The Wife the Boy and the Risen Savior
By Steven A. Learn

Names have not been changed to protect anyone. If I have to put my name on here then I am going to use yours. 


God is Good

God has blessed me in so many ways, I have long suffering but loving wife that as you read on will discover I always refer to as “the wife”. (She says it is because I can’t remember her name) You will see that I have a strong willed but loving son that I refer to as ‘the boy”. (He says because I have misplaced my brain).

Most importantly I have a loving Father, Jesus Christ, that has given me so much more than I deserve. It is my hope that from reading this book you will laugh and possibly cry and that God will bless you with laughter, joy, and entertainment as you read this book. I also hope that you will enjoy the serious stories and I hope God will use these stories to touch your heart in a special way. 

My stories over the years have been a way for me to relax and let my hair down as you say. I enjoy writing them and friends say they enjoy reading them. 
My home is now North Alabama but I was raised up at the foothills of the smoky mountains. 

IF you can picture a guy that minds his on business but when something happens he finds he is always in the middle of it. How else does he explain the night he patted his future mother-in-law on the butt not one time but two times. How can the born gain Christian explain being pulled over for drinking and driving and end with the State Trooper laughing his way back to his patrol car with no ticket. 

Yes the book as a brief mention of nudity. It really was not that big of a deal, All I was doing was standing there in a convent store with my shorts and underwear down around my ankles. 

You will also read story that will touch your heart as I share the full and complete story about the adoption of the boy. We also share with you how God has touched my life in many ways some you will laugh and some you might cry. Some stories are painful as I explain about my mother mental illness and her thinking the rapture had already come and we got left behind. We found out way to a nice black church and that I am still sure talk about our visit from time to time.

He is a newspaper man that has spent almost 25 years in the industry. Don’t let you think for a minute your going get some well written grammmer perfect story. He worked on the delivery side of the newspaper and as anyone that has ever read one of my memos can tell you, he cant spell worth a hoot.  He states that all of my English teachers at Karns High school passed him on each year out of fear they might have him another year in their class.
When he was real little he grew up in the Ramsey community or some call it Forks of the river. It is where the Holton River and French Broad come together to start the great Tennessee river.
Later in life he traveled to South Carolina and on to Ohio where people would stand and stare when his southern verbiage came out of his mouth.  He claims to speak two languages, Southern and a little English. 

So grammar teachers send us the correction to spelling and grammer and we will try to fix’em on the next run. TGBG



OBGYN

“Sometimes you can share just too much information” my darling wife says to me, as I turn with a puzzled look and ask, “who me? What are friends for but to discuss problems with… the good times and the bad…” 

Below is a true story about one of our little tiffs. I wrote it after getting back from the Doctor's office for a check up. 


I just got back from the OBGYN and I am glad to say all is well. 


Have you ever noticed that the magazines at the OBGYN office are always different than most doctors’ offices? It seems that all of the magazines at an OBGYN have pictures of smiling pregnant women on the cover. Not one hunting or fishing magazine among them.

As I guess most people know Christie and I adopted Mr. Andy so I don’t know a whole lot about this pregnancy thing. So I always show up 15 minutes early when I go to the OBGYN just so I can learn a little about this pregnancy stuff. Today was no different. 


From looking at the magazines I now know “25 ways to sooth your baby” I learned “what to do when your child wont go… potty solutions from an experienced mom” I also read this headline on one of those magazines “spotting? Don’t panic…” for whatever that means. But my all time favorite headline is “Gain weight with confidence”. I am been pretty confident as I have been gaining weight for some time now so I could relate. 


I just wanted to pass along what type of reading material one has at the OBGYN these days. And for the record guys it takes a real man to read on of those magazines while being the only non-pregnant person in the waiting room. 

Take care,

Steve


Oh I almost forgot to tell you WHY I am going to the OBGYN. That is a pretty interesting story also. 


It all started when we first moved out here to Killen, Alabama.  Someone said I need to get a few things out because my memory is not as good as it used to be. So I called the local head doctor. The family doctor had recommended this lady doctor that only works a couple of days a week. I thought anyone smart enough to make a living only working two days a week was good enough for me. So I made an appointment and waited. And waited… you folks know the drill. It takes a while for an opening at a doctor’s office these days. 


This is where things get kinda interesting. I came home from work one evening and the wife was a little more out of sorts than normal. She asked me why an OBGYN Doctor’s office would be calling me? 

I asked her if this was a trick question cause I have discovered after 24 years of marriage not all questions that a wife will ask has a correct answer. And, sometimes the answers do change. What is a good answer last week will not always be a good answer this week. 
I am smart enough to know the answers to "Do I look fat in this"? "Do you think I am gaining weight"? And my favorite, "do you want to go out to eat or do you want me to cook"? I can get straight A’s on those questions. If there was a world champion for saying “Yes Dear” It would be me. Just incase you were wondering.
What’s up with all the question from the dear wife? I can’t speak for yours but I think it has something to do with the moon and the tide and stuff. 

At some point I did come to my senses and realized having an OBGYN Doctor’s office call you at home was not a really good thing. The good wife, bless her heart, could only come up with two reasons for the phone call. 
One was someone told the OBGYN that I would be responsible for their bill. The other was to inform me that I had something that I would need to take a shot to get rid of. 

I did not like either of those reasons so I asked the dear wife to come up with a few more. Well… guys bless her heart that was the only two that she could come up with. 

So here I am trying to explain to the wife why I have message on our answering machine for me to call the OBGYN Doctor’s office tomorrow. It then dawned on me that this could be the new doctor’s office calling. I made that suggestion and it was quickly nixed by the wife. We recently got caller ID. The caller ID said OBGYN. 

As I was quickly running through the list of friends that I could spend the night with if needed. I came back to the same answer as before. “It must be that new doctor that I am going to”! This time I said with much more conviction than the first time. I grabbed the phone book to look up the new doctor’s phone number or address. 

No, the number for my new doctor did not match up with the OBGYN number. No, the number on the caller ID did not give a doctor’s name all it said was OBGYN. 

Oh yea the message on the answering machine…. Nope...  it just said to call the doctor’s office the next day and did not even leave a doctor’s name. They left a number and a person to call but no doctor’s name.

AS I was trying to get the wife to put down the meat cleaver and I was blowing into her face trying to get her to breath so her face would not be so red. I happened to remember that there is a thing on the Internet that is called reverse number look up. You can type in a phone number and it will give you the address from where the number came from. 

