ever.
Where Nobody’s Dreams Come True

It’s not even my line
I think it’s a lyric
But I wish it were my line
Because it sure doesn’t look like that
When you hit one of the million freeways
In L.A. and can’t help thinking you’ll find yourself here. 
Instead of what usually happens. 
How couldn’t it all be good?
The sand.  The beach.  The Mountains. 
Sunset Boulevard, the Hollywood Hills. 
UCLA.  The Trojans.  The Dodgers.
The sprawling studios hungry for talent, any kind of talent. 
Beverly Hills.  Movie sets.  Stars.  Movie star homes. 
I can probably get some of that for me
And many do.  And many pay the price.
And the lucky ones live beyond the surface that’s hard
To get beyond because you don’t really need to. 
And nobody really wants you to. 
My little used Honda struggled to get over the mountains 
To L.A. 
The beauty was stunning.  I’d only seen that kind of beauty
In paintings and photos.
Never dreamt I’d be here. 
A solid hour after I hit an L.A. Freeway
I found my Hollywood Exit. 
It really said Hollywood. 
I looked up and saw the Hollywood sign. 
My last magic moment
In a place that made magic on demand. 
I was lucky
I had a little talent and no bullshit
Bullshit was more important
That and unswerving self-confidence Stalin would be proud of
L.A. was everything you dreamt it could be. 
And more. 
Eating at good restaurants was a religion, and financial challenge.
Having meetings in posh studio or network TV offices
Unless you were serving sandwiches, meant you belonged there
However miniscule your role. 
You were in the commissary with stars making movies
Across the desk from famed studio heads
Surrounded by talent bigger, brighter and better than you would ever be. 
But you were there. 
I worked a mile underneath the Hollywood sign 
On Beachwood Canyon
With even more stars eating at the Beachwood Café just across the street.
I bought shark there and cooked it on the grill
Played pick-up baseball games on Saturdays at the L.A. reservoir just under the sign. 
Spent late nights at the office trying to become a better hack writer. 
But make no mistake. 
There is magic in L.A.  It is beautiful. 
The hills, parks, actors, shopping, parks, ocean.
The place wreaks of success and money. 
And celebrates excess, dreams held too long
Dreams still hanging on
Dreams of nostalgia
Dreams that can be recovered or re-lived
Dreams that inundate the place with their power
That flicker by your eyes like a silent movie
And dissipate as fast as the smog lifts on a February morning. 
It is the pioneer spirit run amok. 
A gathering of greed that rivals Wall Street
Talented, successful writers and artists who sell what they have
And provide for their families. 
Failures who take your orders in restaurants
Convinced that someone will recognize their talent
Or they can suck enough dicks so that it won’t matter. 
The beauty hides the crassness
But not very well. 
L.A. is not a community. 
It is a quilt whose every patch is different. 
A place that cannot be figured out because it just doesn’t figure. 
Two blocks you’re in a studio.  Two blocks later you’re in a slum. 
Two blocks later you’re in a neighborhood.  Two blocks later you’re in Chinatown. 
Two blocks later you’re near a porn palace.  Two blocks later you’re looking at stars on Hollywood Boulevard.
This will be a short work.  A first work. 
Maybe one of a series
Because L.A. is too big for one work or one story
And because it took so much of me, some of which is still there. 
I must confess that I miss the place. 
The cool evenings. 
The people I thought were true friends.
The high of meeting a mover and shaker. 
And don’t get the wrong idea from a lyric.
It’s not that nobody’s dreams come true in L.A. 
They just have very little chance
In a place that is so beautiful it’s a dream in itself.

Stars of L.A.
Night has barely fallen here in Silverlake
A hippy and hip hangout neighborhood 
Where million dollar homes and ramshackle houses
Comfortably occupy the same block
There is a silver lake right in the middle
But I am on a dividing line between Silverlake and 
One of L.A.’s million other neighborhoods
Having a makeshift ramshackle dinner with friends
L.A. is hilly and the little canyonette we look out on
Over the balcony seems appropriately magical
For this time of day and for L.A.
Or maybe it’s the marijuana kicking in.
Chicken and shark is on the outdoor grill
As we stand and talk on the deck
Modern-day hippies, with jobs and ambition
Steve lives here with 2 other guys
And a girl who is on the road most of the time
Managing a famous singing group.
The beds all rest on box springs on the floor
The ratty couch fits right in
There is no pretense in these surroundings
We all seem to be just who we are
Or maybe it’s just the marijuana and wine kicking in.
In the heart of L.A., which is where we are
The night sky is orange from the city lights. 
There are no clear nights when you can see the stars 
But it doesn’t matter 
Because the real stars aren’t in the sky anyway. 
They’re having dinner at Spagos, or martinis in Beverly Hills
Or studying scripts in the Pacific Palisades
Or getting stoked on cocaine in Malibu. 
Or channeling Mary, mother of Christ, for a small group
Somewhere in the woods.
I was there.  I know.  She said so. 
I even asked a question.  It must have been
For real because they didn’t ask for money. 
But tonight I’m in Silverlake
In a hippy house drinking my wine and smoking
Someone else’s weed. 
But not much because I usually get paranoid
And that’s a real downer. 
Most everyone here is hip.  Lawyers. 
Handsome.  Wanting to find their place here. 
I’m none of those. 
It doesn’t take all that long
To notice I’m not that interesting
I even notice it.  So I sit by myself and relax. 
And try not to think very much
Because thinking and L.A. don’t really go together. 
Maybe I’m waiting for a glimmer of friendship.
Or for someone to tell me they’re uncertain about being here.
But there are no true friendships in L.A.,
Only friendships of circumstance. 
Same job.  Same building.  You’re friends.
Conversations about uncertainty don’t last long here.
Because the wave they’re riding is high enough to keep them high.
Some are even working on books and screenplays
Or thinking about playing tennis in the morning
Or the concert they’ll be going to at The Hollywood Bowl
Or making a reservation at the Magic Castle.
What else do you need?
Because you never run out of things to do in L.A.
No matter who comes or goes. 
So I smell the shark. 
Talk about nothing I’ll remember in 10 minutes or in 10 years.
And look up at the orange night sky.
And wonder what the stars look like tonight. 
The ones that aren’t at Spago’s. 
And I wonder what else I’m missing
At a place where you can never run out of things to do.

Clumsy

I read the words about life that should be ordinary

Yet they raise me to a place I didn’t know was there

I wonder what light shines in that mind

That can find and propose such beauty with such penetrating perfection

I can only wonder and be touched. 

My words are like paw prints on a page

Clomped across life

Leaving smears and torn edges

Clumsy and partial impressions of what I can’t understand

Or express with profanity or shock or bluntness

Mistaking it for honesty and insight. 

And yet we can look at the same thing

The same moment

The same face, and as their words help the mind burst and flower

Mine describe each pore and eyebrow

The difference between art and description is vast. 

A house painter versus a Monet. 

Maybe it comes from discipline and practice or genius

Mine doesn’t.

It comes from awkwardness and failure and sloth

From following the commercial bone

Whose string is tied to the paycheck. 

They made art.  I made money. 

And it shows on every phrase, every nuance I miss

That they turn into something radiant. 

As I stand there, paintbrush in hand

It is too late to look for genius that was never there

Too late to be 30 or 40 or even 50. 

The only thing it is not too late for

Is to be humble without being humiliated. 

The world needs housepainters as much as artists

So I dip my paws into life

And smear as much of it as I can across the page. 

And sometimes I even surprise myself

At the picture that gets painted. 

Maybe I just have the talent to be ordinary

And let others do what isn’t. 

Maybe I am just one of you.

Hands Shaken, Hands Held

I reach for my mother’s hand and grasp it

My father’s thumb and he clasps his big hand around me

We are both safe

In synch with nature and heaven. 

I wash my hands because I’m supposed to

They get dirty playing in the ground, mud and grass

They pick up animal stuff and leaves and logs

And get cut and bruised

And raw as they become part of where they came from. 

They wear rabbit-lined gloves in the cold winter

When sledding becomes the best thing on earth

They get pink and chapped making snowmen when accuracy is important.

They pull my covers up

And curl to support my head under my pillow

They draw on the blackboard which is fun

And love it when crayons come out to play.

They get rubbed by mom when they’re cold

Scratch the dog’s ears

Set the table when they have to

Pop the ball into the glove over and over. 

Later they learn how to drive

Don’t know what to do with themselves on dates

Become a foreign part of me

Separate and more grown up but without coordination.

Later still

They long for the touch of other hands

And they become a lightning rod

And a weird conduit to the heart

They become artistic vehicles

For drawing and writing

Or tools for building and fixing.

They become graceful for dancing

Or strong for bending something to their will. 

They become the hands our children look at

Who trace our veins as if they’re tracing our lives

As if they see themselves there 

Or where they’re going, as if they were Shamans. 

They become grasped in meetings 

And clasped over shoulders

Or as a light touch of approval or affection. 

Sometimes, they become everything in a moment

We can’t say

With looks or voices

So they become all of us

in a closeness that will never be closer. 

When my grandfather died and he was in his casket

As still as death can be

My mother touched his dead hands with love, 

Love that was not afraid to touch death

Because she knew how important his life was to her

And the husband and children he had given her. 

The most loving touch I’d seen. 

The most heartfelt.  The most unselfconscious. 

It was only then that I knew that death was about life. 

Her final gesture was to touch the hands

That had given so much and which still give

To me as I write this today.

Where They Used to Stand

They can be taken out of your life in an instant

Like a closet door in the darkness that knocks you senseless

A truck that hurtles through blinding snow

A gunshot that become life’s last stop sign

Except for those left behind.

They can ease away like a season or a day or a shirt you used to have.

They can be as close as the blood and life they gave you

Or the laughter that made you laugh

Or the hearts they showed you or hid from you

Not knowing that they couldn’t. 

They can be someone you admired for everything you wish you were

But weren’t.

They can change lives forever or a few moments

They can be anonymous.

They can be dirty and poor.

They can be nobodies who make the rest of us somebody.

They can be someone that leaves your heart so empty

You think it will never fill back up

That leaves you in a hole so deep and lightless there is no escape

Until you have to. 

They are usually people you can’t imagine the world being without

Because they were so much of you

And strangely enough you discover probably still are. 

And God how we miss them

And how they still fill our eyes with tears

And our hearts with longing for them.

Sometimes asking them what happened

Sometimes shaking our fists at them

Sometimes just talking to them.

But mostly missing them and not understanding why they’ve gone. 

They are simply the people you cared about who aren’t here anymore

Whom you can’t touch. 

Who have become unreachable as long as you stand where you are.

Because Life has grown up around where they used to stand. 

And you look at what is left behind for some trace of them.
Why Children Fall Out of Bed

I never slept on my bed

Always on the edge of it

With one leg way over the side

Even my foot touching the floor

It just felt better that way. 

Often, when I was a little kid

I toppled and rolled off onto the hard floor

And cried until Mom came and got me

And rolled me back up into the covers

And centered me on the big bed and said 
“It’s OK, go to sleep.”

And I did. 

But it happened over and over again. 

And I always cried. 

And mom always came

And put me right back where I belonged.

And I slept the whole night through. 

I don’t know what I wanted

Or why I didn’t just pick myself up and crawl back into bed.

I think later I did

But little kids are little kids

And they need more of something from parents’ hearts and protectiveness

Than they know how to say. 

So they fall out of bed

To be taken care of

And then it becomes a habit or expectation

Even when mom or dad can’t come to their rescue. 

So we still fall out of bed

And lay there for a while

Hoping that big arms and strong hands

Will lay us softly down on the mattress and we’ll be safe. 

It’s a helluva thing to be a little kid

And a helluva thing to lift that kid back to bed when you’ve grown up. 

It may be worth every moment of both your lives.

The Hidden Heart

I Have a Friend
I went to college with
We roomed together
Had ideas together
Did stuff together
He was smart. 
Now we’re older, even close to being old men
But his heart is still the same, 
Even though he wasn’t sure he ever had one
Even though he’s not quite sure he feels it. 
I feel it, and it’s gotten better over the years.
He just had a grandson
And he reported it like a news event
But as much as he tried to hide it
His heart came beating through.  
Just like the pictures he sent to me of his daughter being born
Years ago, pulsing with his heartbeat.
And birth may be beautiful, but it doesn’t look beautiful in a delivery room.
But it did to him.  So I knew he was connected to real life and would never let go.
He tries his best to conceal his heart
Fend off compliments from me about the courage and responsibility
Of being a husband and father.
But I never buy it.  Because he found a way to have his own family, 
Not the one he came from.
His daughter bloody from the womb
Were the pictures he sent me years ago
Not pretty pictures from the hospital baby viewing room 
Where newborns are cleaned up and squirming
But pictures from his hidden heart.
Tattooed with love for his daughter and family that could never be erased.
The one that beats with every breath for what he believes in
Especially new life. 
But despite all that
He is a terrible failure
Because hiding a heart so open and true
Has not concealed it from me.

And it has not kept me from loving him
And his hidden heart
For even a single beat.
On the Edge

Can mental illness be overcome by mental willness?
I am on the edge of that proposition
Not just in my mind
But in my life
I can remember when I first thought I might be
Mentally ill.  Alone in the rainy woods in Nacogdoches
When I put a pencil to my head
And pulled the trigger.  Then wrote a poem about it. 
Poetry seemed like a good outlet for the soul those days
I understand there’s “not much happening in poetry” today
From my old college teacher. 
I don’t understand his typographical work.
It doesn’t mean it doesn’t have meaning. 
I may be irrelevant to his community or way of thinking. 
Like I am to the Internet and it’s children of so-called communication. 
It may mean that I am still literal and nostalgic. 
And that what’s happening in the rain that night
Is still an engine in my life, still runs me, bothers me, 
Clothes me with comfort and purpose. 
40 years have passed but I feel no less lost in the woods
Teetering on the edge of what tomorrow promises
With a solution for everything as long as you just do it.
Like the 4-inch wide balance beam that gymnasts almost master
But never quite do. 
Staying upright is glory and perfection
Falling is abject failure. 
Millions of us are balanced on that beam.
And have memories of when nothing made sense
Some of those memories have come true
Many have dissolved into the days and minutes of life
Absorbed by jobs, responsibilities, families. 
The trees of Nacogdoches were straight, true and tall
And reached into a night brilliant with stars
But there are nights when I reach for the pencil
That I wrote my poems with
And wonder if I should have pulled the trigger.

Mood

They are building a brick barbecue around me in a backyard
And I will be trapped inside forever
Listening to others as they joke and laugh and spill drinks.
They have put a tarp over the swimming pool
I’m in so I can’t get out. 
There is just enough room to breathe between
The water and the tied-down tarp. 
No one can hear me thrash around. 
I will be here for as long as I can tread water
And keep my head sideways for air. 
I am falling off a mountainside to certain death
Plummeting to the rocks below at 64 feet per second squared
I will die in less than a second.
I don’t know if I’m terrified or thankful. 
I am a moment away from a car wreck I can’t see coming
Like the Asian couple I knew in L.A. 
Who were killed in the front seat
While their 2 children in the back seat survived. 
I hear it was rough on the executive who had an affair with the mother.
It all started as a teenager as I saw bits of my mind drift away
As if I were an astronaut in outer space
But I wasn’t, so I failed all my courses and sat in front of a Freudian therapist
For 6 months before going back to college. 
Nothing has changed but circumstances and self-resignation
I’ve discovered what no one would tell me.
There is no cure.  Only acceptance, 
And a few more-or-less effective drugs…for your “mood” disorder.

So there you are.  The two of you.
Looking at each other in the mirror. 
Just you and your smiling other self.  The one without the mood disorder.
The person you used to be.  Asking yourself “just how fucked up am I?”
I’m running camera in Santa Monica for my insane girlfriend 
Who wants to help the homeless with “Performance” and “Art” therapy
While our own tentative relationship falls apart in public
After a lecture by a nationally-prominent self-help author
Who was supposed to inspire us. 
I guess he did.  I never saw her again.
I loved her passionately
But I knew she was crazy as a loon
Almost as soon as I met her. 
So I must have been, too. 
We would be driving on Olympic Boulevard in Silverlake
And pass a dog and cat hospital
My “Paging Nurse Snowball” and “Dr. Bowser to the ER” jokes
Never made her crack a smile. 
Maybe that’s why I’m so depressed so often. 
So I live my life as 2 people
The one I was for so long, and the one I became. 
And the life I could have lived passes in front of my face
In the lives of other people
As they bend down and talk to their kids
And hold their hands in malls. 
As they get phone calls from their husbands or sweethearts
And I hear the love in their voices. 
As they live for the family that is their sustenance and destiny
Buy Bactine at the drugstore
And candy bars they won’t eat themselves
As I buy the ones I will. 
I love them
I love what they’ve done
And what they’re doing
They’re keeping it going
They live in hope and purpose
And don’t need me to spoil their day
As I thrash under the tarp,
Try to stand up in the barbecue pit,
Smile a millisecond before I hit the rocks. 
They do my heart good.
When they look into the make-up mirrors at Walgreens
And see one person looking back at them.

Untitled
The music of the stars is playing tonight
The moonlight is shining blue and white
Peace and mystery are brewing in my mind
As I suffer with the hopeless and denied
I wonder whether God deserves to exist
In this world
Whether the credit and blame should go to him. 
Why is the world so touching and swept with beauty
Why is the world so wild with death.
It can’t be because of the same mind.
Virgin Mary statues are paraded through streets
By men who are wife-beaters
Families kneel devoutly in pews
Before larger-than-life crucifixion scenes
Designed to bring them to their knees.
Out my window the night is beautiful
Bathed in a quiet lunar wind
That sweeps through the trees almost within touching distance
That feels heavenly.
I wish I was that separate
From what is happening that I don’t see, but know
I can’t help, held up in a house in a small Texas town, 
Why is my beauty so radiant. 
And their cries so unheard. 
It will spoil my Christmases
And make me feel less human today
But it won’t help them. 
A child’s face sleeping on dirt
Whose parents may die tomorrow.
Along with her. 
Whose loss will it be?
My moonlight will still be soft and dappled
My trees leaves spilling patterns on my wall
As Autumn silently steals into a few 
Of late summer night’s moments. 
I am less for the girl sleeping in dirt
A deep barely-felt ache that lessens me
A moment between us miles away.
Distance that keeps me from holding her
Yet I can feel her breath on my face
And small arms in sleep that embrace me. 
This must be purgatory
Or someone has lied to me about life
Or I should leave my house and my moonlight
And go look for her. 
But I won’t
Because I love the midnight light and trees too much
As much as her
More than hardship. 
And not having her eyes look into my cowardly soul.

