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Dedication

 


To Emmy, Wrighte, Everette, Carol, Kerri,
Addison, Rick & Baxter


Introduction

 


The Way Things Are are the words
spoken by an older woman caring for her husband near the end of his
life. As hard as we try to control our own lives, things change. We
change, or at least I did. Circumstances out of our control pop up.
We discover things about ourselves, our families, and our friends
that may surprise us or add validity to our perceptions of them. In
other words, we frequently need to face life as the way things are,
not as we want them to be.

Written over the years since I retired,
mostly between 2014 and 2020, the book is a collection of stories,
poems, and personal essays. Some are true, some are fiction. Many
are entertaining, some are thought provoking. Some may be just
plain weird, while others deal with self-discovery. I hope each
piece can share some truths about life. In the true stories, all
names have been changed, but if it waddles like a duck, quacks like
a duck and swims like a duck, well…it’s just The Way Things
Are.
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The River Path

 


The river flows by, sometimes fast,
sometimes slow, through lakes, over dams, shallow, deep, around
rocks and logjams, oozing mud. It threatens, at times destroys, yet
in the end always nourishes, always sustains. Just like life.

 


The dam roars softly in the background while
songs of finches, robins, and orioles sound from the foliage along
the river below. A goldfinch flits around the shrubs and day
lilies. A mourning dove observes me from the neighbor’s railing.
Flowers—petunias, geraniums, and marigolds—explode from their pots,
interspersed with crocks shimmering of rosemary and bright basil,
while hints of mint tickle the air. This on the balcony where I
sit. The river and path part of my life, the life I walk every
morning and evening.

Ostensibly, I go out to walk my dog, Baxter,
to get some exercise, which is true. I’m wandering through my life.
Past, present, and future. Wondering about the lives of the people
I meet, pass by, or chat with, sometimes in real life, sometimes in
my imagination. Pondering their lives. Pondering my own.

 


I’m amazed at my journey, my path, the river
which led me to this balcony: two rewarding careers, one in YMCA
camping, the next in foster care. Two marriages, with two
daughters, a stepdaughter and three grandchildren. Finally
recognizing and accepting I was gay; coming out; feeling whole for
the first time in my life; meeting Andrew and moving in with him.
What a ride. What a life.

Regrets? Yes, I’ve had a few, as Frank
Sinatra sang, but I can’t travel forward looking backward. They
will always be back there, part of my life, who I was, who I am,
shaping who I will be.

 


~ * ~

 


Each day on the path, I recognize the same
people walking, running, or biking, by the time of morning it is.
At seven a.m. Anne, a neighbor, walks Bart, her aging Airedale
terrier. They take a short walk due to his declining health,
usually after Anne has exercised at a fitness center. Lately, she’s
been skipping the fitness center and taking two walks. A short one
with Bart and a longer one with her son’s dog she is temporarily
caring for. Hank is an Australian shepherd and needs lots of
exercise. So, Anne jogs, while Hank runs and fetches the rope toy,
she repeatedly throws for him to chase. We frequently talk outside
our building or on the path.

 


I think about our conversations. About our
adult children. Her sons, my daughters. About the river of our
lives through divorce, adult kids who haven’t quite found
themselves, or who are living on student loans, about relationships
with ex-spouses and their families, about new relationships, a son
getting married, a new grandchild on the way, about the events in
our wonderful town and neighborhood. Not necessarily deep talks,
but far enough below the surface to know there have been rocks in
each of our rivers.

 


~ * ~

 


I see Jerald nearly every morning, feet
splayed, shoulders swaying from side to side with each slow step,
pausing often to catch his breath. He is retired and lives in the
apartments near the park. He lives alone. His bright smile and
deep, hearty hello mask the pain over last year’s death of his
wife, his physical pain of bad ankles. His loneliness. His need to
be out on the path every day, regardless of the weather—always with
a smile on his face.

 


I think about what I will be like as I
continue to age. About the what ifs of poor health, of my partner,
dying before me or me before him, of when I no longer can drive. Of
aloneness. I wonder about dying gracefully—is that possible? I
think about leaving life together with my partner, about how when
we met, we were hoping for someone to fade off into the sunset
with. Still, at age sixty-five, I don’t worry. Yet.