Getting on the Internet in record speed I look up the number from the OBGYN. That address matched perfectly with the new doctor that I was going to be visiting in a few days. (Modern technology is it not wonderful?) 

So the wife finally put down the shotgun and the meat cleaver… that warm smile that folks at church know so well returned…. And all was well again in Killen, Alabama. 

When I went to see the doctor I did explain how much trouble the phone call from her office had gotten me in. She laughed and thought it was soooo funny. It seems that she shares an office with an OBGYN Doctor…. shares staff … the works. So that is why I get to read magazines that I normally don’t get to read… Oh and why does she only work 2 days a week…. She married a heart surgeon. 

Last thought guys is this..... They make this stuff for ladies to rub on their stomachs after they’ve had a baby that is supposed to take away stretch marks. It seems that women are now rubbing it on their face and it is taking away wrinkles. Now which one of you guys are going to be a man enough and try it first?

Victoria’s Secret
You got to remember where I come from… in the mountains of East Tennessee,  fancy sleeping wear for the old lady is her wearing your good t-shirt with no holes in it.

I did something that I had not done in about 15 years this past Christmas. I bought the wife some lingerie. She has been pretty good this year, so I figured why not and it was a better idea than the tires I got her for her birthday in November. (Nothing says love like Goodyear) 

I did think back and remember the last time I bought her some of that stuff. I asked some ladies at work way back then when I was still in the friendly confines of Big Orange Country in Murville, Tennessee what they thought about the idea. The ladies in the office said it sure did beat wearing an old t-shirt so they pointed me to a small store on the edge of town that sold the stuff. 

This was about 15 years ago when I made this trek to purchase for the wife some lingerie. No problem right? Wrong, but I guess you already knew that because this is another true tale of the poor and not so famous.

The saleslady walked up to ask if she could help me. I told her I wanted to buy some lingerie for my wife. She quickly looked down at my left hand and there on my ring finger was nothing… The wedding band was on the night table next to my bed instead of my finger. She then gave me a funny look and asked me what size lingerie I wished to purchase. 
When I told her large she again gave me another funny look. Then she eyed me up and down before picking something off the rack. Well the first thing she picked up was good enough for me. In fact for me is what I felt sure this lady thought I was making my purchase for. The saleslady did everything but hold it up to me to see if it was going to fit. After making my purchase and a hasty retreat, I vowed to not do that again…. Ever… but the mind and the memory dims over time

Now let’s fast-forward to Christmas present. I had this thought…. I asked a lady at work what she thought about me getting the wife some lingerie for Christmas. 


She said it sure beat wearing an old t-shirt. (Alabama is not THAT different than Tennessee) She then mentioned Victoria’s Secret at the mall. I was not completely sure I could go into THAT place. 
Then the lady at work mentioned a couple of other stores at the mall that carry the things that... well you know what I was looking for. That sounded like a better idea. 
Then on the way to the mall I remembered a former employee I had to lay-off about this time the previous year was now working at the mall. I could not remember which store and I hated the thought of her seeing me in there buying something like that… I was very sure this lady would be working at Victoria’s Secrets. SO that is where I was headed.  

I found Victoria’s Secrets easy enough and thankfully there was a calendar stand setup outside their door. I looked at calendars for oh, about 30 minutes or so. I kept thinking the place would surely empty and I could sneak in. (Wrong its Christmas you nut) <<< Wife added that 

Finally, the lady at the calendar stand asked if she could help me. I told her the truth that I was trying to get the nerve to go into Victoria’s Secret. She laughed and pushed/kicked me toward the door. I kinda eased in way over on the side and stayed on the fringe when this little girl that looked like she was 12 years old walked up to ask if she could help me. I looked behind me thinking she was talking to her mother but no this was the salesgirl (Saleslady seems out of line) I told the child that I wanted to buy something for my wife… for Christmas. She then walked me over to the bra and panties. I shook my head and told her no. I told her that I was … you know… looking for something for her to sleep in. We walked me to another part of the store… I shook my head, wrong again … She said “oh you mean something for you?” I swear to you that was the question. I told the child she was getting colder. I looked this poor girl in the eyes and said…  “I want something sexy for my wife.” I expected the mall police to come cuff me at that point for talking dirty to this child and I am sure my face was three shades of red.

The salesgirl smiled a knowing smile and walked me to the correct area. I was just starting to feel comfortable when around the corner came a lady from work… and her husband… I gave a shout that looking back on it was a little loud. Every eye in the store turned to look at me. My comfort level was back to zero.  The lady from work quickly turned and went in the other direction laughing hysterically. Women can be mean if they want to.

I then made my choice and the salesgirl tried to hand it to me. I shook my head and took two quick steps back. She looked at me funny and asked if I had changed my mind? “Nope that is the one I want” I told her. She then tried to hand it to me again. I took two more quick steps back. She then realized that I was not going to stand in line holding no lingerie.  
So there we waited… me and this child. 

Finally I had to ask her... I know I really should not have…. but I did it anyway. “So what’s your Daddy think about your working here?” This child then gave me a not so pleasant look and told me that she was married…. “Oh excuse me,” I thought would be a good answer as I had obviously offended this girl. 
I guess I should have stopped there…. but no…  I had to march on. “So, just how old are you anyway?” I said with a fatherly smile. Again, I got a less than charming look back as she told me she was 18. “Oh I see” I said as though I now understood that she was all grown up and knew the meaning of life. Yes, I should have stopped there… I know… But I was already in so deep… 
“So, your Dad does not mind you working here?” I asked for the 2nd time. The salesgirl then confessed that her Dad was not crazy about the idea and he would not enter the store when he was in the mall, instead he would call her to meet him. She said “I really don’t understand why he won’t come in here.” I looked at her and replied that I understood completely.  

Well it was time to check out and the 18-year-old married child that looked 12 put my purchase on the counter. I asked the much older looking lady behind the counter that had to be at least 20 or 22 that I would like to carry my purchase out in something that was not pink and did not say “Victoria’s Secret.” This brought on a chuckle from the ladies standing around and all the men smiled a knowing smile. One fella even spoke up to say that I had a great idea and cheerfully told the checkout lady to make it two bags that did not say Victoria’s Secret. 
I then learned that it was not possible to leave Victoria’s Secret without your purchase being in something pink with the words Victoria’s Secret splashed across the side. I made my purchase…and started for the door.