Lost Angeles

A palm tree’s rootball is only a little larger
Than its trunk and grows only a few feet into the ground
I’ve seen these natural skyscrapers fallen over
In Los Angeles, their roots looking like balls of foam with fingers sticking out of them.  Like they were Hollywood props.
It was a time best forgotten for me. 
But deserving of a few lines.  A few thoughts.  A few moments
In my memory and history. 
Black was a big color for cars out there.
I got lost in Hollywood looking for a friend 
and my Texas license plate made people helpful.
I ate some wonderful meals. 
The natural beauty of the mountains and ocean was breathtaking.
I watched “The Nightmare Before Christmas” on Christmas Eve
Because I was with a Jewish girl.
Otherwise I would have been having nostalgic Christmas thoughts.
I got stoned with a friend and ate at “House of Pies.”
I sat across from the Chairman of Paramount staring me down
And didn’t blink. 
I found a famous Frank Lloyd Wright house they used in movies
And got a personal tour. 
My Texas girlfriend moved out to live in Laguna Beach
I don’t know why we didn’t marry.  I loved her completely
But not completely enough. 
I had a best friend who was talented, driven, and may be a millionaire.
I thought I made friends in the 12 years I lived there
But they all had their own agenda, and I wasn’t on it. 
I worked for the best people and became one of them.
I wrote for a prestigious company with prestigious clients
But was kept behind the scenes to not outshine the principals.
I loved and cooked for and devoted my time to two women
Who were completely wrong for me, and vice versa. 
We saw Cirque de Soleil.  Rode the bumper cars on Santa Monica Pier. 
Took tours to wine country.  Visited an art gallery in Pasadena. 
Saw the Hurst Mansion.  Saw the fires and smoke 30 miles from the beach. 
Found funky places to eat breakfast.  I found a great taco stand. 
Got in best shape of my life.  Made 6 figures.  Had a tan.
Nice clothes.  Spent a lot of time on freeways.  Dated women all over, 
From Long Beach to cities I can’t even remember.  They all failed
Almost from the first 30 seconds we met.  I stood up from a bar and smashed the wine glasses hanging overhead with my head.  I drove through the bridge in Griffith Park.  Hung around the Observatory they filmed in “Rebel without a Cause.”  I stayed in my boss’s house on 17-Mile Drive in Monterey.  Played baseball under the Hollywood sign.  Found an old monastery converted into apartments.  Ate at what used to be the Brown Derby.  Where a local news anchor was shot by an irate lover.  Stories were everywhere.
I never found fame or fortune. 
I found I was Midwestern.  That I could write a little.  My problem was that I didn’t see L.A.  I saw the mountains and ocean and misty air and perfect climate.  I saw the place, not what the place was famous for.  I didn’t care.  I tried to put all that together in 12 years but never did.  Never found my place in a place so many wanted to be. 
I left nothing behind in L.A.  It gave me confidence, money, cuisine and its own brand of magic.  But it didn’t take my soul.  As it has so many who call Tinseltown their home. 
The Santa Ana winds still topple the palm trees.  Palm trees that, by the way, were brought to L.A. in the 20’s and are not native to the place.  Like me.  Just as foreign.  And just as uprooted.

Guardian Angel

When you run out of things to write about
You are faced with a kind of truth about yourself
Or something that feels like it.
It is the distance between what you thought your life 
Would be and the way it turned out. 
It is often vast, deep and empty. 
A slab with no texture or horizon.
Something so disappointing all you want to do
Is wipe away the residue of its memory in drugs or alcohol or excuses.
But if you look closer, you find why you are here
Or where you went wrong and right.
And you often find things that make you laugh
Or cry or wonder or light up the darkness
Of what you have forgotten.  Flashes of light that reveal your own face
The way it was.  Or other faces you had forgotten. 
Feelings that had passed with the day.  Regrets that surprise you
with their fierce survival.  What you couldn’t face. 
What you don’t want to admit to this day. 
Writing is like that.  It demands that your mind make a journey
You often don’t want to make.
It demands to be scratched or brought back to life, reborn.
For the few moments you can. 
And for some reason, this journey always reflects the truth
So you can’t avoid it. 
And if you’re successful, the emptiness starts to fill back up
And you realize that parts of your life weren’t empty after all
Maybe you were just absent from so much of what was going on
Maybe you were just going through the motions. 
Maybe you were distracted by what the world offered
You forgot what you could offer yourself. 
Sometimes I reach back and feel where my angel’s wings have been cut off
Sometimes I feel where the horns of my demon self used to be
Sometimes I look at my spotted soul, the part that fights to stay alive,
The part that is at war with myself and the world, and the part that is at peace. 
It is all in that so-called empty space. 
As vast as eternity.  As limitless as my hopelessness. 
As frightening as reality. 
A space to get lost in.  And bump into what I hope is worth remembering. 
I have to admit that an old idea still exists
When I wander into the loneliness to see what I can drag out. 
An old, catholic idea born of grade school
That my guardian angel is with me. 
A catholic teaching from my earliest memories
That made me feel less alone, less scared and more powerful.
Something little kids don’t even know they need.
And when I go back feeling my way through the darkness
Or move to a light
I can hear the swish of angel’s wings behind me
And robes flutter as I discover something about the world and about myself
And sometimes if I’m lucky, about more than just me. 
And that’s the only thing that makes the psychological spelunking worthwhile
I never know what I’ll find
Often it is too heavy for one person to bring out of the darkness
So my guardian angel helps me bring it to the surface
And he always smiles and I always wonder why
Because it often comes with pain and regret and overwhelming sadness.  

Something I couldn’t lift by myself. 
And sometimes right before I fall asleep
And think about my disappointing life
He leans over and softly whispers so that I just barely hear
Sometimes in thoughts, not even in words:
“You have something to offer.  Your suffering is not for nothing. 
 You are helping in ways you don’t understand.  You need to keep going to the end.”
And in my insanity, I go on with my sane life. 
Thinking that he is invisible, an apparition, a myth, a renaissance painting, 
but that he is by my side.  And someone I could not live without.
Blue Jeans

Blue jeans
60’s kid
Still wearing them
Still rebelling
But so mildly
Only because I can get away with it. 
Thrust into 2009, soon to be 2010
Which were beyond imagination in the 60’s
Free love, drugs.  Inaccurately called “consciousness”
Because none of us were.
Our hero promiscuous and unfaithful
Run down and killed when he was drunk
That’s what his heroism and adulation led to
And some of us made the same bargain
That we would be invulnerable
Immune from tragedy and unhappiness
Because that’s what the truth was 40 years ago. 
And some of us are dead.  Some lost.
Some unknown.  None of us in the past anymore
Although we may be trying to live there. 
Life has a way of intervening
Of taking control, asserting its power and realism
So that there is no escape. 
Even self-imposed death is a victory for life
Because you couldn’t cut the mustard. 
And this great expanse of ordinariness that you live in
As far as the eye can see
This great trail of broken dreams
Has led you to real life and the real you. 
The 60’s dream dissipated in a moment,
Irrelevant with the new year’s celebration of 1970.
Evolved into something foreign
Rather than something you thought would go on forever.
And make life better for everyone. 
Instead of the great “instead.” 
What do you do with a dream that has never come true?
The one that has changed your DNA
And has become part of your soul and morality?
Maybe you live it in secret private moments
Of kindness to others
Maybe your life’s work becomes its expression
Maybe it becomes the stream that you follow
Not knowing where it will lead. 
Maybe you abandon it altogether.

Or maybe your hope has not died at all
Lurking in a black president’s agenda
More steadfast than the great whore of media
With more fortitude than the extremists
Whose rhetoric and lies lead to a false euphoria
That thinks will claim victory. 
I’m not giving up my blue jeans or my dreams
I’m not giving into hopelessness
Even if it defines much of my life
And foments little power in 2010. 
Because what was born in the 60’s was not just psychedelic music
And LSD, and Hippies and communes
And San Francisco and Marijuana. 
It was the time that Martin Luther King
Said “I have a dream” and spellbound our country.
And Bobby Kennedy almost continued a nation’s hope.
And legless Viet Nam veterans spoke from their hearts about peace
And the price of war.
So I wear my jeans with 60’s pride. 
And my heart on my sleeve. 
And I still mourn the men of change who were assassinated
Because they stood up for hope and courage 
Before they were shot down.
I will always wear my blue jeans
Because I remember what flame they caused to burn in me
And that it’s still alive in many others

Who may not even have a pair of blue jeans. 

My Grandfather’s Hands

They had been busy long before I came along

Browned by the sun as a Missouri farmer

Moving across a page he would type later as a reporter

For the Kansas City Star

When he worked with a cub reporter named Ernest Hemingway.

I used to sit on his lap and feel the back of his new haircut

So little I couldn’t say “fuzzy,” so I said “Suvvy.”

I was convinced that Dinner was round and Supper was square

Because someone at our family gatherings

Asked what the difference was. 

I think I have inherited his lack of intellect

His common sense, perhaps his perception. 

Very important to have if you’re not that educated.

He never went past the 8th grade. 

He went to work for a newspaper when he was 18 and bought it when he was 21

And began a publishing business that thrives today

He told me “I never made a mistake in grammar in 40 years.” 

As a writer and publisher,

That’s the grit and pride they had back then. 

Self-taught like Lincoln and other men who made their way in the world

Without a trace of exaggeration or padded resumes. 

But I learned all that later

When I wrote awkward poems in high school and felt drawn by something in them

And received his scrapbook of writing. 

What I remember is how much love he radiated

Not saying a word

Sitting in his easy chair in Kansas City smoking Lucky Strikes to beat the band

Which killed him at 76. 

I used to love the smell of the pack, as I put it to my nose sitting on his lap. 

The farmer never went away even when he and grandma moved to E. 76th Street

In Kansas City from the farm in Archie, Missouri. 

A big square patch of corn and other things took up half the back yard.

His small farm in the city. 

His hair was whiter than the brightest stars

Like my brother’s hair, who looks like him

His skin was brown

His farmer hands powerful but gentle with his grandchildren

I used to stay up with him and listen to Kansas City Athletic baseball games

On the radio, his generation’s medium, reported with great style. 

As a little kid, I loved being on his lap more than anything

Like a grandfather, he spoiled all of his grandkids

And we thought we were his favorites

He bought us cotton candy and extra hamburgers

We would never have gotten away with.

My mother and father loved him with a kind of reverence

That I only recognize now.  The patriarch.  The man who grew his human farm

And nurtured it as carefully as a crop you would need to survive.

I loved him because he was grandpa

And felt his love for me

The same way I felt the ground, and grasshoppers and patting a dog.

Undeniable, natural, real, present, complete, unstoppable. 

I have a friend who is a grandfather now

No doubt he will hold his growing grandson in his lap many times

And what will be important to the child will be his haircut

Or his eyebrows or his smile or his aftershave.

But the child will remember the simplest of things in the end

Like I do. 

That he was simply there for me

To touch and climb on and laugh with and be tickled by. 

He will remember the hands that held him

And see the love inexpressible as it always has been

In his own hands as they continue to work the field of life.

Plans
Agendas are for people who move and shake the world
Change the terrain of life, erect brick buildings
Ignite imagination and action
Move people to hammer nails, carve out golf courses
Build homes, give kids playgrounds.
And change the world.
I’m always distracted from my formless agenda
By almost everyone I meet.
I get lost in those personal moments every time.
Because they are like heaven on earth to me.
Fascinating, attention-getting moments
Offhand details of their life.  A trip to be with family,
A cake they’re going to bake.

And I realize that I do have an agenda.
Bent on taking in as much life as I can
Without a plan.
Without a whisper of meaning
With only a desire to get as much out of each moment as I have left.
And to understand what a look, a glance or a smile means
As it becomes an expression of someone’s life.
I thought once my outlook would lead to entrepreneurship
Or maybe a midshipman of industry
But it has lead me here.
To stand in the middle of the crowd of ordinariness.
To look at faces of happiness and resignation
To look at arrogance and self-importance
Work duty and blue-collar willingness
And see all it in myself.
When you stand on the edge of time
You see clearly what could have been as well as what is.
You see who you can mix with
Where you fit
What you could have pursued
What you decided to be
What you didn’t have the wherewithal to become.
It doesn’t happen when you’re young enough
To turn things around
For some reason, it only happens when there’s gray in your life and your hair
when the dreams you thought would carry you through life didn’t
Turn out like you thought,
Because life is not a dream.
So this is what is left when most of your life is over
And you look at what is left:
A handshake from someone who means it
Sad eyes whose story is unknown
A messy office that feels like home
Potholes in streets that won’t be fixed
A trip to the liquor store
A call from a friend you wish you could be with
An enclosing loneliness
An undeniable connection to people you can’t connect with
The wind and trees and sun
The youth you see jogging and laughing that you miss
Clouds that haven’t changed since you were born
Parents you buried who are still more part of you than they aren’t.
Taking out the trash.

Your life is the small things you didn’t notice before
And they take on meaning that wasn’t there before
As life becomes more like a diamond and less like a coal
More like a tear and less like an idea
More like the heavens and less like the stars.
I know less than I’ve ever known before
Yet every moment means more
Others pass me by in speeded-up time
While I move in slow motion
That will soon stop altogether
As the world moves without missing a beat.

My Home

I often walk through a dark, abandoned house
Looking for something missing, gone, or that was never there
It is the house we left in Cedar Rapids when I was 11
But which has never left my dreams.
My father’s distance made me feel foreign
That I didn’t belong in his home
My mother’s obsession about her last child
Made me want to leave her home.
I lived in Dallas for years in apartments and houses
But they were never homes
Never places invested with my heart
Or that calmed my turbulent soul.
Los Angeles wasn’t about finding a home
But testing my mettle.
Unaffordable anyway I looked or felt about it.
Eventually a place that was more alive on a map 
Than in real life. 
Spokane tried to be my home
And came closest.
But I was driven away by habit or fear
That its restrictions would make me like those I left,
Resentful of not having moved on
Potential compromised by natural beauty and comfort
And I was still too young. 
So its streets and people appear like apparitions
In dreams in which I also appear.
Omaha would have been the right home
If we had stopped there from Cedar Rapids.
But its rolling hills and Midwestern plain-ness
Were incompatible with the unnatural highs
Of choice assignments and misty mornings
And night-blooming Jasmine and walk-in restaurants
Of Los Angeles. 
New York was like visiting Europe run by Mafia Dons.
Smelly, ugly, brusque, corrupt and unceasingly noisy.
A place that made my heart beat faster to survive
But leathered it with a toughness
That made tenderness hard to rediscover.
I think I started to try to make my home
Not in places then, but in people
Whose heartbeats syncopated with mine
Whose hearts I knew and remembered
Who might share common stories and destinations
Spiritual and otherwise.
I tried to find a home in the hearts of women
But they could see through my Hollywood setting 
To the disorganized movie of my life
Whose screenplay was about failure and retreat.
So even though some opened their doors to me
Mine were never really open to them. 
So I stopped looking for my home
Figuring it had taken so much of my life
And had only left me with the minutia of the search
The street names and lives of families I had visited
And the vistas and parks and back yards of the places I had been 
But never belonged to. 
I am not home in Victoria, Texas
There are no memories here
No playgrounds I used to frequent
No one I shared a classroom with
No one I laughed with, played miniature golf with
My best friend’s funeral was not here 
Whose heart was as much a home to me as anyone’s
Or anyplace.  I don’t think he is home now or ever was. 
The missing space he left behind took over my own heart.
As we search together
I can feel him just behind me
Wanting to be home as much as I do
Without the broken heart that made him pull the trigger.
But when I turn around, he is gone.
There are friends who could be part of home for me
But they are far away, and I am old and getting older
And their homes have been built for their own lives and partners
Not for me. 
So I will never be home. 
I will be part of a constellation that winks back at the earth at night
I might be a great catch a kid makes in the 4th grade, throwing his arms up high
I might be the breeze that suddenly cools your face and stops you
Or a bit of peace that descends on you.
Or the shaft of sunlight in the room that seems too perfect.
If you’re not going home
Who knows where you’re going, or what you can be.
The End

In the end life speaks for itself

Silent in your casket, you cannot explain anything

And no eulogy has ever summed up anyone’s life

No matter how eloquent. 

The truth of our death

Might have something to say about the truth of our life.

Love seems to survive death and time

Hate seems to die rapidly, swirling down a drain. 

Friends truly miss you, reflecting their love and connection.

Enemies as in life, don’t give a shit

And maybe are even glad you’re dead

As you were dead to them when you were living. 

If you had children

They fulfill the wish you had of them 

Going on with their lives

In their own way

And their children are your children. 

In a genetic and a spiritual way. 

Your story is complete

No matter when you die

There is nothing left to be said. 

That doesn’t mean your life has been meaningless

Or useless or inconsequential. 

It just means that your part of keeping the ball rolling is over. 

So to those who over-analyze and evaluate your life

Here is what still goes on

That might better occupy their time and minds. 

And what will be just fine without you. 

A creek in the woods you can hear but can’t see

But you know will be beautiful. 

The twisted irregularity of nature

That fills us with curiosity. 

Creatures we can never touch but admire from afar

Dogs who are our friends and lie on our laps, although we have no idea why.

Astonishing geography that includes

Jutting and jagged snowy mountain ranges

Brilliant coral reefs in the sea

Multi-colored fish no artist’s pallet could capture.

That gosh-darn sweep of wind over a field of grain

That is so majestic it can take your breath away. 

Even though you’ve seen it a hundred times in nature films

And commercials.

Jokes that make you laugh and spill milk out your nose

Architecture that must have been inspired by God

Artists who can reach with pigment and music into the depth of your soul.

There is no end to the list.

But of course there is to me. 

So if I haven’t blown my brains out

And the casket is open to see how still a former living person can be

And someone in the church in casual conversation

With a piece of cake in their mouth

Laments that I never had a home, they are dead wrong. 

Everything and every moment was my home

When my heart was closed or open, I was home.

When I went through failure and discouragement

Or the joy of love and touch of a lover, 

Or stepped off an airplane in another country

I was home.

I was home wherever I went

I was part of and belonged to the world

My corner of it or circumnavigated via television or in person.

In spirit and in being.  In real life and real time. 

I was ever-present. 

I am silent in my casket, even though we all know 

There is nothing of me left of the slightest importance.

But I want a sign put up for everyone to see who walks by

And for the sake of truth

That from the moment of conception

To the last flicker of life

That I was home.

