


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

 


PART I : Genius

The Dream

Stroll

On Quiet Feet

Hopscotch

Handel

Music Lesson

Hair Prayer

Yo te amo

Gin Rummy

Second Mother

Sister’s Skin

Genius

 


PART II : The Secret

Daddy’s Promises

Less Than Perfect

Travelin’ Man

Mother’s Best Friend

Empty Pockets

Foster Home

Untitled

The Secret

Morning Menu

 


PART III : A Dime a Dozen

The Last Word

Soul Food

Bilingual

Self

Something New

Family Movers

A Dime a Dozen

 


A Note About the Author




[image: 001]




[image: 002]




For my father, James, who told me that I was one of a kind —N.G.

 

 

To my three musketeers—Vickie, Pam, and Gwen —A.




Where Do Writers Come From?

I get all sorts of questions when I visit schools or speak at young writers conferences these days. Most people want to know what my background is, who inspired or influenced me, and how I came to be a writer.

So lately I’ve been thinking a lot about my childhood, my family, and the events—both good and bad—which have helped shape me. I’ve chosen a few of them to write about in this collection. These poems answer some of the most commonly asked questions, like: Did I become a writer because everyone thought I’d be good at it?

By the way, the answer to that one is NO! My mother thought it was a horrible idea, and the people in my neighborhood said, “Writers don’t come from ’round here!”

Looks like they were wrong, doesn’t it? That just goes to show, it pays to listen to your own heart!




PART I : Genius




The Dream

Oh! To poet 
like a laser, 
pierce darkness 
with one word!




Stroll

Every time 
we go walking 
my long legs 
gobble up 
the distance 
four times as fast 
as Mom’s 
short stems.

 

“Wait up,” she begs, 
suggesting that 
we match 
our steps.

But

 

I set my own pace 
’cause Spirit says 
I’m heading places 
that aren’t marked 
on my mother’s

map.




On Quiet Feet

When my dad walks 
into a room, 
or down 
the street, 
he inches 
up on me 
silent 
as shadow, 
and I don’t know 
he’s there 
until I feel 
his hug.

Sometimes 
when he is 
near 
I might even 
hear 
his heart beat—
but never 
his quiet 
feet.




Hopscotch

His too-big feet 
fill the chalk square 
of my hopscotch box 
but he doesn’t care 
or seem to notice 
the kids across the street 
laughing out loud 
each time his size tens 
spill over the white line. 
“You doin’ just fine,” 
I tell him, and wink. 
I’ll keep my dad, I think.
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Handel

Some evenings 
my father prays before 
his music stand 
and lays hands 
on his violin 
as if the wood 
were holy.

 

We, silent 
by the stereo, 
relax while 
Handel preaches 
a sermon-song 
through piccolo, 
cello and bass, 
trombone and kettledrum.

 

I fold my hands 
and hum 
until the music fades. 
Then Daddy gently 
lifts his bow 
and plays 
a violin solo.

 

He shatters 
heaven’s crystal floor 
with melody 
that rings so pure 
the angels pause 
to listen while 
I whisper,  
That’s my daddy!




Music Lesson

The choir paints

the sanctuary walls

with bands of sound

more glorious than gold

 

And all around

the altar, voices raise

in matchless harmonies

of perfect praise—

 

Perfect, except

for Mom, who tonelessly

expands the meaning of

the phrase “off-key.”

 

She swears I’ll miss

her singing when she’s gone.

Says she, “Not all folks get

the gift of song.”

 

That may be true,

But miss her singing? Wrong.
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