I was beginning to regain my some of my strength and was just about over the embarrassment. I paused just before leaving the store to look at traffic coming from both directions. I am not sure what I was looking for or why. I saw an exit just across the way and I thought if I lowered my head I could make out alive with some shred of dignity in tact at least that is what I thought… just a few more steps and I was home free… 
I was already thinking how pleased the wife would be with the unexpected purchase. I take one more step and alarms start to go off. Loud alarms! I freeze in my tracks as everyone within 4 miles of the mall turns to look at me with my pink Victoria’s Secret bag standing in the doorway. They are all saying I am sure “hey, they got’em a theft and a pervert all at the same time”. Then I had choices to make. Do I run? Do I make a break for it? I remember thinking I could make it to the door and to the truck before the heat catches up to me. (That is criminal talk for those of you that are not the criminal type) I also thought about putting my hands up or maybe if I hit the floor and spread’em? 
The 18-year-old married child that looked 12 walked up and this poor girl had a bad case of the laughs. She was laughing so hard she could hardly walk. I have always referred to what she was doing as belly laughs but of course she really did not have a belly. She was trying to walk bent way way over, and she was trying to breathe all at the same time. She reached into my pink shopping bag and pulled off one of those clips then waved me on.  I then put my pink bag under one arm kinda like a football and made a mad dash for the exit… I picked up the pace when I hit the parking lot as I had somewhere found my speed of youth. I was out to my truck in a flash as I paused to unlock the door I swear I could still hear that child that looked 12, who was married, and was really 18, who’s father would not come into the store where is daughter worked laughing all the way out to my truck… I did make it back to work with no trouble. 

I pondered this entire event while sitting at my desk back at work trying to get my last nerve to settle down and again try to figure out how this could happen to me…. It then started to dawn on me that them girls in that store did that on purpose.  I was set up… they left that clip on there so the alarm would go off just to poke some fun at me…. I think I am going to get me a T-shirt that says kick me…. And the wife can just wear that to bed when she is feeling sexy.

Footnote: What I bought was about two or three sizes to small for the wife. Guys, I learned that if you going to miss on something like that, that was the right way to miss. I think this year I will just get her a fishing boat

Andy


If you were at church Sunday night a few weeks back you know why the speaker touched my heart. Well I guess you might know that if you know the story about “The Boy” 

Sunday night was a little more touching to my heart than most Sunday night sermons. I don’t think heavy is the right word. Our speaker blessed me and she blessed “the boy”. And I hope this story will bless you. 


I listened to the lady’s story with big tears rolling down my face, wishing I had not sat next to Steve Wilson. He is my friend and you know how men feel about showing emotion. We are not supposed to cry. But, what a story our speaker had to share. 


I am sure she touched a lot of hearts that night but I know two that she touched in a special way. I kept looking over to where my son Andy was sitting. Friends all know that if I am referring to “the boy” I am talking about him. How was he reacting to the story about this woman from the Save a Life foundation? The story she told of being adopted, struggling through life, learning about her birth mother, the abortion thoughts the birth mother had, and then finally finding the meaning of her life through Jesus.  


“The boy” is growing up… he prefers to sit with the youth rather than with his old man. I know his Dad is not too sure he likes the growing up part any at all. 
As the lady finished her story I was going to go to the boy, I would hug him, see if needed to talk, maybe he would look up and tell me he was glad that God had made me his Dad. As our pastor got up to thank our speaker he mentioned the homemade ice cream social that was in our gym. With the final a-man “the boy” was off and running. I saw him in the gym at his normal place on such a night, at the front of the line. He did not look any different. He was not gazing off into space.  He was laughing and joking flirting with the girls pulling their hair. He seemed all right, but, the question was I all right? 

Friends and family all know “the boy” is adopted. Ask his Dad and he will tell you that we have had him since his first breath. I will tell you that I was the first one to hold him and as I cleaned off the afterbirth. I remember holding him as I looked into the eyes of “the wife” which what I affectionately call Christie. I remember saying those words that I am sure will remain with her forever…”he sounds like a little pig.” She was laughing and crying at the same time. Then I added, “he kinda looks like one too.” Christie said he was beautiful and he was. I do know that my life changed that day and for every day there after I would be a Dad. 

But let get back to the ice cream, at church, that Sunday night, a few weeks back. I got my cream and I watched him across the room. Was he acting any different? He did not seem to be acting any differently. Finally he walks over to me and says. “Dad I wanted to meet our speaker tonight but she is in the nursery, her baby is sick” I guess I was a little stunned no I am sure I was stunned and I was not sure what to say. I told him we needed to get on the road. He looked disappointed that I did not give a quick yes. 

I begin to think about our long ride home. Yes, we win the prize for having the longest ride to church each day but hey, we used to have the shortest drive for a couple of years when we were just around the corner. That long ride home… would he have questions? Would I be able to answer them? We started toward the door and I asked him if he wanted to walk up to the nursery to talk to our speaker? I really expected him to say no. But he looked up at me and said sure. As we walked toward the nursery I will admit my mind was a buzz with 400 different things and I did not seem to be in any hurry to get down there. “The boy” finally grabbed my hand and took me off in a different direction. Seems I was about to walk into a construction area where the nursery was normally but we are renovating our church. Finally, we make it to the nursery door and I stick my head in, the boy was behind me. Am I trying to keep him boxed out, from going inside or was I just trying to not intrude? 

There was no one there but this lady, our speaker that told us about her miracle story and her sick little one. 

I told her thanks for telling us her story and I asked if I could do anything for her looking down at her sick little one. I guess I was surprised when she said yes she was hungry. Would I mind to go get her a sandwich and some chips? I told her I would get her something to eat and as I turned to tell Andy she needed something to eat he was already off and running. I tried to catch up but he was going at full speed by now. “The boy” grabbed her some food told me to get her a drink and off he went, back toward the nursery. Now the boy was leading the pack several paces ahead of me. Not only was he going to reach the nursery before me he was going to get some one on one face time. My stomach was turning… was it nerves or all of the ice cream I had consumed. 

Andy knows he is adopted. We had never kept that from him but there have been few questions about his birth parents.

I opened the door to hear “the boy” say he was adopted. I stood in the door as our speaker remarked back to him how nice. I ventured in another step or two slowly as she asked him if he knew anything about his birth parents. 