Who Was I Today?
Someone with back pain
Who wrote some good advertising
Someone who was tired and old
Someone who wondered
What life held
And what can’t be held onto. 
I said hello to the maintenance man
Who gets ignored by everyone
I can’t help it
I sense his soul when I pass by
I have to say hello
Or I will be less human tomorrow.
I got worn out
And left work early.
I listened to a sales pitch from a newspaper
About the Internet
They can’t get my boss to buy
And they think I can. 
While I was listening
I looked up at the fairly nice landscape print
That hung on the wall behind the Sales Manager’s back
Faded completely blue by exposure to the sun. 
Kind of a metaphor for me
I didn’t have many thoughts
People who write profoundly do. 
That’s why you’re reading this. 
I apologize. 
Now would be a good time to watch TV
Or pick up a good book. 
Days like these are piling up
And my profound ones are fewer and farther between
Oases in boredom.
Islands with coconuts as my air mattress is deflating. 
I guess the world is beautiful and magical
I didn’t notice
Maybe that’s why I like dogs
The world is always wondrous to them.
That print continues to fade
A little more each day
Soon it won’t be monochromatic
It will be non-chromatic
Devoid of the color it’s creator gave it.
And it will be thrown away. 
Maybe I shouldn’t judge this extraordinary ordinariness
It might a foundation for ideas to grow
It might be a transition period.
A term we invented to convince ourselves
Something was happening when it wasn’t. 
That must be it. 
I’m in a transition period. 
Impervious to how many lives the Taliban have ruined or killed today. 
By the way, fuck you, you can come after me you cowardly fucking assholes. 
It doesn’t take courage to be a suicide bomber
It takes cowardice.
It takes courage to stay alive when you don’t want to
And try to be better and do better. 
Some people suffer so much they don’t have room in their lives for hope.
Some people don’t even have paintings that fade to blue in their offices. 
I am lucky. 
I have both. 
Even on an ordinary day.

The Mirror

What an interesting mine shaft

Traveling down it is fascinating

The murals still alive

Like a Harry Potter movie. 

The whoosh of the air is refreshing

I recognize some of the images

Me as a baby

My mother holding me

The love shining out in her heart

My dad rocking me with a stomachache.

On Fontana Drive in Kansas City. 

It’s like a Disney ride

Tumbling and turning

My friends in grade school, high school, and afterwards

They made a movie about my life. 

I take it all in

Milliseconds compress years

Moments are frozen that have secondary

And poignant meaning. 

My friend is still alive

No bullet in his head. 

He aims his miniature golf putt carefully

And blocks the punt to make up for the big gain he gave away. 

I realize what’s happening

I am on a ride

Down the mineshaft of my life

In breakneck speed

Speeding toward the moment when I will be alive

For one last moment.

It is beautiful

Godless

Natural

Inevitable

Exhilarating.

There is a reflection 

At the end

Beaming it like a light all back to me

And when I get there

I see my face for the very first time. 

It is all my faces

Then it is gone

In the stillness. 

What is left is what I’ve left behind

Lives left to be lived

Ideas in the memories and moments of others

I have cared about. 

Mistakes and shame.

Alongside friendship and covenants.

The sides glow with life

The mineshaft a living thing

The residue of my life in its purest form

What is left of the scavenger hunt of my days. 

All reflected in the mirror.

The truth of it

Without comment or evaluation.

Without me.

Big Truth and Little Truth
I’m not an expert in Philosophy
Or much of anything
But I’ve come to realize that for me
There is big truth and little truth. 
Little truth occupies most of my awareness
Sits with me at breakfast
Looks out through my eyes
Speaks through my voice
Feels with my hands. 
The truth of my moments. 
Big truth is about a question 
I once asked John Gordon 
When I spent the night at his house
In grade school in Richardson, Texas. 
We were both in bed
Probably telling dirty jokes
And I said, “John, have you ever wondered why I’m in my body
And you’re in yours?”
I wondered why I was looking out of my eyes
Instead of his.  Why my mind occupied my consciousness
Rather than his or somebody else’s. 
Neither of us knew the answer
And I still don’t. 
But I like the question. 
And I think I just figured out, half a century later,
Where the answer lies. 
I think I was looking for big truth
And like all human beings I was on the dividing line. 
Between the small truth of the sound of leaves in the wind
The changing of colors of fall
The first moments of falling in love
A great catch in center field
Helping serve Thanksgiving dinner at a center for the homeless
Riding my first bicycle
Looking into the eyes of a woman I loved
Putting my arms around a friend moving 1,000 miles away
Etcetera Etcetera Etcetera…
And the big truth that explained it all. 
The whole shebang.
Life and death. 
Suffering and Genius.
Land and Ocean. 
Men and Women. 
Power and Greed.
Forgiveness and hatred. 
Cornydogs. 
My whole life and everything in it was about small truth
While I was distracted, wondering about big truth. 
The meaning, purpose and elegant engine behind everything. 
What an idiot. 
My mind, heart and soul were not built for such a gigantic task. 
Just to know that I am on the dividing line
Helps me realize there may be more than I can imagine
To what I can’t imagine,
And helps me realize what a life-charged place I am in
That might be an expression of that overwhelming vision. 
I give up. 
Give in to what my life is and has been about all along.
The small truths that sustain and nourish me. 
The open hearts of my friends. 
The love of parents still there even though they aren’t. 
The joy of children at breakneck speed on their tricycles.
A really good chicken-fried steak. 
It’s quite a livable dividing line. 
In it, I have loved a woman and a man with all my heart.
I have felt the second-hand agony of atrocities
I have been forgiven for my arrogance
I have felt a world of hope in a moment
I have touched the profound fullness in quietude 
I have felt my legs buckle at the beauty of an Impressionist painting
I have breathed in all of life
Accepted all of failure
Lived through all of time, with my molecules spinning and my eyes open. 
And as I turn my body to face the big truth
And raise my arms to open myself to it
What I find in my heart is thanks and love
Because all that I am is what I have been given. 
On the dividing line where we can look either way

And be right at home.

What the Earth Claims and Gives, in Unbearable Grief

In Waterloo, Iowa, Alleta Sullivan washes the dishes

After she and he husband have had dinner. 

Soon, she will hear that her 5 sons, her only children

Have gone to their deaths on the USS Juneau in the Pacific

Probably from a Japanese submarine. 

Navy men all, they insisted on serving together 

Against the advice of the military

The fought the fierce battle in Guadalcanal

Their motto was “We stick together.”

Here are a few lines taken from the Internet about their service:

“December 7, 1941 was the "day that will live in infamy, the Japanese bombing of the US Naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. “  I remember I was crying a little, Aletta Abel Sullivan said, as reported in the Waterloo Sunday Courier.  "Then George said, Well, I guess our minds are made up, aren't they fellows?  And, when we go in, we want to go in together.  If the worst comes to the worst, why we'll all have gone down together.”  Serving together in the US Navy became a term of the brothers' enlistment.

Both Gunner's Mate George Sullivan, 27, and Coxswain Francis Sullivan, 25, had four years of prior Navy service.  Joe (Red), 23, Matt, 22 and Al, 19, became seamen, second class, when they enlisted and were assigned to the new $13,000,000 light cruiser, Juneau, the first American war ship commissioned in camouflage.  Nine months later, during the Battle of Guadalcanal, near the Solomon Islands, she was steaming toward base when an explosion sent her to the bottom.  Later reports said she'd been torpedoed by a Japanese submarine.

"It just happened all at once and the Juneau was gone,” reported an officer who witnessed it from another ship.  One of the most extraordinary tragedies which has ever been met by any family in the United States, spoke Henry A. Wallace, Vice President of the United States, referring to the sinking.  The Navy issued a statement: "Loss of the five Sullivan brothers ranks as the greatest single blow suffered by any one family since Pearl Harbor and probably in American Naval history.  In peacetime the Navy has allowed brothers to serve together but in wartime it has been Navy policy to separate members of the same family.  Presence of the five Sullivans aboard the USS Juneau was at the insistence of the brothers themselves and in contradiction to the repeated recommendations of the ship's executive officer.  Serving together had been one condition of their enlistment.”

The lads were the sons of Thomas F. and Aletta Sullivan, 98 Adams Street. 

Mr. Sullivan was born on a farm in Taylor Township, Allamakee County, Iowa, near Harpers Ferry, Iowa.”

What has not been reported as far as I know

Is what was in the hearts of Aletta and her husband Tom

As they sat without their sons and one daughter to eat dinner.

With fewer plates, less noise, and a loss too big for words. 

I lived in Waterloo for awhile

They have a Sullivans Convention Center

A memorial each year for them

They don’t have the 5 sons who died together.

Just a deep wound in their history and in their hearts

That has withstood time. 

Aletta washes and rinses the few dishes.

Emptied of her house

Of the boys who went from womb to tomb

In an eyeblink of her life. 

Once as fertile as the farmland Iowa is famous for

Never to give birth again. 

World War II was by far the deadliest war waged in history.

Claiming up to 78 million lives, military and civilian.

An estimated 26 million Russians died.

8 million, 493 thousand Germans

10 to 20 million Chinese

More than 5½ million Poles

2 million, 700 thousand Japanese

Almost 500,000 in the United Kingdom

454,000 Italians

And 418,500 Americans.

Among others. 

In World War One, 

37 million lost their lives.

618,000 Americans never came back home

From the American Civil war.


In Cleveland, Ohio 

I was helping a station create a memorial campaign

For those who gave up their lives in military service

For baby boomers like me. 

I leafed though full page after full page of a war years newspaper

That showed the names and pictures

Of those missing and killed in action. 

Page after page after page.  In one week. 

A family portrait of America at war.  Ultimate war.

It was simply unimaginable to me. 

But not to my parents, who lived through every

Moment of fear and uncertainty and chaos.

And didn’t just see the loss, but felt it. 

Death as indiscriminate, loss as inevitable.

Heroism everywhere in every battle. 

A world exploded up in fire and madness

And no guarantee that the wrong victory 

Wouldn’t be as horrible as the worst war the world had ever seen. 

Certain images remain from that conflict

Although nothing can capture it

For nothing can express what was in the hearts and souls

Of those who had to go on

Or those who didn’t. 

Endless graves in Arlington National Cemetery.

Standing next to a real Sherman Tank displayed in a park.

Navy ships upside down in Pearl Harbor. 

Starved bodies piled into graves by German bulldozers. 

Russian men, women and children killed by the SS, toppled into ditches. 

It’s not something I want to see or think about. 

Not something Aletta Sullivan should have had to. 

So maybe when she could and her heart ceased aching for a few minutes

She could look outside and see what was growing from the earth

For those who didn’t lay underneath it. 

And if she believed in a God, maybe he would comfort her

And she would hear the voices of her sons and see their faces

Feel their presence in her wounded heart

Knowing that the earth was still bountiful

And that she too would come to rest there in time

With the sons she had given life.

Internal Injuries
Sometimes you can sense it or see it
A slight hesitance from lack of confidence
A look that can’t be returned directly
A shroud of “Don’t look at me, I’m ashamed of myself.”
A pervasive cloak of loneliness
A wish to disappear
As if “I have no right to be here.”
Sometimes it is born of internal injuries
Suffered long ago which have never quite healed
At least so that where their life could have headed,
What they could have done or been 
Became part of the invisible scar that crippled them
Kept their steps short and safe
And their hearts afraid.  Their options limited to few or to one.
They are the walking wounded among us. 
In fact, they are most of us, some more hurt than others.
Time does not heal all wounds.
Even those who have overcome great adversity
Cannot escape the injustice that should never have happened.
Listen to the Auschwitz survivors talk about their lost family
And you will get my drift. 
They are survivors in the most heartfelt and bravest sense
But they carry their wounds and heartaches inside like an unborn child
That cries at night to be born but can never live.
Destined to stay in the darkness.
Unbearable horror and loss I could not survive for a second
They have lived with most of their lives. 
I do not hear the screaming of my children in dreams at night
Thank God for that.  God help those who do. 
There are others not quite so obvious
In denial that anything is wrong.
Mostly men who gut it up by not looking at their pain
Not crying or grieving about it or talking about it. 
But you can see it in their denial.
The child in them, too, who was told not to feel
Not to see, not to have a heart. 
To go on as if nothing was wrong. 
And they have.  But it is.  And what is wrong is something 
They cannot fix because it is folded away
Bound and gagged.  Smothered and still. 
Silent.  Alone.  Disowned. 
And it is this part that will make the man whole
Instead of making him dead inside, 
Which is how he lives his life. 
There is the woman who is nervous
Maybe flirtatious
Taken advantage of at a young age
The girl part of her feeling permanently raped
The woman part permanently angry
All her relationships fail and hurt and 
Leave her empty and distrustful,
Even hateful
As the girl inside her own darkness never grows up
And blends with the woman
To feel and accept true love from a man
Who is not out to hurt her again. 
It is the grocery clerk
Your office mate
Your brother and sister
Someone you go to lunch with
Your best friend
Your sister-in-law
It is anyone and all of us. 
We are all the walking wounded
With something to hide
Not talk about, not see, not find, not tolerate. 
If we are lucky, we say it in a sentence once in our lives. 
Accidentally reveal it to ourselves or another.
Then reel it back in like an emotional fishing line
Before too many others see the truth. 
Before you reveal too much of your pain. 
So as we walk through life
The millions of us with stories hidden in our hearts
And just under our skin
We try to see the good that hasn’t been despoiled
In our own soul and in others.
And we don’t know that what keeps us apart
Is actually what joins us together.

Soft Night

The rain falls nearly silently but steadily
On the roof of my house tonight
It is nurturing the earth
And by proxy soaking into me
As conversations of connection
Have soaked into my heart tonight from true friends
As I’ve talked to them
Their voices like beacons
That carry their love deep into me
Touching me and connecting us
Like earth to rain
Like seed to growth. 
It is a soft night
A night where my life’s conflict and pain
Doesn’t show up in the words I write
Because I need the love that is offered
Enveloping my fear and uncertainty
With my friend’s naked words and hearts
And fearless admission of their failures
And fears and frustrations
Exactly like my own but in another play
In a different story. 
Their lives inspire me
With their pain and triumph over ordinary, heart-stopping disappointment
And the beauty and humor they create
By their not giving up. 
By the sinew of their character and faith
And stupid stubbornness
That is smarter than I will ever be.
More connected to the earth
More experienced with family and loved ones
Having ridden out the tough times
Still holding hands and in sync with each others’ heartbeats. 
They offer me everything
With their open hearts and transparent pain and doubt
With their ordinary lives concealing strength they take for granted.
They lift me up
And help me look for God in the earth around me
And understand when I can’t find him
And love me in spite of my lack of faith 
And forgive me for my lack of proof. 
It is a night for bright stars
That drove Van Gogh to create magic on canvass
That for some reason
No one else has even come close to
More than a hundred years later it is still inspiring me
And driving me on.  Opening my mind
And my eyes to what is there that I couldn’t see
Until he had to sit and paint it. 
The truth of all starry nights that hadn’t been seen before.
The gift of the unseen and truth he gave to me. 
It is a soft night
Where my soul seems to be open to
Irrational visions of God and angels
Not on holy cards 
But in people’s lives who describe them
Not for themselves or theatrics or that you asked them to
But because it is like a book or a meal or a flower
You find in your life
And look at and wonder what to do about it. 
It is a soft night
That reaches into my heart like a new box of crayons
Like an inkling of love that warms and frightens me
Like being on my grandmother’s swing on her porch
Like a new baseball glove
Like accepting your love will fail as your head falls on the pillow
Like you are as alone as you choose to be
Like your excuses don’t matter
Like every second of what is left of your life is as important as every second you’ve lived so far.
Like you will never leave where you have ever been.
Like the softness of the rain on your roof
Wetting the leaves on the trees
Soaking into the ground and your life
Reminding you that the earth is not a foreign place
But a place created for you. 
Whose unplumbed mystery and green places and dirt and erupted earth
And flat expanse and storm clouds and playgrounds
Are where you were meant to be
All along. 
Especially on soft nights.

The Days are Getting Shorter

My window is darker than it was a minute ago
As I look outside at the earth I’ve come to know as home
Daylight fades faster in the colors of dusk
Like memories
Like each day of the past. 
That all faintly fade and fall away
Sooner than before. 
A child’s hand holds onto the swing
With a grip of new life
He wants to swing forever
Nothing could be better
But recess is over even though it just began
All he is left with is the feel of the chain
In his hand
He wants to play longer
Watching his shoes soar over his head
Feeling the thrill of gravity pull him down
Just missing the worn ground underneath him
But recess and playground time is over
The days are getting shorter. 
The days I pull myself to work
Seem interminable
Like a punishment
Broken up by smiles and a supernatural pull
Toward creativity
That I sell and convince people of its value.
The stuff of my soul
Becoming the lucre of my living.
The days are getting shorter 
I have my brother’s letter jacket on
And I walk into All Saints Elementary School 
In Cedar Rapids Iowa at just barely 11 years old
And glance at closed glass doors in a hallway
That mirror my image back to me. 
In less than a second I see and know my scrawniness
And weakness.  And my physical destiny. 
What a shock.  So less than I wanted.
The days are getting shorter. 
At a football game in Dallas
Where I am waiting for a ride
My high school catholic football team having won,
I am barely part of the moment
Playing the insecure clown for beautiful young girls
Who don’t know me, to get their attention
To re-direct my awkwardness and anonymity
That sinks into my soul and personality
Like humidity.  Inundating the lost sense of knowing who I am
I will have for decades. 
The days are getting shorter. 
Sitting on the big rock in Bever Park in Iowa
I couldn’t be happier. 
All of us are there at once
The rock the creek the grass the sky the cool air
My bike is parked not too far away
I will get on it soon
So mom won’t get worried about me coming home.
As I pedal past my friend’s homes and the houses
Whose lights are just coming on.
The days are getting shorter. 
I’m a good copywriter
I am drunk and have a fight with my girlfriend Loretta
Who I loved more truly than anybody
She gets out of the car I am such a bastard
I am too drunk to care
She follows me to California
That should have been enough for me to try harder
But I didn’t. 
And the days are getting shorter. 
I am out with my big brother and sister
On Halloween night
Oh boy candy!
Some bullies smash an egg down my shirt
My rubber mask is hot but little kids don’t care
And I am a little kid
One of my last times to hide behind a mask.
The days are getting shorter. 
All this passes through me as I watch the sun fade
As measurable as pouring water
I am 61 years old as I write this
The child still running through me
As if he were still alive
Because we both are
There is no more Iowa
No more parents
No more childhood
Except the glimmers my heart feels
That bring the smell of the grass back to me
Sitting like a stone
Looking out the dark window
Looking forward to the next morning
Knowing full well, that the days are getting shorter.

Soaking Up Life

Sometimes

You really don’t know what you’re doing

When to stand

When to sit

When to lie down. 

Sometimes you just twirl or stop

Or pause and look

And people don’t know what you’re doing

You may be soaking up life

Like a sponge filling up your cavities

With a thirst for what’s going on

Without understanding any of it

In fact, that would ruin it.

Sometimes you can know what it’s like to be a tree

Or a storefront people look at

Or a vacuum cleaner someone would buy

The physical boundaries of being one thing or another

Disappearing in your curiosity

Or just plain liking something enough to become it.

Life is often much less than profound

Than it is tenaciously ordinary

And that can be the beauty of it

That you can become an acorn

Or a piece of a sidewalk

Or a post office counter

Or the gorgeous hands of a young waitress

Or a patch of grass. 

