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If I were a musical artist, this book would be my Greatest Hits Album. But, since I'm just a guy who enjoys writing, this is a collection of what I consider to be some of my better stories. Taken from my Facebook blog, my books, and the columns I have written for various newspapers over the years, these are some of my favorite efforts. | I hope that you'll find a few stories that you appreciate. It's an honor for me to have this book placed on your bookshelf among other author's works. It's hard for me to consider myself an author since I've been blessed to have been raised in an idyllic small-town Midwestern German community among so many colorful personalities who have helped shape my life while supplying countless story opportunities.
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If I were a musical artist, this book would be my Greatest Hits Album. But, since I'm just a guy who enjoys writing, this is a collection of what I consider to be some of my better stories. Taken from my Facebook blog, my books, and the columns I have written for various newspapers over the years, these are some of my favorite efforts. 


I hope that you'll find a few stories that you appreciate. It's an honor for me to have this book placed on your bookshelf among other author's works. It's hard for me to consider myself an author since I've been blessed to have been raised in an idyllic small-town Midwestern German community among so many colorful personalities who have helped shape my life while supplying countless story opportunities.
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MISSED SIGNS AND BAD TIMING

There is one out and a runner on third in the bottom of the ninth of the seventh game of the World Series. The home team is down by a run and the infield is playing back when the home team manager decides to go for broke by calling for a suicide squeeze play.

It's a risky move that will require everything to fall into place just right. The pitch is delivered, but the batter has missed the third base coach's sign and fails to bunt. Instead, he takes a healthy cut, striking out causing the helpless runner to be tagged out for a game-ending double play!

A missed sign like that can destroy the confidence, if not the career of the batter who missed the sign. He'll remember his mistake for years to come, if not for the rest of his life.

The Super Bowl game is tied with less than two minutes remaining on the clock. The home team has the ball on its own 25-yard line. It's second-down and short yardage to go for the first down. The visiting coach calls for a safety blitz, leaving the star wide receiver wide open if the blitz doesn't result in a sack.

The quarterback picks up the blitz and throws a game-winning touchdown that won his team the Super Bowl title. It was bad timing that cost the visitors the game. Their coach will have to deal with his decision for years to come.

It's not only on the diamond or the gridiron that missed signs and bad timing can carry weighty results. A salesman has given an excellent presentation about a product the customer badly needs. He is ready to buy. But, the salesman talks on. He has missed the signs that it was time to ask for the order. A big sale was missed, costing the salesman and his company a good commission.

A young man grows quite fond of a young girl but fails to tell her how he feels. Lives go on and the two are soon parted. Our young man has been left to wonder what might have happened "only if" he'd said what he felt.

We are each faced with opportunities in all walks of life. What we do, or fail to do, with those opportunities has the potential to haunt us for a very long time. Missed signs and bad timing are sure to happen, but when we have the chance, we should summon the courage to act.

Mark Twain was famous for so many quotes, but one holds special significance for me.

“Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn't do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover."

Don't let fear carve out your destiny. "Fear not" is one of the most used quotes in the Bible. Step out of your comfort zone and be aware of life around you.
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THE OLD SCHOOLHOUSE

The wind blew through the openings where the windowpanes had been blown out years before and snow sifted through the cracks around the ill-fitting door. The floorboards creaked eerily, but I walked on, led by blind faith and an incredible urge to explore.

It was Christmas Day, and I was once again spending it alone. So, feeling more than a bit nostalgic for family members long gone, I decided to take a drive to some old country cemeteries. This tour took me past the old abandoned one-room country schoolhouse Mom attended.

What I hoped to find here I couldn't say. Maybe some small trace that might indicate her presence so many years earlier. But, more likely, just a sense of belonging to someone on this cold and lonesome Christmas Day. There are times when you just don't want to be in an empty house, and this was certainly one of those times.

There had been many occasions that had taken me right past this old school and I'd always wanted to stop and try to get a little bit of a connection to some of the stories Mom used to tell about her years of growing up on the farm just a short distance from this school where she'd attended for eight years.

The old schoolhouse had been privately owned for many years now, which had left me with the fear that the building would soon be demolished. Maybe, if I went inside, there would be some small memento that I might be able to take away with me. Yet, landowners don't often take kindly to intruders.

On this day, fortified with courage, I found it was just as I'd feared, if not worse. The years of neglect and use as a makeshift stall and hay storage had left it in a low state. It could still be seen that at one time a school had operated here, but there was nothing I felt that I could take with me.

Yet, I was glad that I'd gone inside. It did serve that connecting purpose I had hoped for, although I was saddened to have the suspected future of the building's demise confirmed. The building had become a fire hazard to the extent that it was only a matter of time before the landowner would push it in and burn it.

Every time I see this happening, whether I have a connection with the building or not, I can't help but think of the countless memories that are being lost. It will be hard to make myself drive past Mom's old schoolhouse in the future. Although I know its demise is imminent, it will shake me to the core to see it gone.

It will just have to be added to my collection of memories that I hold dearly of my Mom.
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A DIFFERENT BEAT OF THE SAME OLD DRUM

Today, I wanted to do something a bit different, because, as some of you know, I can be a bit "different." But, it should never be overlooked that all the more "different" we might become, we're all still players of the same drum.