Oh my, I thought what would he say? Will he look to me for an answer, what will I say if he does? He looks her in the eye never looking my way to say. “Well I don’t really know a lot about them… I know my birth mother’s name is Mariah.” I was shocked he had remembered her name. It had been years since he asked that question. Our speaker told the boy that it seems that girls are always a little more curious than boys about their birth parents. 
I sat down in a rocking chair and looked at Andy as I told him that if he ever wanted to know more about his birth parents or his adoption to come talk to me. We set there for a few more minutes and then we were off. He told our guest speaker it was nice to meet her and to get a chance to talk with her. Finally he thanked her for coming to talk with us and said “I hope your baby gets feeling better.”  He is growing up. I was proud but a little shaky.


On shaky legs, I get up out of the chair and headed toward the exit. I stop off at the bathroom to steady myself. I knew that I had a 45-minute drive with a boy that was loaded with sugar and maybe questions. I was prepared to answer any question but one. How would I answer if he asked me if his birth parents had thought about aborting him? 


Right off the bat when I got in the truck he said he was glad he got to talk to her. He mentioned that he thought she had a ruff time when she was 18-20 and that she was looking for the meaning of life and thought finding her birth parents was the answer. I was surprised at his maturity as I added that I thought he was right. I told the boy that I thought the part that was missing of course was Jesus. He agreed. I mentioned to him what a forgiving heart she has, as she was able to forgive her birth mother for the things she said about aborting her even years later after they met. “The boy” agreed and said that it was neat that she could be so forgiving. We talked more and he said that the birth mother realized her mistake and changed her position on abortion finally right Dad? Yes Son. 


Right Dad? Yes Son… My mind drifts back. 


Discussion slowed as the drive continues on, I asked him if he wanted to tell Mom about our speaker when we get home? The boy told me to tell her “cause you know how she gets”. 


Soon he is drifting off to sleep and I am drifting back 12 no 13 years ago…. 


I thought back to that baby that could have been one of the thousand (maybe it is millions) of aborted babies that was now asleep next to me. 


I remember Christie and I praying every night for 9 years and 6 months for God to give us a baby. If you add that up that it comes to over 6,700 prayers. I thought about the thousands of dollars we spent trying to have a child. I remember the monthly crying and depression as I held my wife when another cycle meant there was no baby for us. I remember saying over and over again to the wife that when “God is ready to send us a baby he will.” I would say “honey he is just not ready to send us one. And when he does he will snap his fingers and he will send one down the pike.” 

I think God still performs miracles. I think I have living proof living in my house.  My boy was conceived on one side of the country and given to another couple on the other side. Several miracles had to take place for it all to come together.  


Let me tell you about this boy’s Birth Father. I want you to keep the players straight, so I will give you his name. The boy’s birth father name is Lee.

· He ran away from home at the age of 14

· He lived on the streets of L.A with no money, no food no bed. He survived on his street smarts and at times he even prostituted himself to get by. 

· Lee’s mother was an alcoholic and when he ran away she was married to step Dad number 5

· When I met Lee his teeth were rotten as he never brushed them or saw a dentist after he left home. 

Now let me tell you about this baby’s Mother. Her name is Mariah.

· She ran away when she was 18.

· She was a heavy drinker, smoker and could cuss any sailor under the table.

· She came from a broken family; drinking, drugs and lets party till you drop were her world until her Mother kicked her out.


These two meet up when Lee was 19 and Mariah was 21. They fell in love; lived together, dug in garbage cans together, drank and smoked pot together. They had it better than some I guess as they lived in an old 70’s model VW van. It was sitting up on blocks behind a grocery store. Oh I almost forgot they shared the Van with their dog, a German Sheppard.  The year was late 1993.


Mariah was not feeling well so Lee and her walked to the health department to have her looked at. 

The outcome was not what they expected. They were going to be parents, Mariah was expecting. As they walked back to their home they were 

excited and scared at the same time. 



Could they take care of a baby? Then they finally came to the conclusion that they could not take care of a baby. They would need to abort the baby. They did not have a real home, no job, how could they take care of a baby? When they got back to their humble home they found it burned out. Nothing was salvageable. Their music tapes, their radio, their big bag of pot all lost. Yes, the dog was missing as well. What were they to do? This pretty much sunk any idea or hope of keeping the baby. 
They started walking toward the abortion clinic when Lee stopped and said he wanted to call his Mom, tell her about the baby and maybe she could give them some money to get a place. Lee remembered his home number from years ago but that number was disconnected. They walked a little further and Lee said let me try my grandmother who lived across the street from his Mom. But, that too was no longer a working number. They walked on getting closer to the abortion clinic. Lee thought he would try his best friend that lived next door to his Mom. He still remembered their number, thank God. 

He called and his friend’s Mom answered: yes she remembered him, Yes, his mother had left a forwarding phone number just in case he showed back up. The whole family had picked up and moved to East Tennessee. Lee and Mariah were within a few blocks of the abortion clinic when Lee dialed her number


Lee called collect and talked to his mother for the first time in 5 years. He told her that he was going through a tough time that he had a girl he loved. Their place was lost to fire and they did not know where to go… and oh by the way his girl was pregnant. He said “Mom we are on our way to the aborting clinic.  We can’t take care of a baby right now… could you maybe send us a few dollars”?  Phyllis, Lee’s mother said she could do more than that. She asked if they could get to the bus station. They said they could. She would buy them a bus ticket to East Tennessee. They could live with her until they got their feet under them… And, she added, “Why don’t you come on to Tennessee and think about things before you decide what to do about the baby.” 


Christie and I are just your average couple I guess. We both work hard we love each other. We tried to have children for 9 years. We did the infertility things but nothing worked. We spent thousands of dollars trying to have a child. Each month was another disappointment and each month I tried to comfort my crying wife.  Each month I told her that until God was ready for us to have a child it was not going to happen and when he was ready he would provide us one.

Now I want to tell you about Phyllis. When I met her she was on her 7th marriage. I was interviewing her for a customer service job. I remember it paid $6.50 an hour.


I interviewed several people for the job and I narrowed it down to 3 people and Phyllis, by the way, was my 3rd choice. Phyllis was Lee’s Mother.

Why was she my 3rd choice? Well, there were several reasons I remember. She told me during the interview she had been married 7 times, that she was a recovering alcoholic and she was from California. I remember her clothes were a little worn and she smelled of cigarettes. Phyllis told me she would do the customer service part of the job but would really prefer just data entry. Her strengths were that she had a good background in data entry; she said she would work hard; she was a little older but hey I usually prefer hiring an older person to a younger person. 