Then you realize there are no limitations

For what you can be

And you can go home and love your spouse with all your might

Or your child with unthinkable depth and permanence

And then go back to soaking in life

Whatever it offers

Whatever you see in its thereness.

Because if you can see that

And like it

And soak it in

You can be what some would say God meant you to be

Or what a Thomas Hart Benton painting wants you to feel

The energy of life naked and shooting out

The electricity of being

Without being a Scientologist

Or Unitarian

Or Catholic

Or Republican or Democrat. 

You can just be human, yourself

An undefined mystery on earth

Stunned by life

Swept up in its blinding light and darkness

And you can just live

Putting everything you do into that big purse

And not worry about what anything means

Including you. 

Because when you’re busy soaking it all in

You don’t miss a trick.

The Moment

The moment slides across time

Like the clear plastic piece on a slide rule

Whose hairline stops at the right answer. 

I don’t always want to live in the moment.

To be restricted to the pace of a roller coaster ride

Someone else has invented, defined and created. 

This is how fast the ride goes. 

This is what you should pay attention to. 

Because the new age myth that says ‘stay in the moment’

Ties us to inertia. 

Encouraging us to disevaluate the past and disregard the future

Limiting us to living between the ticks of a clock

Instead of the flow of life with its rearview mirrors

And wild stories and hope of what the future might become.

And the people we may learn the most from: our imperfect

Time-traveling selves.

I don’t want to live in the moment.

I want to leave my body and fly through stars

And constellations and universes and history and 

Places my imagination invents and my body has visited.

To old friends and places, wine bars, strange cities.

Shanty towns in Capetown, restaurants in Cleveland,

A home with Gloria Lee in Sacramento where her darling little girl

Was on a bungee leash and happy as a kid could be. 

And so was Gloria. 

I want to miss my few dead friends and revisit the funerals

When they were in death and I was alive

And I didn’t know how much life held until I could only hold them

In my heart and not my arms or hands anymore.

I want to revisit the smell and burning candles and organ music 

And funeral parlor theatrics as it was. 

To not allow me to go back would cripple my soul, 

And deny my heart the honor I owe my dead friends and their families. 

I want to imagine and visit a future

Where what we fight for today is what they live for tomorrow

Where there are more smiles and less death

And black people lead instead of get leftovers

And Hispanic insistence on the strength and divinity of family

Becomes the family of mankind.  Where we are all family.

Where women are not my enemies but my partners

In love, world-building, child-bearing, and skyscraper-raising. 

I don’t want to live in the moment.

I want to live in every moment that every was or will be.

Moments bundled up and scattered over history

So that my life and others spin together in harmony

Make one music of humankind

Whose melody inspires the reason we are here.

And the sunset-sunrise wonder of all of this

Is that every moment is its own world

And it’s own celebration, and unique,

And full of significance, anyway you look at it.

The lovers sleeping together body to body

The child asking questions that are impossible to answer

Unless love and respect respond

Without certainty that the answer is right

But that they sleep knowing that your heart spoke

Willing to be incomplete because love drove your words. 

And when you walk with them hand in hand 

In a field or a mall or from school

That it is a moment that is collective, not separate

That add up to something those moments can never be disconnected from. 

Maybe there is just one moment that lasts for all of our lives

That it is connected to all other moments that ever were. 

So when the Hindu Guru is in front of thousands in the Lotus position

Asking you to “Be here now”

He may not be wisdom for the West or for you. 

In spite of his life, his robes or his beard, or his certainty.

And maybe he doesn’t mean the moments aren’t connected

But your life and openness tell you that they are.

Because the West has not deprived you of dreams and opportunity.

Maybe it has meant a good living.  Or freedom.  Or not going to work in a rickshaw. 

The moment is different in lives and cultures. 

So lie down by the stream

Hold your child in your lap as she falls asleep

Dream the altered, uncertain American Dream

That Mark Twain lived on the Mississippi

That Henry Ford invented with the assembly line

That your great-grandfather or grandfather worked the land

And gave you almost everything you have today. 

What you are is up to you

How you got here was up to them. 

So enjoy the moment

That slides by like a slide rule calculation

That lasts in a never-ending embrace

That spurs your ambition and gives you hope

Or makes you nostalgic

Or that you see go on as your sons and daughters

Defying the momentous odds, coping with a different world

With the faith you used to have. 

But don’t live in the moment.  
Live in the whole world. 

Live in all of time.

Sacrifice

Family and friends don’t see the bullets or bombs

Blowing body parts away

Defacing in real life the sudden transformation from life to death

The perfect photos of soldiers or pre-soldiers

Who grew up in American households

And did the most ordinary of things

Riding their bicycles in the park

Guarding the high school quarterback to win a game. 

They just see the silent coffins draped in flags

Their new platoon somewhere else, in memory, in history.

And they must imagine inside the coffins

The sons and daughters they welcomed from their wombs

Into the arms and hope of life. 

There is no such thing as consolation

Even if we were right or are right and sacrifice is the so-called solution.

The politics and arguments will continue

The price will always be the death of those

Who have no real say in the power struggle

That creates weaponry and destroys life as efficiently

And indiscriminately as the burst of a bomb or thud of a bullet.

The politicians justify it.  Yet soldiers die for it. 

Robbing families of their legacy

Leaving them with pictures

For widows and abandoned children,

Pictures that don’t grow up or marry and have kids of their own

To be hugged and spoiled by grandparents

In the anticipated American tradition.

My father survived World War II so I was born

And had too many cheeseburgers and too much cotton candy

From my grandfather because he could never give me too much. 

Millions have not.  Millions.  Millions.  And more millions. 

And millions more whose families are missing wholeness and destiny.

A world deprived of artists, architects, social workers, construction workers,

Tailors, athletes, street car conductors, mailmen, zookeepers,

Scientists, fathers, mothers, park workers.

None of whom will smile at you and say good day

Because they are in coffins some say are the price of our freedom. 

Does life come at the price of death?

60 years ago it did. 

Is that the solution today?  It was the ultimate solution for Hitler.

Is it the same for humanitarians now as it was for dictators then?

Maybe there is a world these men and women 

Who have left their own families occupy. 

Full of their unfulfilled destinies cut short in this life.

Maybe their children who were never born here are born there

And they feel our embraces

And they sit at our dinner tables silently

And pray with those who go to church and remember them. 

Maybe they never have left

And are living parallel lives

In the air and presence around us

And want us to know they are only absent here

But full of life there and still part of us. 

Maybe they kiss us goodnight. 

And know so much more about life having lived it and left it

And don’t want us to suffer or be sad

Or our hearts to be inconsolable. 

And that’s what we must sacrifice

To keep going and fight for life. 

To win, not just break even.

To allow life to win the ultimate battle, not death. 

So that those who sacrificed themselves and our disrupted souls

Can celebrate with the rest of us. 

At last.

What Comes to Life

A chrome window dressing 

Sliding down the window of a car

Beautiful in its simple

Curved design, invisible part of a mechanical behemoth

That will hum and breeze down the highway. 

The scene of death that killed my friend

Has never been described

He didn’t take his own life

He blew it to kingdom come

No doubt his brains and skull splattered

Like a blasted pizza on the couch. 

His mother found what was left of him

I could tell she was still pissed at the funeral

Seeing me after years of not seeing me

I could tell it was it like seeing a part of him still alive. 

She was pissed that he gave up. 

But she loved me because part of him was there

In my person.  In the time I spent with him

That was as real as today, as the sorrow,

As the heart stab that says it is too late

To do anything but grieve and weep. 

And stand there without your son

Listening to words that have no meaning. 

Everything that exists today

Is derived from nature

Or mimics it, or tries to extend it

Or perfect it, or incorporate it as ideal

Into our extraordinarily common lives. 

This is every thing that makes 

Our world touchable

But it all comes from what isn’t. 

The world did not evolve itself

We developed it

According to our love, greed, ego, ambition.

So when I look at the sweep of chrome

I weep for my friend

Who found no place to lay his mark

Except on that couch that 

No doubt was thrown away

Like his life.

I weep often. 

I weep because I don’t know why. 

I weep because whatever would survive him

Did not. 

No chrome. 

No one of his dreams. 

No illusion that came to life. 

No hand to hold. 

No smile to see.

No laugh to share. 

No songs to disharmonize with. 

Just that chrome strip someone else thought of. 

That is in the world. 

In place of him.

Meet Jesus

A friend who’s seen him says he has short hair

Not the beard or the perfectly handsome face we usually see

He has on a white shirt and khakis or jeans

And we walk down the street together

Greeting, meeting ordinary people

Because that’s how he thinks of himself. 

I’m more impressed with being with him

Than he is impressed with being himself 

An ordinary guy who knows he isn’t ordinary

But doesn’t know what to do about it

Or why. 

He’s out of place

Here in the real unholy world

He doesn’t know why he’s here. 

He’s here because I have dragged him along.

He doesn’t know he’s God the Son

Or how much we need him to be real.

We look into shop windows

Onto the street

Big cities or small towns

We think he’s with us

We heard about him Sunday

So he must be here on Monday. 

Because that’s what men of God tell us. 

Every step we take

We believe he’s taking with us

And at our best

We greet and treat each other

As if he were right there. 

We take Jesus with us

If we believe he’s with us

To the bank, to the store, 

To work, coming home, 

Making dinner

Stroking our child’s hair 

More than anything we could ever love

And if we think about it hard enough

We think it’s also Jesus’ love

Because we don’t think we could love that much. 

So we see him in the corners of our bedrooms

On the couch with our spouse

When love overtakes us

When we see our child running to both of us

When we are with our dying parents. 

We think Jesus is there with us. 

Because what he said is suddenly what we believe. 

I am with you.  Always.  Completely. 

So any day at any time anywhere. 

Why shouldn’t we walk down the street 

With him?

Him soaking up our loneliness and doubt

Him being powerfully invisible

Him being the love that shines from our own souls.

Because in the depths of our recesses

We know love is everything that matters about ourselves

Too permanent to be false

Too pervasive to be ignored. 

Too powerful to be overcome.

And if that is what Jesus lived for

And stood for and died for

It is worth living for. 

Then why not walk down the street with him

And see whoever you see the way he would

Through his soul and yours. 

And bring him to life through your fortitude

Just because you can not be alone

Just because he has promised to never abandon you

In darkness and light, in life or death. 

Walk with this crazy dude who has made outlandish promises. 

Walk with love that has never been this pure

Walk with faith higher than mountains and clouds and the sky. 

Walk with an open heart. 

Chances are you will hear footsteps beside you.

The White Hawk
I took a drive with a woman who was almost my wife
To the rugged country not too far from Los Angeles
Still the unspoiled West
Rocky, free, rolling, bouldered, 
With hills too steep to climb
Sparse but prickly, wildlife lurking 
Wherever you didn’t look or they wouldn’t be wildlife. 
It took me out of the city
In more ways than one
Back to the me who had learned to survive from the earth
But had forgotten
Even though just two generations from farmland
And chickens and cattle and sweet corn and watermelon.
A foreigner but not a stranger
Still knowing deep that I belonged more here
Than driving in Century City looking for the right all-glass building. 
The right all-glass building is everything. 
Food for your table
School for your kids
Two cars
A house, a hi to the neighbor, 
What everyone wants you to be
Except maybe you. 
A screech pierces the sky and I look up to see
A white hawk or falcon
Zeroing in something I can’t see because I don’t have 5/5 vision
It glides like an Indian spirit
Circling as if nothing was driving its instinct
As effortless and invisible as the air. 
It swoops and picks up its miniscule prey
In an unforeseen instant. 
Something I couldn’t see from my glass building
Even if my vision were 025/025.
The hawk doesn’t see anything but the mouse or prairie dog or whatever it is. 
It is at once beautiful, sad, natural, inevitable, Godlike and earthly.
My veins swell from the motion and vision and accuracy. 
And jealousy of the lack of thought. 
Just beyond the spread of one of the largest cities in the world
Behind the window of my glass building
City as far as the eye can see;
Unless you’re a white hawk
And you can dive into a canyon like a cannon for dinner
Without making reservations. 
That’s why I left L.A.
There was more beauty and magic surrounding in it 
Than inside it. 
And it fooled itself that it was part of it all
Instead of the cancer and greed it bred. 
But as much as it tried, 
It couldn’t match the beauty that had been created a thousand years
Before Hollywood and Beverly Hills and the Palisades. 
It could only present it as if it were its own invention
A place that was suppose to be there
That deserved to be there. 
But was as foreign to its natural setting
As vomit on an orchid.
I didn’t marry Margaret. 
She was Jewish and I wasn’t. 
She was rich and I wasn’t. 
She was helping her dad build malls
Because that was the business.
I was helping TV shows get ratings because that was the business. 
But just outside the business
The white hawk still soared 
And my soul soared with it
My eyes keen on the prize
The wind swishing past my ears. 
With the engine of nature driving it.
I only saw the sky
And the land the way the hawk would
So I left while I could still fly
Left the glass buildings behind. 
That some nested in
And some collided with in mid-air
And some just looked up at
Wishing they were a hawk in the sky.

Winter

There is no real winter where I am in South Texas
Not anywhere near what I remember in Iowa
A State that has seasons
And kids who put on galoshes to trudge through snow to school
And hit their girlfriends with snowballs
And sled down Suicide Hill where nobody has really ever been killed
And so cold that you sweated inside your parka
Even though it was freezing outside.
Winter was a big frozen snow cone treat. 
Every kid knew snow intimately.
The way they knew leaves and dirt and twigs and bark
That was kid territory
The world we lived in, not on or with. 
We were the rocks and creeks and trees and grass
And they were us.  And we knew it.
And couldn’t wait to get out into it again and again. 
I look at the two days of unshaved white hair on my face
And know that this is my winter now
The last of my seasons of living.
And I know now that my own life is temporary
That will melt like a snowball if taken inside
If I try too hard to remember or recover the drifts and chill
And beautiful blue-white color of the snow coming home to dinner
On short winter days when you would live forever
Because you were so alive. 
Winter is as unstoppable as an obituary. 
So the white hair on my head and face 
Bring back the allusion but don’t stop time
No matter how much I want to go and play. 
And find a new girlfriend to throw a snowball at
Or fall in the snow and make an angel. 
I know this is my last season. 
Winter is staking its claim, taking its due
Taking me with it as it does the earth, and time, and all of us. 
I always liked the cold wind on my face
The lights coming on in the houses I walked by
The crunch under my galoshes
The snow that buried and let sleep everything underneath
So that all you saw was the beauty and grace and whiteness
Like you were looking in God’s face and he was teaching you a lesson. 
That you are not part of nature
You are nature.  And all this will come to you. 
Peace.  Quiet.  Burial.  Stillness. 
Oneness with the season of your life. 
Mine is winter. 
A season I always loved. 
A season so quiet you can hear heaven
When you look up at the clear stars.

Yellow, Gold, Brown, Red, Orange and Green

Fall is sneaking into south Texas

It has projected its sunlit clairvoyance on my den wall

Through the blinds usually closed to keep the heat out.

And something has come with it. 

That surrounds me and calms me and takes my hand

As if I were still a child anticipating Halloween. 

When all the Saints were out as I was getting candy dropped into my bag

With the million other kids in costume.

Which most of America has abandoned today.

Fall meant tracing real leaves

And using every color in your box of crayons.

It meant real change

You could see everywhere out your window

As if nature wanted to paint itself so you wouldn’t miss the point.

And what came with the coolness was the nature 

That ignited the rods and cones of your eyes, and widened them

That pumped through the veins of leaves and of people.

That how could anything this beautiful last forever:

I will make it impossible not to love me and feel privileged to be alive,

I will make the world so beautiful you will want to stop it now

Right where it is and never let it go;

I will inspire your greatest artists who will never capture my majesty;

You may be in awe but I am in charge.  And now we are on my pace

And my time, and this is my earth for you to embrace me while you can

But will never own or create anything that ever was or will be

More powerful and beautiful. 

This is my gift to you.  Don’t waste the time you have with it. 

And in its transient beauty it becomes the perfect metaphor for our lives. 

Beauty that will never end, while we will.

The trees, the leaves, the ground, the air, the chill, the fading light,

The stars…all knowing more than we do.  All more renewable.

More permanent.  More wise. 

It even stirs something in children while they soak in and explore

And become part of fall’s momentum. 

Something that they sense will pass. 

As their childhood slips away and they want to grow up

And as their parents want them to stay children forever. 

But nothing is forever except the cycle.

My orange crayon is pressed hard against my pumpkin drawing

My little tongue sticks out of my mouth in intense concentration

The nun’s thin black robe moves close and I smell her soap. 

Not so different from what I do today at my computer.

Trying to draw fall the way I drew a pumpkin

So you can be here with me, time travel back to my childhood

So we can be together and I won’t feel so alone

Knowing that there are other kids-in-waiting, 

Kids-in-adult-clothes who want a box of crayons

And a picture to draw or color in.

So that when fall sunlight and change and colors

Like yellow, gold, brown, red, orange and green

Tell me there is only so much beauty my life can hold

It is time to blend in with them

And become part of their radiance. 

So that other children

Will look at the beauty of a fall leaf and know that it is not an accident

That its wonder is my wonder, 

And that the leaf he or she puts in her pocket

And smiles to have found

Contains all of fall’s magnificence

And part of my disappeared life and recoverable love.

Missing

What took such pain and love to create

We are missing

And unaware of the dreams that would have been realized

And a world that would have been different.

Most would not have changed the human landscape.

But it only takes one person to change the world

Because of everyone they change. 

Medicines that bring forth life

Cities of opportunity

Poverty and starvation ameliorated

Psychological insight enlightening minds.

It may have been within our grip, not just our hope. 

They are all gone. 

Bodies ripped apart by bombs

Or assassination on the battlefield

By war. 

By “This will be the solution.” 

Bush, the bastard, thanking families

Who gave their sons and daughters

Phony ideological arrogance and a smirking grin

Rather than solutions that preserved their lives. 

Cheney, who made Halliburton an ethical abhorrence

And who was next in line

To decimate and rape the American Dream so many died for.

Protected by the cushy chair and arrogant certainty

Of Hitlerian politics endorsed and encouraged.

As close to fascism as I hope we’ll ever get

Dishonoring the true sacrifice

American youth lost life and limb for. 

The blood on Bush and Cheneys’ hands never to be washed away. 

What was lost besides lives?

The embrace of families welcoming GI’s back to heart and home.

And what they would have done with their lives. 

We are without their solutions. 

Their inspiration. 

Their irrational dreams that would shake the world

Their art, architecture, environment, energy, contribution. 

Because we are without them. 

Their potential, their love, their commitment, their progeny. 

We are without them messing with the stuff of life as fearless ex-soldiers

And so much the less for it. 

That we don’t even know what never was

That our national grief can’t help but cry with their families. 