 


~ * ~

 


Julie jogs by. Huffing and puffing,
persevering, fighting the aging process of being in one’s fifties.
Fighting the sorrow and grief over the sudden death of her husband
last year, also in his fifties. Learning to live without him.
Adjusting to a new job, her adult daughter moving into her own
apartment, still close by. Julie now lives alone.

 


I think about how little experience I have
had with death. In my thirties when my first grandparent died,
almost fifty when my last grandparent died. My parents still alive
and active in their late eighties, though slipping a little. I
read The Year of Magical Thinking by Joan Didion. It was
powerful. A wake up to the grief and loneliness when death raids.
Again, aloneness, loneliness—is there a difference? I think about
Jerry. And Julie. A lot.

 


~ * ~

 


Occasionally, I’m out earlier and run into a
couple with their dogs. Probably in their early forties, he’s tall,
nicely built, hard torso, his hair a flat top—how long has it been
since I described that cut? He walks briskly with a military
bearing.

She is also tall and slender. Both are in
athletic shape. Alongside and between them walk three Belgian
shepherds, no leashes attached. The five of them walk in perfect
step, whether fast or slow. At the crosswalks the dogs drop to
their back haunches as they wait for the light to cross. The dogs
barely glance at Baxter who is pulling at his leash and whimpering
to make friends.

“I wish my children had been that well
behaved,” I once joked in passing.

“It’s all in the training,” they replied,
also smiling.

 


Ouch. I think of my oldest child as
I walk away. Almost forty, finishing an overdue dissertation, Ph.D.
in communications. Ironic, as they seldom communicate with me. I
wonder how, why, one could be so self-motivated, so energetic,
almost type A personality into their twenties, and now so
emotionally fragile, often struggling with low self-esteem. I
wonder if my former fundamentalist beliefs, including my use of
spankings, though infrequent, affected their life. They think so.
The child was well behaved, well-trained. I think that was part of
the problem, and now is one of my regrets. Still, I worry. Still, I
can’t fix the situation. It will take both of us.

 


~ * ~

 


Late, on a dark and chilly April night, I
hear a plaintive wail, but can’t identify the source. “Why are you
doing this to me? F*** you… F*** you.”

Good grief, I think, must you yell into your
cell phone so everyone can hear?

I debate whether to take the river path, my
usual route, toward the poorly lit underpass—tonight the direction
of that voice—or avoid any potential issues by taking a shorter
route near the street, through the crosswalk. I see a young man,
walking away, taking the sidewalk up toward the bridge that goes
over the river, over the underpass, still muttering and yelling. I
head for the underpass and am almost there when I notice he’s
turned around and is coming down the grassy hill toward me. He is
stumbling around the shrubs, hurrying in an unsteady gait. There is
no way to avoid him.

“Why are you doing this to me?” he cries out
again.

There is no cell phone in sight.

“Buddy, I’m not doing anything to you,” I
reply, saying it more calmly than I feel. “What’s wrong?”

He stumbles closer to me. Nice looking,
slender, clean, but a distraught look on his face, in his eyes.
“Man, I’m going to kill your dog.”

I sense a cry, not a threat. A cry for
help.

“I think I’m going to kill that dog. I think
I’m going to kill you.”

My mind wonders if I am safe, will I be
harmed? Why didn’t I take the crosswalk? Yet, my gut is calm,
accepting. I go with my gut. This young man needs help.

“Buddy, you’re not going to kill my dog, no
one is getting killed tonight.” I say it non-threateningly. Again
ask, “What’s wrong?”

He suddenly reaches into both pockets. I
wonder what the hell he’s got in there, a knife? A gun? Why did I
go with my gut? He pulls a few crumpled dollar bills, loose change,
ear buds, and a cigarette lighter out of his pockets. He clumsily
throws them on the ground at my feet. “Here, you can have them, I
don’t need them anymore.”

“I don’t need your things,” I say, catching
movement out of the corner of my eye.

A policeman quietly walks toward us. I put my
arm around the guy, who allows me to pull him close. Being new to
Beloit, I’m worried how the officer may respond. I respect
policeman, but in my work with disenfranchised youth in another
city, was frequently disappointed in their responses to the foster
children, with whom I worked. Frequently, they overreacted in
nonthreatening situations. “Officer, this young man needs some
help,” I say with caution.