I remember was talking to my boss, the publisher, about the three prospects and he said that Phyllis, my number three candidate sounded like the best of the three. He asked if I could set up the three candidates and let him interview them and see if he stacked them up the same way I did. That was not a problem as I set them up to talk with him. After interviewing them he had them in the opposite order that I did. He told me he would hire Phyllis she was his first choice. He quickly added that it was up to me that he was not going to run my department and that I could hire who I wanted. 

There was a big part of me that wanted to hire the person I thought was best just to show the boss I was right. But in the end I said he is older and smarter than me so I hired Phyllis. 


One day Phyllis was just beaming and asked me if she could have the afternoon off. I told her sure, but she paused and asked if we could step into my office; she wanted to share something with me. Phyllis told me about her son that had run away at 14 years old, that he had called her out of the blue. 
She told me that he was coming to stay with her for a while and he was bringing his girlfriend. She also shared with me that the girl was pregnant. She added that the first thing she had to do was convince them to not abort the baby and to give it up for adoption. 

She smiled this big smile and said thanks again for letting me off and started out the door. I guess I was a little speechless as I finally hollered at her and asked her back in my office. I remember asking her to shut the door. I told her that my wife and I had tried to have children for almost 10 years and we had never been able to have kids. I told her that if she was able to convince them to give the baby up for adoption that I would like to talk to them about letting me and my wife have their baby. 

She started out the door again and stopped. She asked me if I would like to come home with her that afternoon and added “you can help me talk them into it.” 


I was out of there in 2 seconds flat. I did not call “the wife.” I did not want to get her hopes up. I did go and meet those two kids, Lee Phyllis’s son and Mariah. Yes, I did convince them to give us their child. I drove back to work trying not to speed. I called Christie, I asked if she would be interested in adopting a baby. Stunned silence was on the other end of the phone as I started to explain. Christie met the birth parents that night we cried. 
We went to every doctor’s visit, we were right there with Mariah every step of the way. Then it happened. The miscarriage. 


No, not a real miscarriage, but it sure felt like our world was pulled out from under us. One minute we were going to have a baby the next we were not. Mariah went back to California to be with her mom about 3 weeks before the baby was born. Mariah had changed her mind... That pain, that hurt was unlike any I have experienced. I remember Christie and I going to see our parents and telling them that the little baby we had been planning for was not going to happen. 


But if the Lord could take a homeless couple and move them across the country and have them give their child to us, then getting a pregnant woman with her hormones running wild back who was never able to get along with her mother anyway was no problem right? But I am getting ahead of myself.


She did come back of course…. I do have a son his name is Andrew… My Father on earth, favorite past time was fishing and of course I named my son Andrew… a fisher of men… 


That little baby could have been just another aborted baby know but to God…


This child was conceived on one side of the country and given to another couple on the other side with several miracles in between.


So God can perform a miracle today just like he did thousands of years ago. A huge snowstorm prevented an abortion and that abortion was stopped. That baby grew up then came to our church to speak up for those that cant speak for themselves Sunday night a few weeks back.

God has preformed many miracles for the Learn family…  


By the way as Christie and I learned that Mariah was on her way back to California… that we would not be getting a baby… The room we had made into a nursery, all of the planning, all of the joy we thought were so close was gone. The rug was pulled out from under us in a heartbeat. We thought we would never hold that baby… we thought that God had changed his mind. I remember thinking we were not worthy… It was as low I guess as one can get. We were just a few weeks away from having your dream come true. Then to have that dream get on a plane… Christie and I were in deep despair… We decided to get away for the weekend. We would drive up to Townsend, Tennessee. We would rent a cabin way way back in the mountains. We wanted away from everything and everyone. I don’t know how many thousands of tears we cried on our way to Townsend… We rented our cabin then drove even further back into the hills until we got to our cabin… I got our suite cases out of the trunk and turned toward the cabin. There in front of the cabin Christie stood with tears streaming down her face. I followed her eyes to the big sign above the door of the cabin. The name of the cabin was “Momma’s Cabin” IN a shaky voice I said “honey when God is ready to send us a baby he will.” 

We spent a few nights in the cabin as life begins to move back into our body. Then it is time to head back home to Knoxville back to our childless home. Do we keep the nursery to remind us of what might have been? How many times would we to explain to family and friends that there would be no baby? 

We had breakfast that last morning on the way out of Townsend at a family owned restaurant called Kinzel House Restaurant. It was early and it was just Christie and I with one other couple. We smiled at them when we came in. I noticed the wife was looking over my shoulder more than at me as we sat and talked. I finally asked why she kept looking at the couple. She said that the guy was Alan Jackson. I naturally asked who was Alan Jackson. She said you know that guy that sings “Way down there on the Chattahoochee” I had heard that song before. They got up to leave and the he tipped his hat at us as he went out the door. It was Alan Jackson as the lady behind the cash register asked him for an autograph. I guess that got our minds off of the baby in California for a while but reality hit as we went back to our home. 


Days then a few more weeks past before I got that call. It was Mariah, she was back in East Tennessee, yes we could have her baby, and no she would not be changing her mind this time. 

Christie and I did not tell our parents… we did not want them to hurt again if we did not get the baby.


But there we were on January 21 waiting for him to be born and we called them to come to the hospital as there was going to a baby born that day and he was going to be our baby, their grandbaby. 

Miriam was in the hospital a day or two it seems and she never asked to see the baby. We did not offer and the nurses were great. Not one word was said about the baby to her. 


I guess I should explain that it was the just a few months back before Andy was born, that the first national story about a birth mother going to court to get her baby back was all over the news. That news story seem to always find a way into my mind and I know it did in Christie’s as well. Then it is finally time for us to go home. Our attorney was there, our family, Lee and Mariah, the birth parents, Lee’s Mom Phyllis. Wow, was that a tense time. Our attorney said it would be best if Mariah would carry the baby down in her arms as the nurse rolled her out in a wheelchair. I think my head did one of those double takes at the suggestion… Our attorney said that way 
Mariah could not say she never got to hold the baby or see the baby or feel it move. It would be better for us if she ever tried to come back to take the baby. Gee… no pressure there… So there goes our boy down the halls with his birth Mother holding him. 