The 78 million who died in World War II. 

It was right, but what did we lose by winning?

Vietnam. 

My war only because my generation fought it. 

What did they win for America? 

The right for greed to almost destroy us?

We are missing our greatness when we sacrifice our best.

We are missing solutions without caskets. 

We are missing whole people without prostheses.

We are missing families, our closest connection to heaven.

We are missing the most precious part of lives:

What a man feels when his hands caress his daughter’s silky hair

And watches her laugh on the kiddy pool. 

What a woman feels when she lifts her asleep child into bed

Her womb and heart fulfilled. 

We are missing our grandparents’ dream that what they sacrificed

For a better world we will never have to. 

That kind of heartbreak is personal and permanent.  And ongoing.

What we are missing is the hand of love and strength that says “no more.”

And the millions of silenced voices who might agree. 

If they could speak.

Soldiers
You want that car. 
Who wouldn’t? 
That meal.
Who wouldn’t?
Especially if you’re from Afghanistan
Or Iran
Or South Africa
Or Croatia
And you’ve been tenacious enough to get here. 
Does America know itself anymore?
Do our hearts do our thinking?
Or are we McDonald’s
A pitch or a jingle
An elevator to a sales meeting?
I’m just as guilty
No one keeps me from speaking into the clown’s mouth.  

Rosie the Riveter thought with her heart. 
My dad did in the radar room
On the U.S.S. Massachusetts
When you could lose your life in an instant
To a kamikaze or torpedo. 
Did all those men and women die
So we could have a Big Mac?
Maybe. 
Maybe this is the good life. 
The destination of Democracy,
Capitalism in its inevitable, unregulated and unevaluated form. 
But why, to me, is something wrong with this picture? 
What do I miss that I was never part of
Except in moments on the History Channel?
I saw the video of Auschwitz but missed the horror.
I saw the smoking plane plummet to earth
But missed the impact and instant death. 
I’ve seen the footage
But missed the telegrams of “We regret to inform you.”
Our soldiers fight now and die
Bravery is part of their heritage
But learning isn’t part of ours.
Our soldiers know what they die for
But it doesn’t match what we live for.
Would Rosie be proud of us?
Would my dad be proud of what he faced death for?
And millions of others?
Not handfuls or hundreds or thousands. 
78 million.  Who can’t sit with us and have a glass of wine. 
Their sacrifice lives in history instead of our hearts, 
except for diminishing survivors. 
Because we have waved a shallow hand of thanks
And lived our lives of self-indulgence. 
In our Levis and Lexuses.
My guess is that they don’t resent it
Because any life was precious to them
Especially if yours was given up so others could live. 
78 million lives lost in World War ll.  Lost forever. 
Even eventually in memory.
So that I could be born in 1947. 
And the plain fact of the matter
Is that I owe them more than my life. 
And I believe that
The faces and lives that were lost so we could live
Are still existent in a permanent and touchable and living way
And have nothing but love for us. 
And touch us every day. 
Joining their souls and hearts to ours
As part of our lives, our breaths, our heartbeats, 
Our looks over mountaintops
And the touch of our children’s hands
As if they had never left.

Will He Be There?
I am not lost without him
But I am alone on my journey
Even in a wondrous world
Because I sense the separation
Like a tree cut from a forest
A cloud drifting from the sun
In the darkness. 
I am embraced now by some.
Friends and family have shared their hearts
But the Universe has not whispered to me
Faith has not visited me
Despite my prayers and despair. 
My life ebbs away with each minute and sundown 
I am losing my strength
My will to go on, the made-up story of my purpose
My memories of joy without pain. 
It has been too long since schooldays on the playground.
Too long for re-living, re-telling or revival.
I am jealous of friends who have found a peace like no other
In his presence.
I am jealous of the devotion that comforts them 
Even if they just go through the motions. 
I am jealous of a brother who carries divine light
With him, and ascends every day
To a plane I cannot peek over. 
There is no mystery to me or in me.
Somewhere in the course of my life I have sailed off the map
I have stopped trying but not stopped crying
Perhaps for nothing but my own disowned soul. 
There is no comfort for someone who cannot have faith
There are no arms to run to
No argument or logic that opens their hearts or minds
Only life in a wide-open, natural prison
That eludes comforting them with its vast wonder
Because of the fear that there is nothing in the goldfish bowl.
I wish the longing would lift like morning fog
And reveal my heart among many
And my tears would cleanse my soul
And make my eyes see what I want to believe
And perhaps secretly do. 
But it is not enough. 
I fear that what I suspect in life will be real in death. 
Life on my white page is filled only with my own invention
And I hear the low, almost-silent hum of destiny
And I sense the pale figures gathering around me
And the clock slowing down to its final movement.
So that before my eyes close for the last time
I will say to whomever may be beside me
With breath so soft it may only be heard by an apparition
Invented to hold my hand;
And I will ask:
“Will he be there?”

Thoughts of a Suicidal Maniac

You don’t have to attempt suicide
To be part of the private club whose members might do it
Your friends and family
Have already attended your funeral full of regret
Or have put you in the padded cell just in time
Where you can’t hurt yourself unless you’re really committed. 
(Heh-heh) 
The truth is, for many, offing yourself makes sense
The most impactful Time Magazine I ever got
Was one that showed pictures with short rationales
Of why and how people had killed themselves with handguns
In one week in America. 
I think it was supposed to be anti gun-ownership. 
I found it astounding because it made so much sense
When I read about the terminal diagnoses and ruined lives
That suicide seemed to be a logical and sensitive answer
For.  So many.  In one week.  Pages and pages and pages
That made me sit down.  Think.  Care.  But not cry. 
So who are we sad for?
The lost potential.  Maybe it is already lost. 
The ache left in friends and family? 
Was it greater than the pain of going on?
Don’t be so quick or automatic to judge. 
It is not their lives you are the caretakers of. 
No matter how much you care. 
It will not be my choice. 
But it will be the choice of many
For whom life has ceased to become enough of a gift
And has become more of a burden. 
Is it their cross to bear?
You don’t know. 
Would Christ have accepted a bullet through the head
On his way to Calvary?
I would have. 
Crucifixion is not how you want to go. 
The Catholic Church disapproves of suicide.
 I’d like to ask Jesus what he thinks.
I wonder if his mercy would disappear
And he would turn away my friend and others
Who wanted his comfort. 
That is not a Jesus I would want to believe in. 
Most of us know what there is to die for.
But what is there to live for?
Those of us still here have millions of answers. 
And those not here I suspect would agree with all of them. 
It was just that life stopped becoming a vessel of hope
That probability outweighed possibility
That sorrow took over like a rainy day that couldn’t end
Or living with a loss made life worth living impossible
In that moment
When the gun was at their head
And their heart was beating without hope. 
And they pulled the trigger. 
I saw hundreds of pictures of teenagers and mothers and fathers
And cousins and boyfriends and girlfriends and homeless 
And prosperous people who did just that. 
They have disappeared from the earth. 
But not from the hearts for those who cared for them. 
Even to the last moment of their own natural lives.

Life #14

Some know what they want to do at 6 or 7 or 12
And nothing can stand in their way
Some decide later and see a trade-off between what they want
And what they need. 
Husbands and wives make up a great deal of this group
Giving themselves to their family
Instead of dragging them across a rocky path to success. 
And everyone stops at a different time
To accept what they’ve decided
And the swirl of the world slows down
As they start living in real time
Instead of believing advertising slogans or self-help formulas. 
Some are glad to stop at 20
With a blue-collar job and 2 kids already. 
Some stop when some internal clock strikes “Now.”
Some stop when they have achieved everything they wanted
But don’t want what they achieved. 
And pursue a different dream.  Often too late. 
Some artists live just one life, seeing their call
And answering it early. 
Joining them are a great number of priests, scientists and physicians. 
Early deciders.  Early achievers.  Early risers. 
And more often than not - healthy, wealthy and wise.
I am on life #14. 
Having thrown away any map anyone gave me early
Making wrong turns and very few right ones. 
It has left me at a place I know
But don’t necessarily belong to. 
My life in Dallas, a town and culture I despise.
My life in love, which I threw away every time.
My life in TV which I took seriously.
My life as a copywriter which actually turned out pretty well.
My life in L.A., in which everything was exactly what it seemed to be:
A facade. 
My life in New York which should have been my stepping-stone
But which approximated the ugliness and crassness of the city.
My life in Portland which should have been a place to be
And became a place to flee
And made me something most people would despise. 
My life in L.A. for a second term
Where nobody grew and intimates mistook psychobabble 
For examination and solutions. 
Where time caught up with me and said you are impossibly behind. 
Where friends bedded and wedded and had affairs
And became alcoholics and drug addicts and husbands
And fathers and wives and mothers, 
And grew up as I stayed for the longest of times 
Too old to grow up, but giving it a good Midwestern college try
For 9 years with 2 women who were wrong for me
But just right for someone else. 
My life back in Dallas which looked and felt more like L.A.
Soulless, shallow, stinking rich, money-grubbing, 
Every new freeway a road to riches
And to neighborhoods whose kids had the worst drug problems in America. 
God, how I miss those Mercedes. 
My life as a frequent flyer, frequenting places I would rather have lived
Than in Dallas, where someone sliced my tires because I complained about their incessantly barking dog as I worked at home.
My life in Toledo.  A new start but the same old story. 
My boss’s boss fired on day two.  Now I’m getting old. 
My life in Houston which was supposed to save a department
And give new life to a newscast with the wrong anchors.
My life in San Diego
Shortened by a tyrant who humiliated the guy who hired me
And left us both high and dry. 
My life in Waterloo, Iowa, a last ditch effort hoping that local news
Hadn’t really sold out.  Thinking I could make a difference. 
Finding out they didn’t want me to. 
My life back in Texas where the 3rd time was not the charm
Where my mother and father finally died in their mid-nineties
Where Nazi atrocities visited me in my dreams
Taking young children’s hands and walking into the ovens
At Auschwitz and holding them as they cried and died in real life
Their little souls and bodies dissolving from my embrace, their tears on my face
Unable to save them but able to feel their hopelessness and horror. 
Life #14
What a life.  Not many on solid footing.
My last stop my be here.
My spirit and body broken at last.
Maybe that’s what it has taken for me 
To be complete.

We Flap

Realizing we’re earthbound
After childhood
Our sprit deflates
And most of us accept the world as it is. 
But we look up in the sky
And still want to fly
No matter how discouraged or unfulfilled we are. 
We see the birds
And connect them with our souls. 
Well, why not?
We share the same world and goals 
And desire to soar
To see our lives and gravity 
In a less limited way. 
So we flap. 
Some of us lift ourselves to enlightenment
Or family sustenance
Or University achievement
Like birds floating on the thermals
Over the clouds and the earth
To the freedom and lightness we seek
Since the day we were born, 
To fly and soar and see and turn to the wind
An unleashed creature flying with the currents
Of nature and time and beauty. 
Even with its miniscule brain
It has become an inspiration
And object of envy
Speaking to our spirit
Demonstrating in some weird way what we want
Where our souls could live
Where we could find ourselves
Not just in dreams, but within the minutes of our lives. 
It is an unreasonable hope.  Far off.  Behind the clouds. 
Somewhere in the endless blue sky, where we lose sight of our dreams
And settle back to earth. 
To the breakfast cereal. 
The bills. 
The lawn.
The car.
The bus stop.
The missing socks that never came out of the dryer.
Maybe it is our angel background
That causes us to admire these stupid but stupendous creatures
That forces us to believe that their beauty isn’t just here as
An evolutionary phenomenon
But as a true-to-life metaphor
Designed to make us unlimited,
A perfect example of nature’s pattern leading us to 
Pay attention to its wisdom.  Its example, 
Its lack of conflict, its apolitical, effortless, intention and purpose.
To humble us.  To shame us into recognizing that we are not only part of nature,
But irrevocably tied to how we injure or ignore it
Or fail to recognize that its spirit and well being
Are one and the same with ours. 
The bird, the hawk, the eagle, the duck, the swan
Traverse the earth with no thought we can measure
With unlimited freedom, constantly at work and constantly free
More in synch with the earth than we are. 
Wiser in their stupidity. 
More beautiful in their simplicity. 
More capable in their design. 
They can fly. 
Without engines or engineering or science or fossil fuel. 
While we can only dream about it.

Night Falls in Laguna Beach

The orange of the restaurant fireplace
Would have made me fall in love with her
If I wasn’t already. 
When you look out onto the ocean
Holding the hand of the one you love
Anything is not possible
Everything is. 
They turn on the umbrella blast heaters
And no moment of physical comfort could be better. 
And poetry takes over your subconscious.
My girl.  My wife.  My destiny.
Everything I have lived for in her eyes and her body
Nothing could be more perfect. 
Angels in the sky. 
Heaven wafts down and touches us. 
And we are part of its expression 
Floating on the sunkissed clouds,
Warmed by alcohol
Ensured by love.
Surrounded by reassurance from the earth and ocean itself
That this will last
Be as permanent as a womb
That gives everlasting life
That drifts on the ocean breeze to the tops of the hills
We have driven up to and looked over
Amazed to be here
With each other. 
Our hands together like earth and sky. 
Her blue eyes reflecting the sky
My whole life there
Deeper than the ocean
More beautiful than I can stand
In moments when we are eternal.
Her blonde hair
Shining like the sun in my soul
Forgiving my sins
Embracing me in my desire
Just to be with her and all that she is. 
In love with every molecule of her
Every look
Every motion of her face and hand
Every bit and parcel and piece of her
Every look back to me in her eyes
I didn’t know existed. 
I didn’t know could be one, not two,
Could create a moment larger than time
In a cocoon created just for us
By wisdom and mystery and earth fire and gentleness
That drew us to each other’s arms
With the ocean just below and heaven just above. 
Loretta.  And Laguna Beach.
And everything that could be full of wonder
About ordinary life
That was.
Still pulls at my heart. 
Even though it is long past. 
Washed away by the tides. 
To be washed up on my soul
When I forget to remember
She is somewhere else
Other than my heart.

Beautiful Place

I passed it up
Coming from L.A. 
In my slick Civic
Some buildings on the side of the road
I’ll get to the city in awhile
But I passed it up and had to backtrack. 
There was a waterfall that ran through the center of town
Ancient, modern.  Defining Spokane
Spilling, rushing, inspiring, as beautiful as the landscape 
As beautiful as life ever was or ever can be. 
As powerful and loud and unstoppable
As the blood that coursed through me
With desire and ambition. 
There were hills and rivers and mountains and forests
And you lived in the middle of all of it. 
Spinning up the south hill in winter ice and snow. 
There were little houses and big houses
When timber, mining and agriculture made millionaires
And built semi-mansions on hillsides
You wondered and gawked at as you drove by
Sucking up the smell of wood and pine in the summer
Assaulted and exulted by the thousand colors of fall
As it heralded the chill to come
And the white blanket you had to live with for months. 
There were good restaurants
Breathtaking vistas
Steep, dangerous cliffs you could drive along
Deafening waterfalls you could chew your steak and watch
20’s and 30’s hidden-away monasteries and enclaves
Places for meetings with beavers outside your window. 
It was a place where business was secondary 
To the force and face of nature
Even though it tried to dominate
But ended up humbled and swept aside
By something more powerful and heartfelt from the earth
From the Indians
From the land
From all that was mustered from what God made
Not what man made
Which was less interesting, less real, repetitive, faceless, generic. 
The job was the job
But the place was the place
I visited the families who made their lives here
Introduced a weatherman who died here
We looked at apartments together
And picked one. 
His colon poisoned with cancer
He died after I left. 
His widow cut my hair. 
He is still there. 
For both of us. 
I lived there for 18 months and still call friends
I lived in L.A. for 12 years and call no one. 
I drive through neighborhoods where no one locks their doors
The cool of the night filling me with life
The dark, surrounding greenery ever present, 
The clear moonlight beaming from a black night spinning with stars,
A city in a forest with steep hills, covered with trees. 
With a crashing river dividing it.  Old buildings, old architecture
An old place, as old as time, whose land touches the sky
Every scene eligible for a postcard. 
Spokane kept people there because it was Spokane
No other reason
It didn’t need another reason
Its overwhelming beauty couldn’t be described or believed
So you had to experience it
Feast your eyes and let it open your mind, let it fill up your heart
And become part of your spirit
Like the Indians knew even though the white man stole it
And did everything he could to defile it
And ended up humbled and made miniscule by its beauty and power. 
I tried to ignore or dislike the place
Except it wasn’t like other places
It changed people
Enveloped them
Even though they bitched about its shortcomings as a city,
Without realizing the city was an afterthought
And would always be secondary to the setting. 
So they stayed and I left without realizing I couldn’t. 
Half the year it was covered in snow
So it meant all you had were friends you met in restaurants and bars
Half the year was the glory of nature in full bloom
So beautiful I would just drive aimlessly and look
And soak it in
And let its power overwhelm me
Shake me to my core
Become part of my blood
And occupy my soul. 
It was too much beauty for someone with too much ambition.
I left for no good reason
And the magic stayed
My friends stayed
The river stayed, crashing and turmoiling and violent and untamed
The beavers stayed
And the cliffs you could drive along the edge of stayed
And the hills dangerously steep in the winter ice
And the ancient trees stayed
And the millionaire houses stayed, stately, stunning
And the blocks of restored old houses separated by a parkway stayed
Reminders of another age and time that had never really left. 
They all stayed.  Still there.  Still intact. 
Belonging to a time when nature had nothing to do with real estate. 
I am somewhere else
Separated by years and failure and success and geography. 
But I have never left and never will.

Old Friend
I’ve been spending time with an old friend
Who first visited me in my teens
A friend who planted a charge in my brain
And blew it up, scattering me everywhere
And hugging my shoulders as we both watched
My mind drift away in slow motion
Like a Stanley Kubrick movie long before 2001. 
He has stayed with me
Eating breakfasts
Getting drunk
There when the woman beside me in bed
Gave me hope he would be gone in the morning.
And he was
Only to meet me on the street or in a restaurant
Smiling at me from across the room
Tapping my shoulder when I drove
Occupying the me struggling to be rid of him
Sinking into me like a perfect duplicate
That occupied the same space
And following my every move
A spiritual spy who wanted all of me
Fended off but never driven completely away
Because we were too close. 
Because we were each other. 
I tried to kill him with medicine
He receded but showed his strength
Holding out his hand
As if we belonged together
And always made a strong comeback. 
Now, he has settled in
Reminding me every day I should not go on
As if his destiny is my despair
His celebration my defeat
His eyes with the real vision 
The natural one, the right one
The outlasting one. 
The one I should see life through.
And those I care about 
And all my thoughts and actions.