While many of you might read my stories, I often feel it's only because of the local stories I often write rather than about how I write. That's fine because I do love our local history, but that's never been my primary writing interest.

Don't think that I'm not grateful for each of you who take time from your busy day to read anything I might have written, because I'm very thankful for each of you. Sometimes, it just seems my true identity is being lost.

I find my happiness in places and ways you might not expect, mostly because my joys are solitary. Telling you what they are isn't important. Some, you'll likely guess; some not. My happy places might not be yours, while yours will likely look much different than mine

It's not so much the roads that you know I've walked, but rather those you don't see that have most defined me. While you might not know about the things that make me happy, you'll surely understand why I do these things, because it's for the same reason you do the things that make you happy.

Solitude might not be your idea of therapy, but the quietness has always spoken to me most clearly. Hunters and fishermen will likely relate to the times they become one with nature from a creekbank or a deer stand. I've often heard it said that "getting away" to a quiet place is surely a good place to think. But, for me, the greatest therapy from the quiet times I've enjoyed most, is quite the opposite.

While riding a trail fifteen miles from the nearest town, without another soul to be met for miles, these times have barred me from thinking at all. It's like a nature-induced trance that clears your mind and your spirit. Many of you would choose to lose yourself within a crowd, but give me a camera and a babbling brook in a shady meadow anytime.

I've always thought a camera is very much a window to the soul of the person taking the picture. Show me a portfolio of pictures taken by someone I've yet to meet, and I can tell you a lot about that person. Give me a novel, and I'll tell you about the author.

Follow the path of your own choosing, and don't be afraid that people might not understand, or even like you, because of the paths you've chosen to walk. There will always be those who won't understand, just the same as there will be those who will try to steal your joy by cutting you down in any number of ways. Don't let your path be obstructed.

Whatever beat you choose to follow, beat that drum loudly. Just remember that, in the end, it's still the same old drum that we all play.
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ANOTHER FOUR-LETTER WORD

Here it is again. The reputed "Day of Love." St. Valentine's Day.

There is probably no word more used in the English vocabulary than this four-letter word. It's also the most misused, misunderstood, and misrepresented word in Webster's Big Book of Words. Why would such a short word be so much of an enigma?

If ten people were asked to define love, my guess is that ten very different answers would be the result. With such confusion surrounding the word, is it any wonder the world suffers from a shortage of love?

It would be difficult to think of a word other than love that has had more songs or poems written about. But yet, as Dionne Warwick sang so many years ago, "It's the one thing there's just too little of."

Wars have been fought over love. It's not possible to count the gallons of blood spilled in the name of love. But, that's done nothing to make its meaning one bit clearer. If anything, it's become more muddied.

Don't even think of asking me what I think the word means. Oh, there have been times in my life when I thought I had it all figured out. I've heard the word said to me more times than I can remember, but it seems it's meant more things than I can say, just the same.

There is one thing I've found to remain constant about the times I've heard the word over time. I've found that it always means the one who spoke it will, at some point and in some way, go away. After just so many times of experiencing this pattern, it's natural to build up defenses.

As I now live in the autumn of my years, it's become I word I can barely speak. There are consequences of speaking the word, as well as in hearing it. It's too hard to take that chance. There's already been way too much "leaving" in my life.

For me, actions speak so much louder than words. Talk is cheap. On so many levels, I've learned to discount most people's spoken professions as little more than gibberish. People just do not do what they say they will do. I'm sorry, but there have been too many years of proof of that fact for anyone to change my mind.

I'll wait to see the actions to make my decisions. And I hope that Beverly, as well as the names of the past, will have seen my actions above any lack of words I so stumble to say.

So, on this day of empty words, I'll continue with the course in which I believe. Furthermore, I don't like the concept of setting one day aside for anything. If it's good for a special day, shouldn't it be good for every day?
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NOT YOUR CUP OF TEA

There it is, can't you see?

In this world, it's not all about me.

Try as hard as I can to make you see,

I'm just not your cup of tea.

Down many roads my life I've trod,

I lost much along the way, but I found God.

Just don't know why it took so long for me to see

I'm still not your cup of tea.

Come what might, come what may,

how it ends just ain't mine to say.

Though I crossed the rough and foamy sea

I never have been your cup of tea.

In the end, I'd have it no other way

I'm happy with how it is at the end of day.

It's always been me and never we.

I guess I never will be your cup of tea.
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TIME CHANGES THINGS

During my younger years of traveling 65 Highway between Sedalia and Cole Camp regularly, I saw the billboard just north of the West 52 Junction heading to Windsor that advertised Olde Glory Days in Clinton. My recollections are that I always thought I'd see this festival at some point.

We've all seen it happen and know how it works. Life speeds up so easily. We get busy and other interests crowd our intentions to the point that the things we want to do never seem to get done. We don't take the time to enjoy life, or our priorities don't always line up well.