When we get outside I have the car pulled up ready to go. Our attorney leans over and says something to Mariah. Mariah stands up looks at me and says, “I surrender my baby to you”. Oh gee, I cant loose it now. And it would be a really bad time to drop the baby. I am trying to get the little fella in his car seat. This was the first baby I had ever put in a car seat and it was not going well. I was sweating and trying to hurry so we could get out of there before Mariah changed her mind I guess. Finally we were on our way. We took the baby to the newspaper where I worked of all places first. There a good friend kept him, as we had to meet Lee and Mariah at the courthouse. The judge was friendly he asked a lot of questions about if we had bought the baby or made any side deals. No, our attorney told us to not even buy their dinner if we went out to eat with them. The judge gave that baby to Christie and me. But deep down I knew who gave us that child… and so do you. God gave him to us. 

Andrew Steven Learn Born Jan 21, 1994 AKA “The Boy” (See picture below)
[image: image1.jpg]



It could only happen to me… or wrong place at the wrong time…    pick your poison 

Good friend Pam Wilson, was telling me about her trek down 6th avenue in Decatur the other night when out of nowhere came a car with no lights passing her on the left hand side in the turn lane. The car zipped around her and several police cars closely followed. 

Remember the commercial from several years ago where someone has their credit cards stolen and the actor steps into the action looks into the camera and says “what would you do’?  Pam found herself in just such a spot. Now in front of her the “bad guy” is swerving all over the road. First it appears that he is going to turn left then he swerves all the way to the right. Sometimes he is going up the wrong side of the road heading into oncoming traffic! Put yourself in Pam’s spot for a minute…. What would you do? I am sure the heart rate increases and thing will appear to either speed up or slow down. Somewhere in the back of your mind the song from cops starts playing in your head. “Bad boy bad boys what are you going to do when they come from you. “ 

I guess it is human nature to want to see what is going on. That is why we stop or slow down at an accident wanting to see what has happened. Right? 

What would have happened if one of those cops had pulled along side of Pam rolled down their window and said “hey lady… We need you to get in front of that car and help us slow him down.” My bet is that Pam hollers back to the police officer are you crazy? Policemen and Firemen do thing that others wont do, cant do. They go forward into and toward things that human nature tells us to turn and go in the opposite direction from. Maybe that is why I admire the men and women that do that kind of work

Looking back on what Pam experienced I am sure it was exciting…. I am sure there was a thrill seeing cops going after the bad guy. But how quickly could the thrill leave and fear step in…. It can happen in a heartbeat. 

Which reminds me of one my true tales…. So many very bad things could have happened at several points in this story…. And as I kept getting in deeper and deeper I remember saying “How do I get myself into these things” 

It is important to know that this story takes place when I was oh 26 27 years old. I am a lot stronger in the head now and maybe weaker in the back as well. I am not sure how the 40 year old would have handled this saga. Would I have handled things differently? I think if cell phones had been around back then I would have made a quick call to the police and been done with it but then again it was only a mile or two up the road… 

It was a dark and stormy night… Well not really but it was cold. REAL COLD. It was well below 20 degrees and it was early early in the morning maybe 2 or 3am. I had just left my home and I was headed toward the newspaper in Maryville where I worked as I had newspapers that needed to be delivered. 
I was not more than a mile or two from my house when I turned onto the highway that took me to work that I saw a car off in the ditch. In the road was a large object. Was it something that had fell off a truck? Maybe it was a large dog or deer that a car hit. I slowed and pulled to the side as I saw that it was a person. They were not moving. There were skid marks in the road and I had concluded that I was going to find someone dead. (Keep in mind this is 12/13 years ago and not every person over the age of 12 carried a cell phone back then) I walked slowly toward the body. There was not a movement that I could tell as I got closer… I hated to see what I knew I was going to have to see. I got just about over the body when ….. When …. This lady raises up and looked at me and said…hey… I jumped about 10 feet… She was trying to get up and I was trying to figure out what was keeping her down. Was she hurt? As I stepped closer I could smell what was keeping her down…. booze and lots of it. I helped her up and she told me she lived on Armstrong Road. That was only a mile or two from where we were… she said she could walk that distance. 
She took two good steps in that direction and down she went again. Did I mention she did not have a coat on? 

Well at this point the actor can step into the action and say into the camera and ask “what would you do?” What …would… you do?

It was only a mile or two to her house what could happen right? Well she could throw up in my truck… I thought of that. I remember that being my biggest concern. I told the lady who was maybe 33-35 smallish… petite…. blond that I would give her a ride home. She said no that she would walk home. Brain flash… headline in newspaper the next day  “Women run over in road by car“… brain flash…  headline in newspaper the next day “Women found frozen less than a mile from home”… brain flash “Wife kicks husband’s tail for picking up strange women on the side of the road”

The woman made another step toward home and she falls again. She hands me her car keys and ask if I might be able to get her car out of the ditch so she can drive home… I take a look at the car and see that the car is deep in the ditch. It is not going anywhere with out a tow truck.  

I walk the lady back to my truck and sit her down. Put her feet in the truck and roll down window. I then get in truck and stick the lady’s head out window. Less than 5 minutes later I am on her road… so far so good right? Without looking up she tells me that the 2nd porch light on the right will be her house… That comment made me wonder if she often came home in that condition a lot. 
Soon I am in her driveway next to her house and I am helping her to the basement entrance of her split-level house. She tells me which key and I try and try to get the door opened and it will not unlock. I am literally holding this lady up with one hand and trying to unlock the door with the other. Finally I give up. 
I ask the lady if there is anyone inside that I can get to help her in. She grabs me by the collar and says no that I cannot ring the doorbell that the only one in the house is her 13-year-old son. She does not want him to see her like this. All the disgust I had for this person went up about 1000 percent at that point. She had left her little boy there in the home alone to go get smashed. She could have very easily left him without a mother to love him from her stupid actions that night of drinking and driving.