My old friend
Who has crippled me
And painted my real life
Taking the brush from my hand
Driving away most of the love I’ve been offered
Knowing that if I deny his truth
I deny my own. 
So we sit with each other
Alone in the world
Our backs to other friends and lovers 
Many hurt, most gone.
Our backs even to family
Perhaps to salvation.
My old friend
Who visited me early in life
Always brought false gifts
Always with the quiet, silent weapon of failure
That wrenched my heart out of my chest
Left me listening to rain
Deftly separated my fingers from the one I loved
As if there could only be his plan, 
Instead of my dream. 
Reality is not a word. 
It is a state of mind
A truth deep in the heart
A current that runs through you
And everything you do. 
It is your complete life with nothing left out.
My old friend
Will be on my deathbed
Just as he has been with me my whole conscious life. 
And that is where I will leave him behind. 
Thankful for having lived
Thankful for how suffering has made me more human
Than I could have even hoped. 
He will be there. 
But what I will remember are the moments he couldn’t invade
The world he couldn’t reach that I did. 
If just for a few moments when the beauty outshone him.

A catch in the outfield
Making a friend laugh
Having physical love be divine
A sweep of fall leaves
My hand in a creek bed
My hope eternal
My thankfulness real
My suspicion of a higher purpose
The blue eyes of a lover
A roller coaster plummet
Running in the rain
The sound of surf at night
A good dry martini
My brother’s kindness
My reaching for God
Swinging as high as I could as a kid
The smell of black dirt
Falling asleep with the dog on the bed.
My old friend’s days are numbered.
My death will be beautiful
And he will dissipate like lifting fog.

Preparation

The longer I live
The more I live in mystery. 
About what some call spiritual
But what I feel as physical. 
Being part of the seasons, the weather, my body. 
I have no idea what my mind is
Or how it works.
I have no idea what my heart is
But what I call my heart is so much of who I am. 
And spirit.  The biggest mystery of all. 
No closer to spirit than I was when I was 8 years old
Playing for hours by myself in the woods in Cedar Rapids
Reading comic books
Watching Howdy Doody
Loving cartoons. 
A spiritual a life as I ever lived. 
Immersed in the magic of childhood. 
Half spirit.  Half boy. 
My life a path I followed strewn with magic and spirit everywhere.
I didn’t know my life would lead to no answers
To ignorance about what keeps my heart beating, open and broken.
To what keeps my spirit wounded by those in suffering.
To what opens my heart to the love I see in others
In families, in sparkling eyes of mothers filled with their children’s lives
And husbands who take on all of life willingly and wondrously
And love with all their hearts even though they think it’s private
That no one really sees. 
I see.  And add my love to God if there is a God and he or she loves us. 
I don’t know. 
But even if I die and nothing of me survives except a memory
It’s worth being part of that strength.  That permanence.  That real life.
That mystery. 
I wish I had a message. 
Hope for those with empty hands. 
Love for those with weapons.
Acceptance for those alone. 
An embrace for those who have turned their backs on all of us. 
But I have nothing but myself
Sifting through my own broken dreams
With a friend
And much of the world who doesn’t see me
Praying to the same God I want to believe in
Hoping what is in my heart outweighs the damage I’ve done.
That the sunrises and sunsets we see are not an accident
That the clear eyes of a child are not meaningless
That the hearts of those who love us are part of a beating purpose
We can’t reach but skim up against
And hope to find in death if we haven’t in life. 
The hopelessness and incompetence and impotence
Of my life weigh me down
Bend my shoulders
Stagger my walk.
But I can’t help but think I am part of something larger
That my hopelessness may drive others to hope
That the date of my death on my tombstone
Will be someone else’s beginning. 
And we will share the joy to be alive.
The Screech of Nothingness

Being in neutral

Maybe it’s natural and when we’re indistinguished from the world

The moment and all it contains

A night breeze, the touch of a lover’s hand, incandescent light.

Maybe lack of mental content allows us to be filled

With what life wants us to have and to know

Maybe it’s when we’re being instead of being aware of being. 

Peace may be nothingness

When we disappear into the moment and earth

I recall the calm that came over me lying next to a lover

Trying not to think it wouldn’t last

Trying not to think at all

Feeling the soft sheet in my hand

And the warm loving accepting skin and mind and beauty

Only a man can know with a woman

When he’s with her and mystery envelops the moment

That no speech can escape, or comment, or thought. 

That whatever is there is a suprareality that began when

You hugged your pillow as an adolescent

Practicing for this moment that you could never be ready for or deserve. 

Why is love always transforming?

Why does it immerse us in the world and help our love radiate to others

Like an invisible shining in our hearts. 

Is that where children come from?

Is that the heart of friendship?  Is that what we live for?

I think I have only known one true love

Because I think she was the only one who loved me. 

How selfish.  How egocentric.  But how true. 

And when I left, she still loved me, even though I brushed the trail

Of a return obscuring the path that would have found us even stronger

As a bone heals stronger

As a hill is climbed and overcome

As what is spoiled and given up is held again, embraced with relief and new faith

Joined more effortlessly.  Blended like the colors of Monet into one piece

That taken separately means nothing but together approaches heaven. 

The pieces make the time and space and memories that still live in time. 

The eyes connecting the soul

The hands connecting the heart

The touches connecting the mystery and wordless

The love connecting everything we ever knew or would know. 

There is no separation between the spiritual and physical.

The beaches are our unfinished lives. 

The wind our callings. 

The sky our dreams. 

The earth ourselves. 

Sometimes I want to explode in it all, in love and sorrow.

Sometimes I feel its weight and crush in figurative death. 

Until I remember when love made me powerful and unbeatable. 

And part of its skyward arc

That put hope in my soul

And whose ember still glows.

Who Will Wear My PF Flyers?

Do you ever look back at your days

And wonder where they went

Or who you were to let them slip away without making you wiser?

I do. 

Do you ever regret lost loves, lost friendship,

Lost family, lost light and insight, lost to your own timidity,

Fear and cowardice?

I do. 

Do you ever wonder whether Christianity, 

Religion, an afterlife, Christ’s or Mohammed’s

Divinity is a sham made up by us because we don’t

Understand anything bigger than ourselves?

I do. 

Do you ever see pictures of Arlington National Cemetery

And feel you haven’t lived your life

For what they died for?  More than 300,000 just below your feet. 

Who lived, loved, were loved powerfully, many whose courage was their last act.

Their spiritual remains more present then ever. 

Is this beyond my ability to grasp or change?

It is.

Do you ever feel the sudden, permanent loss

Of a soldier’s family, a mother who child was murdered

Or died of cancer or in a car accident,

Sitting in front of a fire with another Christmas

That will pass without an embrace from them?

I have. 

Have you ever walked with Jewish families into the ovens at Auschwitz

Holding the hand of your son, your father, your daughter

And hid your hopelessness to keep theirs alive

For as long as your life and theirs would allow? 

I have.  In a dream.  To say otherwise would dishonor them.

And I have imagined their screams as real

And cried for them and prayed to a God I didn’t believe in for their peace.

Only because not believing was more unbearable. 

Have you been piled with the aborted fetuses of abortions

So that they buried you.  A mountain of flesh and sorrow and tears. 

And lives never lived in consciousness.  About 42 million each year. 

Have you ever wondered where their souls have gone,  

or what we’ve lost other than their lives?

I have.  No mothers to hold them.  No fathers watching them on their tricycles.

78 million died in World War II.  We kill more than half that in unborn babies 

each year. 

I have experienced all this and more.  In my dreams.  My mind. 

My imagination.  My heart.  My soul.  My being.  My physical presence.

Sometimes in my tainted happiness.  My victories.  My mundane routines.

My walks.  My life as part of their lives.  My heartbeat in synch with some

Of theirs.  And I have watched those who carry such burdens do so

With grace and strength.  And continue families.  And go on.  Because to not do so

Would let the Tsunamis of sorrow wash away their world, 

And them with it.  And leave no trace. 

So, ironically, my time in virtual recluse has tendrilled me to them in a way I could not have imagined.  Across time and continents and language barriers and prejudice and hatred.  In the west, we are obsessed with success and greed. 

Failure surprises us.  The world is largely failure.  Has our success been anyone’s who didn’t live here or feed its appetite?

Our failures are our way forward.  Our sorrow the measure of our humanity. 

I lost a friend to suicide and had to know the details.  Blood and guts and suddenness.  Suddenness that punctuates with a mind-ending bullet the hopelessness that it fed on. 

Another friend was struck down in the snow crossing the street in winter in Dallas.  I remember his widow recounting every clinical moment at the hospital

Watching him go through gyrations then die.  It was like she was reading a book, but the chapter was from her life, and two friends were there to listen.  So maybe it was a way for her to get it out of her mind, if not her life. 

If you watch the evening news with your heart instead of just your mind you may see the world partially for what it is.  They won’t show the despair, the true emotional loss, the lives forever damaged or crippled or tuned to alcohol or drugs or suicide.  Because that’s not news.  It’s life. 

And we don’t need a TV to see life.  We just have to turn our heads around and open our minds and hearts to what we know is here.  It kills many of us to find out.  Causes others to change it.  Paralyzes some.  Makes medical cripples of others.  And inspires some to greatness who carry us on their backs. 

What I want is the lost souls of aborted children to wake up in heaven in acres of playgrounds and spend their childhood running and climbing and jumping and laughing with volunteer huggers to hug them whenever they need it, 

With brand new pairs of PF Flyer tennis shoes just like the ones I used to wear as a kid growing up in Iowa where I only worried if I could pedal home fast enough for dinner. 

Of course, it would take a miracle to find 42 million pairs of PF Flyers every year for the kids.  

But that’s heaven for you.

Resting Places
I stroke my forehead in concentration
Or thoughtlessness
And the thought occurs that it came from a small Irish woman
Whose skull the flesh is leaving or has left in the recent grave of her stillness
And the connection in death and life strikes me
As if she were still alive
And that I soon will be dead. 
That skull and face I looked up at as an infant
The third of her children
The one she couldn’t let go. 
The creative side of us came from her
The artist in me.  The writer in me. 
From Dashiell Hammet in her family
Or from Roy Fellhauer the reporter on the Kansas City Star
When it was a great newspaper and he knew the cub reporter
Ernest Hemingway.  Roy my Grandfather on my father’s side.

I rub my forehead and wonder if their DNA and memories
And drive and soul and passion and discipline has been passed on
In miniscule but real ways. 
Even though she is dead in her grave.  But alive in my veins and eyes. 
She was a small woman.  I am a small man. 
But she had resolve in her spine and tough spirit in her heart
That many times saw our family through
And created our history. 
My head sags in depression and defeat
My eyes cloud in blindness
My small body breaks and falls
Yet she gets up and takes me with her
As she did for years
Through poverty, Depression, war, burden, abandonment that might not end
A future undreamt of, a world not yet born, but borne. 
My hand folds back my hair. 
In my forgiveness and love and thankfulness for her
Thinking she will never leave
Leaving her biological reality in my make-up
My steps, each one part of her dream,
And her bones moving with mine
Silently a part of who I am.  Secretly alive.  Breathing through me. 
Refusing to keep her heart still and her chest unbreathing. 
It seems I am not alone even by myself. 
Her drive has not died.
Now, she sees though my eyes,
Feels with my heart. 
Touches with my hands. 
A soul that is part hers still breathes into me.
From the first doctor’s swat in St. Mary’s Hospital
In Kansas City, Missouri. 
My cry of squalling.  Her wonder and creation joining her soul and body
In an act of creation that could never be diminished.
The connection of blood and miracle attributed to God.

I feel her fleshless forehead in her casket
And my smooth forehead with my hand.
My hair runs though my fingers. 
A small moment of life not of my own making
But a version of ourselves. 
Tomorrow we will both live again,
Sharing breakfast
Crunching gravel
Her catching a train with my sister under her arm
Hoping her husband will return from war
Me turning on my windshield wipers
A different time.  A different place.  The same story.
The story that never ends.

The River

I am not an author or poet
I am a catcher of substance in time.
Time that runs like a river through my hands
And swirls and eddies around my life. 
And if I grasp for it, like the wetness of water from a river
I can feel it
And as I wipe my face, the time and memories my hands have touched 
and captured accidentally make we write about them. 
And this has made we walk through life differently than ever
It has absorbed my ego and my self in all of my moments 
As they tumble over the rocks and stones of the river
Lifting my hands, sometimes covering me to the waist
So that I’m wading, not walking.  Immersed in a baptism I don’t understand
That comes from where the earth and the stars touch
And sing and illuminate the midnight sky of nature and of my life
As I become a witness to myself in the joining, in the coming of what is new
And the passage of what time has taken to never give back
Except in memory. 
It matters not that my body is broken and my soul stained
It only matters that I have been allowed to stand where the river meets the sky
And runs through that which is my matter and my spirit
And uses my hands to speak and write of which I don’t have an inkling
Connects the movement of my fingers across a keyboard 
To get its point across through my cloying and schoolboy words
That touch on the power that has ripped me from earth like a lightning bolt
And laid me down in a glade like a newborn deer
Surrounded by the mystery of grass and earth and consciousness
To stand on unsteady legs given a chance to live the electric moments
And violent power of life exploding with itself, in earthquakes and volcanoes
And uproars of human protest and atrocity and the obscenity of war
And the indefatigable drive of birth that can only end in death. 
In earthly terms.
But earth hides its purpose so well most of it is overlooked. 
It is studied and understood physically more and more, but not better and better. 
The earth itself hides its morality; seduces us with its beauty and drugs us into
A hedonism of what it provides.  But below the surface is something that is not knowable by our science, and probably not our religion. 
Given to a handful of minds who have tried to translate it and have failed as much as they have succeeded. I don’t seek to understand their words.  I want their message to sink into me.  Their awareness to give me an inkling of what they knew as deeply as what could ever be known.
And that is what I’m trying to get at when the river flows across my hands
And swirls around me.  And bringing my hands to my face to touch what has always been water, and which has always been something else. 
Containing mysteries disguised as gold.  Power misunderstood as domination.  Love twisted to hate.  And life defined by an end, rather than celebrated as an endless new beginning. 
The earth tells me all this.  It is a river that runs through my hands.  And when I lift my hands to feel it on my face, it is all I think it is, all I suspect, and all I have a right to know.

Christmas Eve

Don’t we all just want to have a beer with Jesus
And ask him questions that have vexed us?
Other than those, of course, who want to kill us or make us look stupid
Because we don’t believe like them. 
We know them as fundamentalists.  I know them as one step away from the Taliban but with a different spin. 
Snow has fallen.  Children are in magicland like I once was. 
All they know is presents 
They don’t know many celebrate a man who lived
Who may have had a lifeline to the divine
Which we reach for and humorously never attain
Unless you’re on TBN manipulating and brainwashing your flock. 
Like Hitler did.  I doubt they’ll be as successful. 
What’s divine?  Was Jesus divine?  Is the answer because he was divine?
Or did he need to be divine to have the answer?
I don’t give a shit.  Maybe he was just smart enough and manipulated 
The system.  That’s good enough for me.  Or maybe he was just right?
Still good enough.  Jesus was no slouch.  He was gifted.  Didn’t try to build 
Powerful nations, earth bases.  So what his message?  No, Taliban and fundamentalist fools, it’s not you’re right and we’re wrong.  We’re all in this together.  Even if we hate each other’s guts.  In an unjust, corrupt, working against us, power-mad, corrupt, idealistic, George-Bush defined, black and white world, 
Rich who suppress the poor, poor who feel justified to murder...those so-called solutions won’t work.  Because they won’t change how we think and feel; only
The balance of power, and power crushes but does not uplift and fill hearts and minds and souls with forgiveness and love and practicality. 
Maybe that’s why so many turn to Jesus, and why for so many Jesus is a joke. 
Not because of him, but because of them.  Why Jesus and his followers’ messages are only evaluated in churches and not tested in the toughest and most critical of political crises.  Not that the fundamentalists are intelligent enough
To transform it into practical terms, but they still have a point.  Nothing works better. 
The separation of church and state was a great political idea but a lousy philosophical one.  It separated us from our morality, regardless of whether we
Could agree on the doctrine; it stripped us of our kindness, justice, morality, ethics, and connection with each other not as classes but as our potential as
Citizens and our value as caring and loving human beings whose fate and lives we all play a part in. 
And if Jesus pulls this together, makes it feasible, is the symbol of religious institutions that activate our love and tolerance of our differences, then it’s all right with me that Jesus is God and we should follow him in his humanitarian pursuits and inspiration and his uplifted spirit, and his seemingly insane mercy for your fellow man, no matter how fallen, how debased, how discouraging.  For who is to pick us up when we fall if not what he said and did, and may have died for.  And how can we go on if we don’t pick ourselves up?
And the payoff, my friend.  The subtle message that your priest, your rabbi, your ayatollah, your Buddha, your multiple deities…is the same; God is in you, owns your soul, is present in your heart, radiates love that blinds evil and bursts the world and all of life into existence.  And ironically, children carry this spirit, and adults apply it and bring it into existence in holy and unholy ways, as the earth and world brings forth all its life.
Santa is transversing the skies tonight.  Children are asleep and dreaming, partially in heaven.  No one will be passed over.  No one will be denied the hope.  No dream will dashed.  Because nothing but hope and faith have the power to become real.  Tonight, Santa is more than a myth and God more than a belief.  Tonight, the world belongs to children.