So, as fate would have it, Clinton became our home in February 2019. The sixth Olde Glory Days Festival since our arrival is currently happening as I type this. I've yet to attend. What does that say about me? I could write it off as further proof that I've become a hermit, or I could say that I no longer have the same interests I held 20 to 40 years ago. Both reasons would be at least partially true.

I feel sure if I were to attend, I'd be raving about how much fun I had and how excellent the event was. But, we all know that won't be happening, because I've become so set in my ways that I'll not venture across town to see what it's all about.

My current interests make it more likely that I'd walk to the end of our block and into Englewood Cemetery to explore the names and dates of the stones, leaving me to wonder about the lives that these folks led

As we age, it seems a safe bet that our interests will change. As we all know, time surely does change things.

THE CLOCK ON THE WALL

It was 3:06 when she left me

That was the first time she broke my heart.

Though I should've seen it from the start,

That was the time by the clock on the wall.

I should have just looked away

When I saw her coming again on that day.

But like always I was blind

Don't know what the clock had to say on that day.

Again I was but a fool

But yes I bought her line

Should've just played it cool

Paid no attention to the clock on the wall.

Lord, here she comes again

For what I was thinkin' I'd get five to ten.

Instead, I fell yet once again.

Don't know where that clock was back then.

I woke on that fateful next morning

All twisted within the grasp of her arms

Once again I'd fallen for her charms

T'was fate when she was hit by the clock that fell from the wall.

WISHING OUR LIVES AWAY

From my experience, it would seem safe to say that each of our mothers warned us, as children, of the perils of lamenting what we perceived to be the slow passage of time.

"Stop wishing your life away!" I couldn't begin to guess how many times I heard that from my mother on those slow, lazy days we thought would never end. Of course, like so many other wise sayings she schooled me with over the years, this seemed to make no sense whatsoever. Until now!

As we become adults and continue to watch the years sail by, we often look back on those wise words spoken by our mothers. We reach an age of understanding of some of those things mothers tried to tell us all those years ago. Now, we find ourselves wishing for a switch we could throw to stop, or at least slow time. But, it's not to be found.

When I stop to think about it, would we really want to be able to tinker with time? Somehow, I fear we'd only succeed in destroying the magic of time. Our God is a much better timekeeper than we could ever hope to be. Isn't time held in perfect sync with all that surrounds us?

As with our mothers' words, we might not see it that way as events unfold. But, with 20/20 rear vision, we usually look back on those special moments of life that were held in the balance of just the right timing.

Have I stopped "wishing my life away"? Sadly not. Patience has never been my strong suit. But, at least now, when I catch myself wanting to push the hands of time, I can hear Mom's words with the only difference being that I believe her now.

Allow time to work its magic. Take time to smell the roses and enjoy the sunsets. Life's beauty is always in the "little things" that aren't really little at all.

ALL THOSE YEARS AGO

I suppose it's only natural for anyone who's been away from their hometown for far too long to be a bit sentimental when they finally make their return. The memories of all those years ago find their way into your mind and come rushing back, right there on your hometown streets. It was like that for me last year, when I returned to the streets of my hometown after a series of hurts over ten years away.

––––––––
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It's been a long time since I walked through this old town

But, oh, how the memories start to flow

And there's the old movie house, they finally closed it down

You could find me there every Friday night all those years ago

––––––––
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From the minute I rounded the last corner that left me in the heart of the downtown that I once knew and loved so well, it was as if I had been taken back all those years in the blink of an eye. There was the old theater where I'd spent so many nights being thrilled by the films of the day. Down the street was the gas station I'd worked at the summer after graduation. The faces of those days came back so clearly, but they didn't match the ones I saw on the day of my return.
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I worked the counter at the drugstore down the street

But nobody's left there I would know

On Saturday mornings that's where all my friends would meet

You'd be surprised what a dime would buy all those years ago

––––––––
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I've often thought that I spend too much time in thought and recreating the past.

It's just that those times were so special in my heart. And now, everywhere I turn, those memories keep flooding back. So much of life is so clear in my internal rear-view mirror. It truly does seem as if it were only yesterday when I lived all these things.
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All my memories from those days come gather round me

What I'd give if they could take me back in time

Oh, it almost seems like yesterday, where do the good times go?

Life was so much easier all those years ago

––––––––
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Oh, indeed, all the memories aren't golden. There's a lot of pain back there, too. But, when I think of all the friends who have left us far too soon, it's like those memories are calling me back, just as well. What one more day with any one of those friends would be worth to me is without price. Their empty spot in my heart only makes me think of them all the more.
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I guess I should stop by Mr. Johnson's hardware store

His only son was my friend Joe

But he joined the army back in 1964

How could we know he would never come back all those years ago

––––––––
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So now, on any of my visits back to town, if you should see a vacant look on my face or a strange answer to your questions, just pay no mind, because although you see me beside you, I'm really not even there. Some distant memory has called me to another time from all those years ago.

––––––––
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Oh, it almost seems like yesterday, all those years ago.

––––––––
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As most of you know, music has a tight hold on me. Pandora is a part of almost every evening, as I hang on to every word of the lyrics I hear. If it's true that every picture tells a story, then every story must surely paint a picture.
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​THE GRAND OLD HOUSE ON SYCAMORE STREET
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