The officer responds appropriately, quickly
asks his name—it’s Johnny—explains he needs to frisk him, that he
will handcuff him, but they won’t be tight, this is for his own
safety. He treats him with patience, respect, and empathy. I was
impressed and relieved. A patrol car pulls up, Johnny is carefully
put in the back seat, I pick up Johnny’s possessions, hand them to
the officer, try to smile as they drive away.

 


That poor kid needs to be on meds or is
trying to kill his inner pain with drugs? I feel good about the way
the police handled Johnny, but have no idea what occurred later,
where he ended up, or how much mental health help he will
receive.

Almost home, I meet a friend. Accompanying
her is an acquaintance who is a retired police person. I replay the
situation, tell them how badly I feel for the kid.

The ex-cop barks, “We should let people like
that self-select, you can’t fix them, just fish them out of the
river later.”

The idea of Johnny jumping off the bridge
had not crossed my mind till then. Is that why he started walking
toward the bridge? Why did he turn around? Why did he tell me to
take his things he no longer needed? Did he say won’t need—instead
of don’t need? I walk away with mixed emotions. Glad the cop is
retired and that I don’t see him very often. Thankful someone like
him wasn’t on duty tonight to handle Johnny. Relieved that Johnny
didn’t jump, that something made him turn around. Sad there seems
to be so few resources for mentally ill people.

At home, I wonder how I would have responded
if Johnny was black, not white. Just how deep my self-described
sense of little prejudice truly goes. Would I have responded
differently? Taken the crosswalk? Still hugged him to let the
policeman know he wasn’t a threat? I think so, I hope so, but my
gut twists when I think about it.

 


~ * ~

 


The joggers and runners are fascinating.
Being flat footed, my short legs not in proportion to my longer
torso, I have never been able to run well or jog. Even when skinny,
the best I could do was waddle, or a pain filled lumber. Which is
what some of the joggers do, gasping, feet slamming the ground,
arms flailing, some women’s huge breasts flopping in desperate need
of proper support. Yet, they are out there, doing it, pain, and
all. Their eyes with a sense of their past, their demons, that
chocolate cake, faces gleaming with a vision of their determination
to change. They are out there. Me? I’m simply out walking with my
dog Baxter. And my thoughts.

 


My thoughts of when I weighed sixty to
seventy pounds more than I do now. Of when I stopped getting on the
scale at two hundred and sixty-five pounds, my size forty-six pants
tight. I couldn’t climb stairs without stopping for a breath and
could barely reach my butt to wipe it. I recall the diets that
didn’t work, the gluten free one which did. I think about the
twelve pounds I gained in the last five months. My chagrin and
sense of helplessness rising again. I think about the joggers,
their success, envision their happiness.

Sometimes, I start to beat myself up,
remember how easy it was to walk fast, ride my bike ten to twenty
miles, start telling myself that I should be doing more than the
two miles I walk twice daily. Of only riding five or six miles when
I do ride my bike. Then I remember my CFS (Chronic Fatigue
Syndrome), my slow improvement but never a full recovery, being
part of a research group in bio-feedback, self-talk, the importance
of staying positive and balanced. Balance—still a concept hard for
me to grasp and implement.

My mind comes back to the present, the
river, the path, and I think about thankfulness, about nature,
about love. I laugh as Baxter erupts into his crazy, got-the-rips
circles.

 


~ * ~

 


Most mornings, several runners float by, feet
barely touching the ground, moving easy, their panting light,
controlled. Lean, trim, beautiful bodies. Barely clothed, almost
sensual. Like the blue herons that glide by, I get no sense of them
having rocks in their past, or demons chasing them. Yet I know
better. Every river has rocks and mud or suffers a drought or a
flood. Like the river, many have dams that need to be portaged.
Life is not the surface of an easy flowing current. No, life is not
an easy current.

 


I think about my father-in-law’s suicide. My
two marriages and divorces. My spiritual ups and downs. A major
depression. My CFS. I also think about grace, mercy, and love. I
think about forgiveness. I think about grace again, a lot. I think
about beauty, art, and creativity, about nature, my photography,
the way written words can inspire.

Like the almost ephemeral runners, I step
softly on the peaks, the highs, the beauty. I don’t forget the
valleys, the ruts, the pain, but they alone cannot control or
define me. I just keep moving, as lightly as possible, grace on my
mind.