Gethsemane

The world’s aquifer is filled with sorrow
Absorbed by centuries and wars, barbarity and tears
A thesaurus of human misery.
So where do the hopes and dreams of Godlike intentions 
Find a place to take root on earth?
If hope lives in our hearts
Does it survive in the wind and rain?
Politicians enumerate hopeful causes we applaud.
But sorrow has no list.  No one could read it and stay unshriveled in grief.
Write it without becoming twisted and lame. 
See it and have eyes that would glow with beauty and love. 
Feel it for more than a sliver of time without crumbling to dust
Blowing away in the winds that have swept through history
And taken so many dreams with them. 
Including men like me.
In the great, shameful swirl of sorrow that underscores our history
Soaked into the earth and so many of our lives
As vocal today as ever, as full of horror as can be imagined
Exponentially increased, so that what was unimaginable
Has become everyday, 
I say “Give up.” 
The experiment has failed.  God has slammed the door on us.
And we have been on our own so long without Him
that He has become a myth, not a savior.  Leaving a vacant place in the heavens and our hearts.  Off somewhere trying to save a race that is still fertile and open while we spin abandoned toward our own scruffy end, 
The winners of a human power struggle left with dust in their hands 
Reveling in victory.  Achieving defeat. 
Let me fall on the Atomic bomb and join my atoms with the mushroom cloud
Found lurking in nature, and became Einstein’s insight
That energy can neither be created nor destroyed.
But you can be. 
This is the hole of hopelessness I can fall into with a finger’s push. 
And seeing over the edge, sense a blackness so complete that it smiles
And beckons me to join it and rest in its unknown, unknowable anonymity
Where not even the concept of life can escape, because it is the place
Where no life can happen, be thought of, a place that can never contain anything in its black and flat, endless limbo. 
The kind of total death not even atheist physicists can imagine. 
A death so complete it has no opposite or counterpart in life. 
No fuel for Dante’s inferno. 
No plague from a grim reaper’s shining scythe. 
No gas for the ovens of Auschwitz. 
No grieved-over stillborns. 
Because there is nothing to be born from. 
Or for. 
When the man Jesus fell onto the ground in sorrow
Before being given up for crucifixion, 
Some accounts from Luke, Matthew and Mark 
Have him sweating blood and feeling close to death.
He was. 
Hours away from the end of his 3 year ministry
And horrifyingly imminent nailing to a wooden cross.  Proudly displayed for all. 
I wonder if he looked into the hole of nothingness
Even when he asked his Father if the cup could be taken from him. 
Of if he was just afraid for himself and knew his actions
Would lead him here.  So why didn’t he stop? 
What good would the death and crucifixion of an outspoken 
rebellious itinerant Jewish orator with a small flock of fanatics do? 
None.  There was nothing to hope for.  Nothing prayer could do. 
He was scourged, laughed at, humiliated, hung up like a carcass 
For slaughter.  His life resulted in nothing.  It was a waste of time. 
A ruse.  He was forgotten.  Nothing concerning him survives. 
Except when I look into the hole of nothingness
And think I feel the cool wind and see a beckoning place to tumble
And expect the finger of real humanity to push just a little
And when it is at its worst
Something always draws me back.  A little at a time. 
And my own voice coming from somewhere I haven’t heard says
“I have seen it, too.  And we are both still alive.”
And I can’t for the life of me figure it out. 
Goddamn it. 
I guess we all have our Gethsemanes.

Weeds of Heaven

Today, the wind flowed across the grassy plains
Cattle twitched, mice scurried
Somewhere the dawn meant newness and hope
Or just the everlasting power of continuance.
Today, the grass moved slightly toward the sun
Shadows slid across the land and buildings, cities big and small
The bowl of blue above us covered all our cares and concerns
And the earth under our feet
Kept us from dissolving like powder into what we know as space
But don’t know at all. 
Today, we were sustained by what we don’t understand
Yet have fallen in love with on a molecular level
That shows up in our prayers and eyes
The landscape that is even more real and reliable
Than our fickle and wayward minds. 
The truth is that we live in uncertainty
Solidly under our feet, filling our lungs, spilling all its color into our eyes and souls
And it never disappoints
And we always disappoint it.  Underestimating its presence and power 
Misinterpreting its congenial majesty as beauty without purpose. 
This is not the world we live in.
It is the world that lives in us.
A separation we maintain for the elevation of our higher selves
But not for deer, or forest, or wheat, or water, or all it takes
To keep us here. 
A separateness in books, not in standing upon it. 
Not the windness of it.  The waterness of it.  The howl of it. 
The chloroform of it.  The fur of it.  The packing of its dirt in our hands. 
The fall of our bodies on it.  The burial of us beneath it. 
The burning ball that keeps us alive.  The white orb that mystifies us. 
We continue to miss the point of life by missing being its natural child.
In our souls and hearts and spirits, and our purpose
Disconnecting ourselves from falling to earth rather than rising to heaven.
We will all fall to earth before heaven is even an option.
My constructed life is not going well
What is divorced from my peace is not going well
But my sense is that it does not matter
Maybe my soul is moving towards death and life at the same time
And what is dying is what should be
And what is living is what is connected to life that will accept me for who I am.

The Believers
They roam with loving hearts, full of hope and brim-full of charity
Through eternal rooms filled with sleeping figures
Whose stillness belies their humanity asleep in divinity. 
On tables, hands over the chests
A death that lives in heaven, but not on earth
Overseen by the figures who walk silently among them
At peace, at prayer, where there are no questions.
They are the believers who awoke to find themselves
And their hopes fulfilled and alive
In a way earth could not quite do by itself
But now are joined with dirt and divinity
The way babies take their breath with crying
And trees take and give life at the same time.
Their job is to be with sleeping humanity
Until it awakes to divinity
All asleep, due to their doubts and good intentions
All asleep because faith did not persevere in their lives through death
Dead to the world, but whose souls stir ever so slightly
Beneath their human form
So close to angels they could reach out and touch them
So close to God his light suspends them 
Refusing to give up what he has made to join his forgiveness
And what His soul needs to end time and begin eternity.
I will end up on one those slabs
Touched by an occasional being whose hand conveys the faith I lacked
To stir me and open my eyes at last
With a vision that would heal my soul and open my heart
So it would be uncloseable. 
It is a silent room.  A full room.  Always room for more.
Ever patient.  But not everlasting. 
Where prayer has a power we often miss while alive
Where faith wakes some each earth day to join the others
Where lips that have not moved complete a sentence 
From a believer who has just passed by with her ten-thousandth recitation. 
Many rise from the sleep of life 
To the presence of what gave them that life
And accepts them back
To the cradle of their soul
And the completeness of their mystery
And the faith that needs no hope
That needs nothing but their embrace. 
The Believers are always there
And when closed eyes open 
They stop for a moment and look at each other. 
And smile. 
And continue.

Cedar River

Who can measure your sorrow, your pain, your loss,

Walk in your body that has felt it as incurable leukemia

Residing deep in your eyes and shielded heart

The way you felt it or how it stopped your life in its tracks?

Nobody but you.  Nobody but you and how life changed around you

Without changing anything it created other than you. 

Through that, mystery and answers swirl if only we can find them. 

The same mystery that froze the Cedar River

Cold enough to run over and look down at the frozen sturdiness

That kept me from drowning and kept me alive at the same time

When I was a kid. 

In all its worth, life can be unbearable. 

Like a river that freezes your heart, or drowns a dream. 

We are all susceptible despite the late-night motivational shows on TV

That promise big houses, graspable bank accounts and happiness

That say “I got mine.” 

Have you ever seen one of them devote their lives

To make sure others have theirs?  Unless they’re cars, homes and money?

Ever seen their humanitarian contributions on the news or in magazines? 

Often, our success is our failure.  Our isolated sorrow.

Our separation from each other’s true well being.

The Hispanic’s family joy in their habitat for humanity.

The mechanic’s satisfaction of a job well done on a 98-degree day

Filthy, dirty, happy to come home and hug his kids and give them food

And love his wife and life and cousins and mother and father

And go without air-conditioning in a Texas sweltering summer.

To him, God and life are one.

To him, they are like the Cedar River. 

513 miles apart but sharing a moment in ticking life and the eternal flow of time. 

I feel the regular breath of his sleeping children in my dreams

And know that their river will freeze when they need it too

And carry their lives and laughter splashing forward the way it should

And always has

No matter whether my heart has frozen from separation from them. 

No matter whether the sorrows we share will knit us together

In the end.

The Embrace

Ever since I can remember

He has been impaled

With the same resignation and suffering

That I have never embraced 

With my self or soul.

The crucified icon of catholics and protestants 

Meant to be our suffering, his sacrifice, our freedom

His twisted form, 

Still-frame of agony

Eyes rolled toward heaven while enduring hell

While devout fingers feel one rosary bead after another

And shape their own suffering with his,

Accepting it, feeling it, 

Christ’s bloodletting creeping from their pores

His love via agony helping children and adults

Endure life’s cruel passion play

Every Christian is asked to act in. 

When I was 30 years younger

I would ask for and be granted his grace and presence

When I couldn’t sleep

And fall asleep in his embrace.  Warmed.  Welcomed. 

Now, I lay unslumbered

Asking again and hearing deep, thundering silence

Hoping my hopelessness

Will kickstart a miracle. 

I climb onto the crucifixion above the altar

And cover his body with mine

Feeling the plaster and wood and steel

Hung like Christ above a tabernacle, an altar, an offering

I look and see the face next to mine unaltered

By expression or substance or movement.

I breathe on his cheeks and beard and heaven-directed eyes

And embrace his last moment

His moment of divinity.  It is comical.  A human man

Clinging to a statue believing it will come to life for him. 

The plaster is cold.  I am out of breath.

His statue with no intention or ability to look at me with love. 

All I am left with is his progeny

As I climb down from such outlandish idolatry.

All I am left with is the charity

Of those who believe without climbing onto a statue

Whose embrace I can feel across a room

Across an ocean

Across time. 

Across my faithlessness

To close me within their forgiving arms.

There Is No Reason for Hope

We seem to have minds

And we seem to think that helps us figure things out

Gives us an edge

A leg up

Preparation for what blackens our lives

For what rolls the clouds in

Shuts us up in lonely rooms with heads in our hands

Feeling the suffering crawl from mind to muscles to brain

To hearts to souls

Unassisted by cathartic solutions 

Life persisting in keeping us alive 

Because our exhaustion to live to the next day carries me to the day

In most cases. 

We are without many who have loosened their grips 

on our hands and hearts to dissolve into memory. 

Much less satisfying than our hands on their shoulders

Or holding their bodies even more spiritually than physically.

Feeling our closeness and charity might heal them

And in the process ourselves.  Is there anything of them left behind

other than statues?  Or an ephemeral presence? 

Of course.  And that’s where life’s and divinity’s battle line is always drawn. 

And Christian fundamentalists identify that is the answer,

Just believe.  Accept Christ.  Be born again.  Psychological simpletons

Pure of heart but bereft of pragmatic solutions. 

As most of us are, if the mind and heart and soul are closed

And made up, and if they have already crossed over and are just waving to us from the other side.

We think of lost souls as lost.  They think they are found.

Neither of us knows what is true except that both are possible. 

That our lives are a living culmination of what they resolved on earth.

Or that we start from scratch with our ignorance and violence 

Living out their destiny. 

This absurd poemic blather could end now but it won’t

Because the world and we are all filled with too much wonder

Despite anyone’s horrific welcoming mat. 

Why don’t I believe a meteorite will wipe us out?

Why don’t I believe the Taliban will win?

Why don’t I believe this generation of children will die in terror?

Ripped from the arms of those they love?

And the last sound heard on earth will be the agony of a single small voice? 

And a small arm reaching for nothing?

For one reason only.  What would be the point?

Our love, Our birth.  Blankets of snow that sparkle eyes, 

Hot cocoa.  The inestimable generosity and charity for those 

catastrophe has claimed.  The building of homes and offices

And parks we persist in building.  Our constant arguments with each other 

The failure of half our marriages.  The success of the other halves.

A Negro American President.  A 2-year-old’s birthday party.  Our forgiveness of each other.  The Civil War dead.  An imperfect country’s continuance. 

Curing children of cancer.  A new car.  Trying to save our forests and our planet.

Playing catch with an uncoordinated 4-year-old.  Putting our daughter’s drawing on the refrigerator.  Crawling onto your grandfather’s lap.  Fishing with your dad. 

Getting a new bicycle.  Reading a library book.  Looking for a cure for an incurable disease.  A big chocolate cupcake.  Winning a gold medal.  Winning the Special Olympics.  Building a treehouse.  Tickling a kid until they can’t stand it.  Devoting your life to peace.

Why would anyone go on living for that?

Still Life with Vultures

When I was young, I didn’t know how to live

So I wasted much of what was offered by everything and everyone. 

Now that I’m old, I don’t know how to live

But I think I know how to die. 

There’s nothing to it. 

As you lie there looking up you hear the flutter of wings

As your life’s real script

Moves across your vision like a movie with sound

You laugh, you cry, you smile.  You reach out to touch a holographic image

Having exited long ago but which has 

Left its emotional mark on your being and memory. 

All this, while the scavenger vultures tear at your chest

You move your chin forward and watch their efficiency

Their squawking as their sharp beaks and infected claws

Claim your body

But leave your mind free to rewind your life

To review what the movie has left you

Without promise, salvation, Gabriel’s horses, seeing your dead relatives

Hold out their hands to welcome you. 

Just watching your strips of flesh become the Vultures’ Happy Meal

Without a coke or fries. 

You know you are dying.

Being consumed perhaps in an unusual way

But it doesn’t matter

Whether you’re consumed by fire, drowning, cancer, a gunshot

Or vultures. 

Because that’s what dying is. 

And if those last moments swirl you to heaven

You won’t know until it happens

Or if they compress you to hell

Or keep you a restless spirit to walk the earth 

So that hack Hollywood producers can scare the living daylights

Out of packed movie houses

But which are so real at 30 feet high on a screen, 

that they convince people of 

The supernatural quality and wide-eyed 35mm impact of death. 

My 95 year-old mom collapsed in death peacefully

Missing her husband of 75-plus years

But miserable because her body barely functioned.

My 96-year-old father seemed to be somewhat alarmed

That he was dying, according to my brother

What both of their disappearances taught me is that death is insignificant

And that life is not. 

When the vultures have picked my bones

And what I knew of me is gone

And the vultures flap away into a clear blue sky

Either something will be left of me

Or something will not. 

But it will not be in my remains.

It will be carried around in memories, teachings. 

Passed on from what someone learned from me or hated about me

Less than 1% of their lives at most

Subtle influences that coalesce with the thousands of others

Who had more influence 
Were closer

Expressed real love

Were family. 

People who cross their minds every day. 

I will be happy to be the bones that nourished the vultures a little longer.

And to have had an influence too subtle to deserve mention.

Letter from Jesus

I died a dusty, Godforsaken death
That I saw coming
Not because I was God, but because I wasn’t
And early on, knew, I could be no ordinary man. 
But in every way
As ordinary as the fish in the sea, the sand under my feet
The meals with my family and friends. 
I was always like you. 
They killed me for real
No novocain
No drugs
No compensation for my snarled soul 
That curled up to heaven like an El Greco
Whose torture I did not want and could not bear. 
Like a hundred others on the Roman roads.
My message wasn’t a message
That’s where you get it wrong.
It was a calling to what was better and born deep in yourselves
Whose eyes opened with the first look at your baby
The first flush of real love 
A last second of bravery so others could live. 
As the best moment you expand throughout your life.
I saw the landscape of politics, religion, legions with red banners.
Corrupted.  There had to be a different road.  It had to be then.
I was an orator
The wisdom always came from God, not me
That was my point
That what I found could be drunk from the cup
And nourish you in your troubles. 
That if you could lift it to your lips. 
With the smallest nugget of belief, you would taste faith itself.  
And it would course through your veins.
Do you really think I had no doubts?
I am just a man.  Just like you. 
Who could easily have been a woman. 
Just like you.
And when my caricature
Looks down on you in your churches and cathedrals
After 2 millennia, after so many misconceptions of me
I know I have survived as more than a plaster cast.
Because I look down
To the sinners, the hypocrites, the adulterers, 
To the innocents, the criminals, the fallen, the risen,
The faith-filled eyes, the hope-hungry hearts, 
The dead martyrs, the clergy, the devout, the teachers,
The fidgeting children, the fingers on beads, 
The lips reading, the voices rising, 
And know that what is important is not that I still survive
As a sculpture of a twisted human on a cross
But that you survive as the open arms and heart of God’s love. 
Joining your life with mine to embrace humanity
Open to the light of all beginning. 
You look up at a dead me.  A man.  A sacrifice. 
And I look at you.  The spiritual will of my father. 
My arms spread like a bird’s, nailed like a trophy. 
My heart beating with love.  After all these eons. 
It is as much a mystery to me as it is to you. 
For I am just like you. 
And that is not only my message, it is your sustenance. 
Your permanence. 
Your hand around another’s heart. 
That I am gone.  But you are not.
That I am just like you. 
And my love will exist beyond time. 
And so will yours. 
Because it is ours.

Letter from Jesus 2

It is a nice spread
We are celebrating
A meal with dark meat, lamb with a dark heart
My friends without a clue
Fear shivers my body 
But courage enters my countenance thanks to my father
My eyes look to my group
My apostles, my disciples, my loved ones
I see their joy, their spiritual ignition
Wrapped by friendship
The historical version of this is celebration and smiles
And raised cups
But I know it is the supper with a finality and inevitable beginning
Of the end of my life on earth. 
I sense inevitability in motion.  Sandal and spears.  Purpose. 
Betrayal.  Fate.  The impetus of what cannot be rerouted. 
I raise my cup, ordinary wooden cup 
I say this is my blood.  I say this is my body. 
What do I mean by this? 
I mean we are connected by the sustenance and remembrance
Of every meal and every glass of wine
Bonding us as powerfully as family, as oneness, as the shared
Commitment of what would later be called Christianity. 
The bread you will eat will be my spiritual nourishment to you. 
The wine will be a perfect metaphor for the shared blood of life
We imbibe to become Christians to the molecule and soul
Of who we are. 

Who we are.  Became what we believe.  Also became corruption
And murder.
But I didn’t see it that way.  I was going to be tried, tortured and crucified within a few hours.  I saw my body and blood as gifts, remembrances. 
Nothing that happened in that next few hours is mysterious or glamorous. 
Jesus Christ of Nazareth was crucified.  Some say a big storm came up. 
Some say the rock of his tomb was rolled back.  Some say he ascended into heaven.
I don’t care, and my common sense tells me bullshit.
But I think Jesus was onto something big and real; So who gives a fuck whether the storm rolled in or the rock rolled back?

That crazy bananas fucked up hippy revolutionary obsessive smart holy mother runs more of my life than anyone else, and opposes and activates and constructs more opposition to evil than anyone else I know.  And he’s dead. 
But the rest of us aren’t.

Father

Father I have failed

My head softly resting on his chest

My heart beat softly

Me his adopted son

Half human half divine

He stroking my hair out of love

The blood barely dried

The wounds still bleeding

The human part feeling the cross-bearing

The scourging

The collapse into earth

Dirt-filled eyes.

Crushed under a splintered cross. 

Father I have failed

What I was born to gain for us.

That is not for you to decide

That was never for you to know. 

Nothing has changed, Father.

I tried my best

I ended up a carcass thrown onto a cross

To show Roman power. 

Singled out as an example of my powerless

And my beliefs.

Yes, my son. 

My legacy will be my defeat

My effigy Roman victory. 

My bloodletting the draining of love and forgiveness

And spiritual righteousness 

Soaked into the sand to disappear

An eternity of failed anonymity for all of us.  

Father, why have you let me fail?

We are lost. 

No, we are found, 

The sands are shifting

Slowly, along with failure

But now, aligned with light from above

And souls

Awakening to fuller hearts

fuller minds and fuller spirits. 

That will trudge history

Despite falling and failing, despair and loss. 

And defeat.  To tilt the playing field

But I am dead in your arms

Failed, broken, impotent, spent. 

My blood as man staining your purity

No. 

You are alive. 

And even as we speak

You my most beloved one

My heartbreaking sacrifice of you, 

My injured, my broken,

My humiliated, my true son

Who accepted the trial, 

You have become the savior

That will embrace the lost finally.

To the place they have forgotten. 

And you will stand in line

And yours will be the face they see

And the heart that becomes one with theirs.