She then asked me to take her to the front door handed me the key to the front door and off we went. She was a head of me and I was just a few steps behind her. There was about 10 or 12 step up to the front door and about 1/2 way up she turned to say something and over my shoulder she went. I carried her up the remaining steps. This door easily unlocks and I carry the women in and flopped her down on the couch. 
The minute her but hit the couch the phone rang and she quickly answered it. I heard her say I ran off the road and this guy brought me home. Then she said to me here my sister wants to talk to you. I really did not want to talk to her sister … I wanted out of there… at this point I really did not want to talk to anyone. What I really wanted was out of that house and on my way to work. 
But, I grab the phone… the sister asked who I am, I tell her then I quickly tell her about her sister in the middle of the road unable to walk. It seems that sister was out drinking with her and just wanted to make sure she got home ok. 
About that time I look back at the drunken women sitting on the couch and she is throwing up. But her head is tilted back and she is choking. I reach over and grab the women by the hair on her head and tilt her head forward. I tell the sister that she is to drunk to be left alone that someone needed to get down there. I told the sister she was puking and choking and I was not going to be there but for just a few more minutes. She said she would come right down. I told her to hurry.
I am walking back and forth and scratching my head trying to figure out how I get into these things when the drunken lady started unbuttoning her shirt. See when I tilted her head forward all that stuff she was chocking on went down the front of her shirt…. Now she wanted the shirt off.

I kinda shouted at her to stop that when there was a very loud knock on the door. All of this action happened at warp speed…  the sister calling the shirt coming off and the door knock all happened very very fast….. To fast in fact for it to be the sister… I had two thoughts in my mind at that point. One was dead and the other was meat. Then I added other words like big boyfriend, big husband, big father…. Lets review for a minute… Sister is on her way, 13-year-old son in bed asleep, drunken women taking shirt off, and last someone beating on the door.  That is when the thought came to me. This could only happen to me… I opened the door to find not a big boyfriend, husband or father. What I found was a big police officer. He wanted to know if Beverly ________ lived at this address. I looked him in squire in the eye and said very honestly that I had no idea. He looked at me a little strange and then asked me who did live there… I again looked him in the eye and very honestly told him I had no idea. Now I know the really tough question is coming my way. I can see it coming from a mile away…. He says what are you doing in this house if you don’t know who lives here… He glances over my shoulder to see my drunken lady with her shirt off and now she working on the next garment that I thankfully has a latch on the back. In what had to be the fastest longest most run on sentence ever uttered with one breath I explained this entire story that you just read to the police officer. He looked at me then looked back at the women. He then asks me how long did her sister say it would take to get there. I told him 5 minutes. He said ok you are free to go. I remember I was turning around in the yard and heading back up the highway in about 6.2 second after he said that… I had left my name and work number on a pad and the girl’s mother called me later that day. None of her girls were telling her what had happened and she wanted to see if I would shoot straight with her. Well I told the whole story all the way down to the bra. The lady thanked me for helping her daughter and for not leaving her in the middle of the road or letting her try to get home in the shape she was in…. And I had another story to add to the file of... It could only happen to me.

I was a hoss….. And now I am a hoss

I was a hoss..  Some might say I was a player…. I had football coaches from other schools asking me if I ever thought about changing schools… How good was I? I rushed for over 200 yards 3 times that season. All of the other games I rushed for more than a hundred yards in each of them. I lead the league in tackles….  Not the team mind you the league… I also lead the league in punting… I kicked off for my team… Threw three passes and all were caught. Scored three touchdowns in a game three times. I did everything that year but drive the bus. 

I bet a teammate 5 dollars that I could go the entire practice without being tackled one time. I would have made it to but the guy told the couches and on the last play of the practice both the offence and defense went after me as soon as I was handed the ball. I still had a chance… Then I was grabbed by a coach and my buddy had won the bet. 

I was the biggest strongest fastest meanest player in the entire county….. There was one problem… I was in the 8th grade and I had stopped growing… The other boys were starting their growing sprout and mine was ending… I scored a couple of touch downs the next year but my glory days were way behind me for sure… My high school football days were spent playing end, guard, and tackle… I would sit on the end of the bench… guard the water cooler and tackle anyone that got near it. I would later describe my high school football talent by saying I was hostile, agile, and fragile. Two of them are not bad.. The other well, lets just say I have the scars to prove the last one. My junior year I did not get to play very much …. Sophomore year I did not get to play much… I did punt a then school record 66 yard punt… but my number was rarely called. Things started to look up my senior year.  I was 2nd string running back… I was going to carry the ball some and when the first string guy got hurt 10 days before the season started I was ready to step into the starting slot. I was a starter for about 3 plays when I got hit high and low by two of our biggest strongest players… My knee was gone… I would never play again. My season was over… the promise that seemed so real…. That I was a cant miss future high school star was gone…forever 

I did the math… Four pounds does not sound like a lot of weight to gain right? That is what I have gained since I got married. 4 pounds a year… now that does not sound like that much weight until you realize I have been married for over 20 years. What happened to that 150 pound 5ft 9 8th grader… Married the wife at 18 I was 155 5ft 9... Now I am 100 pound heaver. Where did that come from… At least I am glad I know who to blame…. (Her Of course) None of this happened till I got hitched. Yes I am a hoss… A Hoss Cartwright. (A brief pause until it is explained to those under 30 who Hoss Carwright was) 

I loved my dear old Dad… he is gone now….. But when I was growing up there was sports, then school… then church…. Sports was at the top of the list… Grades were just not that important… as long as I passed enough classes to stay eligible to play sports all was pretty keen at my house…. 

When the boy came along I said that I was not going to make sports first in his life. God, Church, family, school would all fall well above sports… that is what I said… Of course the first thing I bought him was a football to put in his crib… My boy… That Andy man.. He is my special boy… He has played football, baseball basketball and soccer. I have coached him in several of these team sports… I think the first sport we tried was baseball. I remember the first time he got a hit… there is such pride to see your son get that first hit…. And then… and then… take off for 3rd base instead of first base…. Okay so baseball was not his sport…. We moved on to basketball. I remember him going up for the rebound in his first game. I remember him grabbing that ball and going up strong to score his first two points ever in a game…. On the other team’s basket…. From there we moved on to soccer … Yes I remember his first goal just like it was yesterday.. The fan screamed I yelled as my boy scored his first goal... You guessed it…  in the wrong goal…. All we had left was football.. I am proud to say he did not score any touchdowns that year… he spent most of his time over by my old spot next to the water cooler…. At practices he spent most of his time complaining that his back was hurting… I would just yell for him to suck it up and get back out there. Turns out he really did have a problem with his back… I came in last in father of the year voting that year….. Is there a sport for Andy… oh I don’t know….  Maybe there is or maybe there is not….. At the end of the day… sports is not THAT big of a deal right?