 


~ * ~

 


This day, I walk a different path with a
different dog, named Gracie—an appropriate name, isn’t it? I’m on
the high plains of Wyoming, visiting my parents. My father,
eighty-seven, normally hale and hearty, is slowly recovering from
pneumonia. Mom, eighty-six, snow white hair, beautiful smile, has
been diagnosed with early dementia. With Dad’s help, she covers her
gaps very well and writes lots of notes as she struggles to stay
organized. Neither have lost their sense of humor or quick wit. Mom
hasn’t lost her ability to make gingersnap cookies or
cream-of-potato soup from scratch. They are a true team, now
married for over sixty-eight years.

We enjoy a wonderful visit, filled with
humor, love, acceptance and grace. While my parents have not
changed their literal Biblical views, including homosexuality,
their sense of love and grace does not include rejection. I am
their son, I am loved. Some things we don’t discuss, yet it is a
wonderful five days together.

Gracie, a mix of Border collie and corgi, is
accustomed to several long walks each day. She and I head up a
hill, going past spacious homes overlooking the valley. Our walk
gets steeper until the homes cease and we crest onto the prairie,
the high plains. It’s windy, it’s Wyoming. The sky today is light
blue-gray and immense. A sense of smallness, distance, envelopes
me. Living in the Midwest, out here, this vastness, the height of
the sky, the miles of uninterrupted views, always amazes, delights
me.

I see a lone cottonwood tree shimmering on
the prairie. A ten-foot-tall wire fence with large mesh forms a
right angle with the tree growing some five hundred feet in from
either leg of the fence. Both sides of the fence seem to extend to
infinity. I take out my camera. I want to capture the vastness, the
bright blue mixed with gray sky, this solitary tree, alone in the
middle of the unending prairie. I put the lens through the fence,
but I can’t compose the tree in the center of all that openness
without part of the fence showing. Eventually, I take the shot, so
the fence legs are eliminated, the tree near the left side of the
photo, vastness to the right. A good shot, but a shot with the tree
in the center would have better represented what I was seeing,
sensing. I step back and instinctively take several shots of the
tree framed through the mesh. The fence wires, now up close,
dominate—strong, dark brown, extending to the sky and forever on
the right. The tree looks small, framed by the wire, fluttering
green, contrasting against the sky and earth.

 


On my plane ride home, I can’t get the tree
and fence out of my mind. I think about the symbolism of trees and
rivers. Both provide life—the river of life, the tree of life—both
offer sustenance, strength, energy, shelter, refuge, beauty, and
rest. By the river, under the tree.

I reflect on that fence, liken it to the dam
by my home. Comparing them is different, more difficult. A dam
holds back, controls, regulates, but still allows every drop over
or through. However, only certain things can get over a fence or
through it. A fence is designed to keep out way more than it lets
in, or to hold in specific, selected things. Intended to keep
plants, animals, humans, ideas, values, or beliefs—in or out. Its
gates open or close at the will of a gatekeeper.

I ponder about who or what I fence in or out
of my life, and why. I reflect on who fences me out and my feeling
of sometimes being on the outside looking in. Something I
experience, but not as much as other people I know. Fences and dams
are necessary, but I wonder if we don’t overuse them, abuse them,
in all sorts of ways.

I decide I am not very good at life’s
analogies and will be glad to get off the plane and back home. Back
to my partner. Back to our bed. Back to my river path. Back to my
wandering, wondering, pondering.

 


Author’s note: I printed one of the photos
showing the tree in the distance between the squares of the fence
on canvas and then mounted it on a section of similar, rusty,
meshed fence. Titled “You are Not Welcome,’ it won a statewide
award in the Wisconsin Regional Art Program.

 


~ * ~

 


We stand by the river path, watching a noisy
group of children from the YMCA day care enjoy the play area of the
park. The ‘we’ is Cheryl, my ex-wife, and Mattie, my seven-year-old
step-granddaughter. They drove up to spend the day with my partner
and me. Last April, Cheryl, her daughter and husband, plus Mattie,
spent Easter with us. I’m beginning to understand how our
relationship—Cheryl’s and mine—is now deeper. It contains more
respect and greater support for each other than when we lived under
the same roof together. Our divorce was amicable. Our marriage was
not. It was filled with frustration, anger, unmet expectations,
coldness, blame and misunderstanding. I now realize, most of the
frustration and misunderstanding was mine, about who I thought I
was supposed to be, how my narrow beliefs and upbringing didn’t
allow for self-awareness.