The shining eyes

The face of love. 

The body of faith. 

The proof of hope. 

The love of God 

They become finally part of. 

They will heal you. 

They will love you as much you love them. 

And I will be your father

As I have always been. 

And my heavenly heart will be filled 

With more than I had ever hoped

But always knew. 

Letter from Jesus 4
I’m so frightened
Yet I’ve had such courage
Because I’ve been visited by what I don’t understand
And which has stricken my soul with 
A connection with heaven
That has brought life to death
Healing from hopelessness
Faith from despair. 
Why me? 
I didn’t ask for this
Because what lies before me now
Is too human to bear
Now that the glory of divinity
Has embraced me and possessed me
In a way I can’t deny. 
I know my days are numbered.  Even my hours. 
Just as I can’t change one step of my past
So I cannot alter one moment of my future. 
My life the last 3 years has forged me into the son of God
And yet I try to convince my companions and all who gather
That we are all children of my father. 
I can’t help that he is with me, taken over my being
my purpose, yet leaving me with thirst, pain and humanity.
It is not fair.  I didn’t sign up for this. 
Take this cup from my lips, father
Yet my love cannot be separate from his. 
It is too bright, too blended with my humanity and inseparable from my soul. 
So his will must be my destiny
And one will and one fate. 
Where is my mother and why should she undergo my agony? 
Where are James and my sister and our friends?
Where are my closest in my hour of need?
As they insisted I was there for theirs?
Why don’t I feel my God? 
Why doesn’t he fill my soul with light and let me go to him.
Why doesn’t he believe in me?
I am Godless, Hopeless, Alone.

The stars are out tonight. 
The fragrance of roses and lilies drift toward me
I can pick out the odors of fig and olive trees in the distance. 
I realize that I am crying, wetness on my cheeks and sleeves
That I love to be alive. 
That I love to be human as much as I love my Father.

Your Hands
Those who have touched Jesus’ hands
Say they are soft yet strong
And they own come away changed. 
They say they understand why they have worked miracles
But they can’t tell you why
They say the warmth they feel never goes way
Becoming part of them like a bodily memory
Tantamount to touching a real love
Or a first child.  Or every child who hides God’s secret love within themselves
And gives it freely to whoever gives it to them in a touch
Or a candy bar or a smile that they sense comes from a larger place.
Many people have the hands of Jesus
And don’t know why they are so much a part of their lives 
Artists, writers, bricklayers, bakers, dancers, teachers, boxers,
Framers, homebuilders, tree-trimmers, chefs, fabricators, gardeners.

That’s the way it works on earth.  Not just a corollary, a coordination.
A connection, but a physical act and a supernatural design working in
Perfect synch.
Maybe there’s more stuff that happens with us to us and for us than we know. 
Maybe when you look at your hands they are not yours alone. 
When they touch your spouse.  Put on your child’s shoes.  Fix a bicycle and smile
As the kid’s grin peddles off with all the love in your heart
Maybe there is another hand resting on your shoulder.

The Wrinkled Soul
It balloons with birth
Feeds on parents’ love and earth
Glides up and down with gravity
On teeter-totters
On levity, brevity, kid-attention span.
There it is
A glimpse you see in your son or daughter
That makes them different
A life-tiger that will see them through
A guardian angel spreading its white wings of steel
Over their small heads and wide eyes
Never to grow up and leave you behind
Never to be anything else
But perfect. 
But the world swirls them away
Right before your unbelieving eyes
To leave you, and give them their own day and time 
So unlike yours that you see time as a trick
Which is what it is. 
Left with yourself, all you do is question
Because you have no answer.
Time owns them now
A growing map that excludes you from their souls
Much of their lives.  All of their destinies. 
And gently takes your soul to itself
To own again, partnered or not
Connected with another or not
Which starts to deflate
Like a balloon giving up life
And you find your history and purpose and being
In the trenches and wrinkles left behind. 
Because real living life is sustaining them
Not you. 
And you finally see what life is. 
You finally see what your life is. 
Deflating, shrinking your corpuscles and muscles
Taking your uniqueness away
Even eventually the youth of your mind
The illusions that underscored every moment
For which you had no proof
Because faith has always been the engine of belief
The foundation that never fails
Any test of truth.  Because truth can be anything. 
But faith transforms the world 
Is that your child?
No.  Were you ever your parents’ child?
Only in their eyes. 
The angel’s wings spread over them like
Leaves of trees they can’t see
And spread over you so that you can hear the shifting of the feathers
And feel the light without seeing it. 
That is faith. 
That is what keeps your wrinkled soul going.

Armor

It starts as babyskin

Strokes of love

Touching silky child hair while reading on a Sunday afternoon

As he or she runs away to another attention

More important than your love

And that’s the way it will be the rest of your life. 

And theirs.

It’s when your skin and your outside skin

Start to become armor little by little

Touch by touch

Generosity and pain of a parent’s love

Giving up life they created to life that created something more powerful

That takes precedence

That takes over.

Parents never give up. 

Children have given you up long before. 

You really did what you could

By having the faith or instinct to orgasm them to life

With wife and husband providing the love blanket

That holds them forever. 

And in between their growing up

And you growing old, you are unconscious. 

A means to an end. 

Your end. 

This is time.  Immutable.  The chink in your armor.

Which is falling off as planned.

We are all transformers. 

Clanking robots protecting soft hearts

Like fresh-opened oysters ready to slide down a throat.

And the armor dries up or eases or falls off

Leaving more and more of us revealed

Until clanking forward we fall

On a tennis knee or depressed brain or twisted spine

While “They” go on, and we squirm like worms into the earth. 

Your time has come and gone. 

No one escapes. 

But what you have left unfinished is the purpose of your life.

Art exploding minds

Eyes filled with head-crashing beauty

The shock of the new

The revelation of history, mystery by persistence

To know what is hardly knowable

Almost impossible to find, and always unfathomable. 

Your small, meaningless life.

Dissembled to nothingness and dust,

Drifting away with the wind

Watered by tears, ground down to surrender

Whose features are not even visible on the face of mankind

Has meant all that. 

Has meant all that.

Has meant all that.

The Dead of Winter

You wipe the snow away from the frozen riverbed

And your face looks back

You are always surprised it looks nothing like you

A stranger seeing himself

Chinked with ice in an uneven portrait

That draws you into it 

Even at 6 or 7 or 8 I knew

That something was right and wrong about what I saw

Too many snowcones to go

Puppies to play with 

Spaghetti to twirl in my fork

Warm beds to crawl into hoping dad would tickle me

With a diving airplane hand I couldn’t stand

Buzzing over me with intolerable expectation

Until I laughed convulsively when the hand finally landed in tickleville torture

And all my energy was gone and I could sleep. 

The sleep of a child so like the sleep of death in its oblivion

So unlike the stillness of the dead of winter. 

I sensed the connection then as a millisecond

I know it today as inevitability and peace

Sent from the voiceless but not the blind

Because they could always look at us with our own eyes

And impart a strange wisdom

That the seasons foretold

The tumbling leaves of fall

The hubris of summer

The recovery of spring. 

The stillness of winter. 

Growing up in the North

Winter was never placid or at rest

It was perennial playtime

A spray of snow on your face and neck

A cold reminder of surrender to what the seasons really were

A pattern of our lives

A template we would follow from any moment on

Prevailing slowly, steadily, lovingly

Allowing all of life to happen within its timeframe

But immutable in its timetable

Containing all the world’s beauty

All it moments

That happened before you

And during you.

A summing up that started as you were born

Laughed in the school cafeteria

Left your galoshes outside the classroom

And ate green apples and fresh strawberries and mulberries

And peaches right from the tree

As the juices ran down your fresh-skinned face

Not knowing how beautiful you had been made

Or knowing faces were already looking back at you

And that you belonged as much to them

As you did to this moment.

The wind.  The tree you felt.  The grass that made your afternoon playtime bed.

Not just a child as others saw you

But a child immersed in leaves and sunlight

Supported by pure dirt that was your friend

Suspended by the clouds and the sky as you saw them speed by on your bike,

So much a part of the world that existed beyond thought

That you could just be. 

I brush the powdery snow away from the frozen river

And recognize the face and the message this time

And am glad the image will never change for hands with mittens

And funny laughs and silliness and taking love for granted.

Soon, I will be the one in the river looking back

And the children will glance and go away to play some more. 

And their faces will give me life

In the dead of winter.

The Next Day

It plans itself when the stars blink

And our heads settle down

And we drift off to relive our lives in symbology

To work out in fantasy what we didn’t understand in the ticks of the minutes

Or the ideas that crossed our minds 

That day. 

Dictators, presidents, homeless, terrorists, children

Are all equal in this Neverland

That everything comes from, or from which nothing is devised

The theories say.

Someone is beside us or not

We are restless or in REM, in peace or half-awake in turmoil

We have nothing on the pillow

Not even our full lives sent off somewhere

While we suspend our animation

And put our lives on hold. 

And these moments of unconsciousness

Are like black holes in the turning of the world

Where light bulbs are turning off here

And turning on there

And if you could see it from space

The Globe would be blinking on and off

Erratically, unevenly, so it wouldn’t overpower itself. 

Energy conservation that nature built into the way life works. 

Otherwise we might explode

Or all become universally insane in one day

Just from the burnout of being alive

And spirituality, humanity, sustenance, wide-eyed-ness

And brainpower might not exist.

Hope may not have been a thought that a word was invented to express

Babies may not be worth being born

Life not renewable.  The sun might not rise. 

The planet could shrivel in no time at all

Without dreamtime, without time-outs, without blackness

For the light.

I’ve met thousands of people and so have you

They have all been different, as different as the elements of earth 

As inspiring and disappointing as life demonstrates and reminds us 

When our heads lift from the pillow, from the darkness.

Frankly, I don’t have much to live for

That I haven’t lived already

Like many who have half-given up

And whose spilling cup is tipping from their hand

Whose self-disappointment outweighs the larger disappointment

Of children’s empty stomachs,

Of the loss of belief for the lack of proof

Or the lack of thought for the shallowness of television

Or the lack of sharing more than you need for the lack of charity in your heart

Or dashed dreams, or infidelity, or addiction

Or pure misery, or war dead, or the loss of who you could have been,

Because it’s all too much to shoulder.  And all too late. 

And you’re all too human. 

There is nothing much you can do.  A prayer to mutter but not mean.

A memory as dead as a brown leaf without its branch. 

There is only a hint of light after hours of darkness.

Another restless stirring of the earth

As dawn’s silent persistence slips into the openings of your room

And your slightly-beating heart

Calling back everything for another go. 

There is only the next day.

Five Bullets

I am the first of the five
That carries out the destiny of deranged justice
Into the brain of a man
The soul of a nation
The hearts of the displaced.
I explode with resounding success
In a theater
That serves my dramatic
Entrance into history
And begins my journey 
And dusty gallop to infamy
With secret seditious stops along the way.
But it seems with all that
The sneaking, the planning, the plot
I have failed to kill
What has expanded the simplest heart
Like a positive infection,
A moral purpose, an identity
That the man killed
And whose life has ended
Had already begun.  And still directs
More than 150 years later.
His monument is larger than life
But no larger than him.
Do you know where the assassin’s grave is?
Have you seen anyone praying there?
I am the second bullet
That 99 years later
Enters the brain of a different man
Whose purpose was alike
In a motorcade in Dallas, Texas.
I am shot from a not-too-distant building
And hurtle at a speed too fast for the naked eye
To see.
One of three shots driven
By partisan patriotism that pulled the trigger in Ford’s theater
100 years ago.
The eye that looks through the site of the rifle
Has less of a political purpose
But as much a thirst for importance
As the actor who fired, jumped onto stage, 
And broke his ankle. 
My shooter escapes
Kills a police officer
Is captured by police
As a nation watches on television
With pierced hearts
In shock, in silence, in sorrow
Without a slain leader
Looking out on an empty tomorrow. 
Only to see the murder of an assassin by an assassin
On every channel the next day. 
And a little boy salute a casket
That puts the final touch on what the media
Calls Camelot. 
No one knows whether this broken spirit
And broken dreams
Will recover on the other side of a lightless limbo. 
I am the third bullet
Spinning through the rifling of a barrel
And plunging through the skin and bone of the face
Of a black clergyman whose answer to violence
Was peaceful protest and unshakable fortitude.
Whose words still ring in the hearts and souls
And commitments of thousands of ancestors of ex-slaves
But whose character outshone and outlasted
Those who hated him then and now
And whose legacy was strengthened via spirit and sorrow
And whose journey did not end with death
But with hope and dignity denied to so many for so long
And who still suffer for themselves
Their families and the man who would be King
For the largest gathering of dark-skinned people
Who have not abandoned their humanity or their God. 
I am the fourth bullet
Fired from a handgun in a crowded kitchen of a hotel
In a city of angels gone to hell.
That felled the last hope of a family
The last real symbol of political righteousness
That was gaining momentum
And which left a cold, absent hole in America
Until what and who he believed in could be brought forth
By reason and love into a Presidency
He would probably have gained, not for himself
But for all who had never had anything worth losing
Except another day of hunger, poverty and social humiliation.
The brother not just of a slain brother. 
But a brother of all whose longing includes others
In their hearts,
And the clasp of friendship that would ripple across a nation
Like a benevolent Tsunami and a gentle smile
Born of pain and loss, shored up by hope.
I am the fifth bullet
That has not been fired yet
And may not be a projectile from the muzzle of a gun. 
I am laying in wait. 
Waiting for more Uranium and hate
Waiting for a plot that fools everyone except myself
Waiting for the right moment
And the right person to blast to oblivion
With their hard-to-kill ideas and ideals
Their perennial powerless and ignorant hope
Their faith in more than one faith
Their throbbing, naïve humanity. 
I may drop from the sky
Gun down a nation
Rip the innocent to shreds. 
And leave nothing behind. 
I am the fifth bullet, locked and loaded. 
Aimed. 
With the fuse of evil
At the heart of hope. 
As it struggles to believe in itself
And asks for converts
Asks to stay alive not for its own sake. 
But for the men who believed in a different world
Than we have now,
Who can finally open their souls’ eyes
And share in life
What they have shared in death.
History

Roman glory and domination

The interminable Jewish struggle

The Parthenon

The rubble of Babylon and Carthage

The Great Wall of China. 

We carbon date

Unearth lost cities and civilizations

A world of science on our side

Trying to beam a light through darkness

Illuminating skeletons and bubbling up guesses

Birthing theories from people who weren’t there

We know its remnants

Not its reality. 

So we judge and decide from today.

Exactly the wrong place to start

Because history is only lost, not found

And time has whisked us away

Giving us the illusion of perspective

And knowledge we mistake as understanding

Looking into the past from the present

Which is gone.  Unreachable.  Not revealing truth

Because it’s too personal

Too much absorbed into us to be centrifuged out

By science and knowledge. 

Too excluded from our experience.

Too spiritual and amorphous to be re-absorbed. 

And all we understand in 2010 is ghosts.

Which always miss the point

Of those who lived through history without 

Becoming a chapter in a book. 

Myth.  Legend.  Mystery.  Tradition.  The Spiritual.

Consciousness is history.  And what we’ve lost touch with. 

Only kooks still hang onto its flowing blood

Who have no status, only instinct, most of whom

Don’t even know why they can’t let go. 

Or even what their souls harbor 

And hides in their blank memories.

Looking back is always a delusion

And the most skilled of historians and archeologists

Only dust off habitats and artifacts

But don’t revive the minds and hearts of history.

Or hold its hand.  Or talk to its children. 

Or sail on its ships, or have meals with its families

Or look up at the stars together and see what they saw. 

Or talk about what it means. 

Only a brilliant or feral few have a sense of the consciousness

Of the past.  And they’re not writing history books. 

They’re hidden in plain sight

Believing in superstition.  That ancestors are part of them. 

That people don’t really die. 

That nothing that was ever done can ever be undone. 

I feel so alone tonight

That the winds of history whistle around me

Like an invisible cloak. 

My heart aches for friendship

My body aches for a woman

I am a dot on the printed page of history

A pixel on its digital movie. 

A standard-issue man

Lost and forgotten in time

As insignificant as can be without disappearing

And nothing that has happened in my life

Has been understood by me 

Because understanding has always dawned on me too late

Too late to marry

Too late to succeed

Too late to stay in one place and let life catch up

Too late to be in the moment

Too late to be let joy decide

Too late to invest myself in uncertainty

Too late to have faith in anything

Especially myself. 

Yet I will be history

And will live forever

Without a mention in any chapter

Without my name spoken by anyone who didn’t know me

As anonymous as a grain of sand

A pebble thrown by a boy

A gust of wind across a young girl’s face 

As she puts her hair behind her ear.

The flare of dawn

The fading colors of twilight

The moment of my own truth

Whose dust will never be brushed off and discovered.

What the Black Earth Hides
They live among us 
Like invisible aliens
Between ticks of a clock
A turn in the kitchen after you’ve decided
To take the cookies out of the oven
The moment before the moment your eyes look up. 
They contain the whole world 
In their secrets
Where our sorrow resides and waits in ambush
Where our faith darts from hiding behind
The columns of our consciousness. 
To some
They are stillborn sons and daughters
To others
They are people they knew they were going to be
But never became. 
Hidden so well in our routines
They can be the tip to a waitress
That disguises a smile of the soul
The crumpled bill for a homeless man with a cardboard sign
Love hides in moments between moments
Looks between looks, 
Non-movements between movements.
The hand that puts the gravy bowl on the table.
Tying a child’s shoelace
Acts that glue the universe together
That if there is a God, is where he lives and works
And is part of our sorrows and our joys
And makes us unaware that the heart that beats in our bodies
Hides the heart underneath
That drives and creates and brings a secret momentum to our overlooked lives
That overpowers rationality
When we fix a bicycle pedal
Talk to the one everyone else shuns
Touch someone old and watch their eyes light up
Let someone young fall asleep in our arms
And look at them while they are far away 
and as close as close can be. 
The stuff of life is invisible and constant. 
Swirling beneath us, crackling with quiet energy, 
Happy and smiling to be undetected.
There is so much we miss
Which can’t be explained 
So much we believe
That doesn’t make sense
So much we feel that can’t be scientific
So much we hope for
That can’t be disproved.
Whatever you have no explanation for
Exists because it came from somewhere. 
And if you think
Holding the hand of a lover
Is magic
And a child is a gift from God
And you are eternal
Although you will die
And you cannot live without faith
Is something you cannot understand
Or live without,  
This is not weakness. 
It is wisdom. 
Because if you live in faith and don’t understand,
You are part of every living thing
The deer
The wheat
The rain. 
Atrocity always has the power of the moment
Your simple life or mine
Has the faith of the moments between the moments.
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 “The world is charged with the grandeur of God


 It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;


 It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil


 Crushed…”


                                             - Gerard Manley Hopkins
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