We enjoy lunch in a local restaurant. I
introduce Cheryl as my ex-wife to several acquaintances and friends
who smile, yet quickly glance at my partner. They know of my
relationship with him but know little of my past lives. Several
struggle to control their expressions as the realization hits that
my ex-wife came to visit her ex-husband. Not only her ex, now her
gay ex-husband and his partner, and they just ate lunch
together. As we walk away, I can almost see their minds spinning. I
understand. Mine spins too sometimes.

 


I think about our situation—Cheryl’s and
mine—how unusual it seems, but also how right, normal, and
fortunate it feels. I recall the time I informed Cheryl I was gay,
after our divorce, after I finally put most of the crazy pieces of
me together, after I accepted, I was gay, after I embraced myself.
Her first question, with tears in her eyes was, “Are you happy?
That’s all I want is for you to be happy.”

I can’t help contrasting Cheryl’s accepting
and supportive response with that of my siblings who refuse to
consider anything other than a literalist Biblical viewpoint. “God
says you deserve death. Repent,” they said, then informed me I was
not welcome at family events.

I reflect how coming out forced me to
reconsider the concept of family. DNA is important, but I’ve
decided family is also about who finds you, embraces you as you
are. Whom you find and embrace as they are. My non-DNA family is
growing immensely.

Cheryl and Mattie hug each of us, then
buckle into their car to leave for their two-hour trip home. Are
they my ex-wife, my ex-stepdaughter, my ex-step-granddaughter?
Technically, yes. Though in reality, they’re just part of my new,
revised, and expanded family. I’m learning that titles, like
religious dogma, are relative and usually irrelevant.

 


Update: In recent years, I attended two
family events—my father’s nineth birthday and mother’s funeral—but
the pain is still fresh and there was an elephant in the room that
wasn’t discussed.

 


~ * ~

 


I walk Baxter evenings too, along the same
route, twelve months a year. In the winter, only a few brave souls
venture out, especially when the wind chill is minus twenty or
worse. Once the weather begins to thaw, the evening traffic
gradually picks up until, come summer, it’s almost a rush hour. A
slow, easy, family walking, stroller pushing, ice cream dripping,
dog-walking, lovers on the bench, teens hanging out, rush hour
along the path through the park. As a result, evening walks in
summer take longer. Take longer because kids love Baxter, and he
loves their attention, as do I.

An extended family meanders along the path
speaking Spanish or accented English. Kids weave in, between, and
around the adults, then up to Baxter, their brown eyes bright with
the question of petting him. If it’s okay with your parents, I say.
They fall to the ground petting, trying to hug, squeezing.
“Suave. Suave. Gentle. Gentle.”

The kids immediately relax their grips. Their
parents’ eyes open wide in surprise. I laughingly explain that my
daughter’s partner is a man from Columbia and my toddler grandson
hears mostly Spanish in their home. I add that I know few other
words. They laugh with appreciation.

Baxter and I walk away with two of the
children staying close beside us, hoping to extend their time with
him. One, a six-year-old girl, asks me, “What kind of dog is
Baxter?” Asks in perfect English. I answer, then walk on as I
wonder about their stories, their paths, their rocks. I smile and
hope for their dreams, and their beautiful children.

 


I think about Gilberto Ramos, the
fifteen-year-old Guatemalan boy who, in 2014, died in the Texas
desert while sneaking into our country. About my great,
great-grandfather, who in 1860, at fifteen, the same age as
Gilberto, stowed away on a ship out of Hamburg, Germany and snuck
into the United States, fought in the Civil War, became a citizen
and whose daughter married my great grandfather. I think about some
of my evangelical family and friends who sincerely proclaim the
Bible as infallible and inerrant, yet rant against illegal aliens
and all those deadbeats on welfare. I read what the Bible says
about the sojourners and the poor among us. About family.
Sometimes, sometimes I worry.

 


~ * ~

 


Dreams and dams. Bridges and fences. Despair
and success. Goldfinches and frogs. Pain and joy. “Faith, hope and
love, but the greatest of these is love.” And grace, always grace.
This is the current that flows through my mind as I walk along the
river, by the dam. Through my life.
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