“When you come to the fork in the road take it” Yogi Berra

In life we all come to a fork in the road at times. Life seems to be going well and out of nowhere there you are at a crossroads… For me it was about a year ago… I was driving back and forth between Decatur and Florence about a 45 minute drive each way… There I sat in the median…. I had briefly lost control of my truck.  I was sitting on one of those concrete islands that they put in intersections. I was turning right off of Hwy 20 onto the Beltline… I had briefly lost control of my truck and was now sitting completely up on one of those islands. But I was stopped… I had regained control of my truck… No blood no foul correct? 

Traffic was everywhere… so there I sat waiting for a break so I could pull back out… Sounds pretty normal right? Well….. How about normal for me? Is that better? Then I saw the blue lights were behind me…  the state trooper was walking up to the side of my truck. It seems that I have this big bull’s eye painted on whatever I am driving that says pull me over… I rolled my window down and the trooper said that he had seen me loose control of my truck… Then he asked me if I had been drinking… I could start to see my world crumble… new job, newly deaconized member of my church… but I could not lie… so I looked him in the eye and said yes sir. 

Well… this might be a good place to stop for a moment and back up a step or two and start explaining. I have a secret that I have kept hidden away from people. It is something that I am not proud of… I am sure no one would guess this but... Well here goes….. I am an ice cream junky. There, I feel better just saying it. I think I will say it again... Hi my name is Steve and I am an ice cream junky. I am not alone… There are others like me out there.  They try to stay hidden…. I hope I am not breaking any trust but my buddy Steve Wilson is one. He eats as much ice cream as I do maybe more. He is what a size 32? IT is just not fair... Anyone that knows me knows that a size 32 I am not…. Well I can remember being a size 32. I think I was 17 the last time I was a size 32. Since then lets just say I have been expanding. You know when you go to the doctor and they have that chart on the wall that tells you what your weight should be for a certain height? I did a little math and discovered that I am the perfect weight for someone that is 9ft 8. I am not over weight I am under tall! So…  I am a few pounds over weight…Big deal Right?  I figure that is the way God wanted me... I mean I eat about the same as Steve Wilson. Our lifestyles are about the same if you want to throw out all of those sit ups and push ups he does. Throw out the walking, running and riding a bike that he does. Then throw out the lifting weights, splitting wood he does and I would say that we have very similar lifestyles.    But I digress…

It is not unlike me to stop for some ice cream on my way home from work. (Or on the way to work) When you have a long drive you need something to kinda tied you over… in my case after making it through Town Creek and Courtland I always think of the ice cream as a reward… yes I like how that sounded… a reward for not getting a speeding ticket. I would stop at Jacks there on Hwy 20 get me an ice cream cone to tie me over until I got home to the wife… and the boy…

This time there was a long line in the drive through so I went inside... That was my first mistake as I broke my routine of get it fast, eat it fast and get home fast. I went inside… and there it was…. A big sign introducing a new product…. It was a triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake. I had never had a triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake and did not see a reason why I should not give it a try. In anticipation of a successful invention of a triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake I ordered a JUMBO, with extra chocolate of course.

You know how when you get a shake that is real thick and you can’t get it up through the straw? You give a mighty suck and the straw kind gives in on itself? Well… That was what happened to me… So I was driving down the road with this triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake in my hand as I was trying to get it to melt enough so I could taste the thing… keep in mind I ordered a JUMBO triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake and I have small hands… it was as I was turning right onto the Beltline from Hwy 20 that things went a little haywire… first I started to drop my triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake that I had not yet got even a smidgen out of the straw yet.. It was falling toward the floorboard on the passenger side when I had to make a decision… I was at one of those forks in the road… one of those forks that in ever life come to sometimes, when a tough decision must be made… I could let my triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake fall into the floor board with me keeping both hands on the steering wheel and being perfectly safe or I could turn loose of the steering wheel and save my triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake for all of mankind. I quickly surveyed the road ahead and saw that the worst that would happen was I was going to end up on that island there in the intersection at Hwy 20 and the Beltline. I dove, I mean I went for the triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake and and and I got it! SO there. I might be fat but I got reflexes like a cat when it comes to going for an ice cream on a wayward track   I sat trying to suck my triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake up through the straw sitting there in the little island when the trooper asked me if I had been drinking? I said yes sir I was drinking... I told him that at least I was trying to. I explained that I had a purchased my first triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake from Jacks and it had started to fall and I had to make a decision to let go of the steering wheel or risk loosing it all. First he smiled then he laughed then he walked back to his car and drove off… I made it home that night… made it home safely to the wife and the boy…       and I am pleased to say I have stayed away from the hard stuff… That is the only triple chocolate, chocolate milk shake I have ever had. 

This story is true the name were not changed to protect the guilty.

Now I only drink doubles
Teenage boys 

Teenagers…. Teenage boys… Why are they all so dumb? See I was a teen age boy once upon a time… Teenage boys I think will try anything. Put a pretty girl within sight and then whatever dumb thing can be thought up will be tried… How many times do teenage boys say “hey watch this? 

I recently traveled down the road behind a local fire truck… the wife was out of town and I needed a little excitement. What I found was a one car accident. Two boys in a pickup truck… One boy was hanging out the window of the truck and hitting mailboxes. The driver lost control and put it in the ditch. The ditch flipped that truck over on its top. The two boys there were hurt. I was not sure how bad… A momma was there… she was crying a Daddy was holding her trying to comfort her. The boys were talking… I think they made it… Momma will never forget that night…. Bet those boys don’t either…. They were lucky. 

I don’t want to paint a picture that I was a goody two shoes when I was a lad…. I did my share of dumb stuff and I also did a couple of her boys share of dumb things. … Thinking back, there were many things that I did that could have changed my life forever if things had happened differently. 
 Why do teenage boys do stupid things?  A couple of summers ago I watched neighbor boys running and jumping off of a two story house into a swimming pool down below. One minor misstep, one slip and the life of one of those boys could be changed forever on the concrete around the pool. Their life would have changed and the lives of their family. Why? The thrill of course
My boy is 11 soon to be 12... Already I am not as smart as I used to be. Will he make good choices when he becomes a teen? How can I be sure?  How many teens are killed each year doing really dumb things? 

I remember walking up on a car accident when I was 17 years old. I could see the car upside down in the water of a small creek beside the highway…. I saw the father of a fella I played football with… I said …“Mr. Graham anyone hurt?” He turned and looked at me and he turned pale. He looked back at the car then backed at me… he grabbed me and gave me a big hug. I remember him saying the word was it was a football player named Steve. His boy was name Steve… but he was home with momma… he thought I was the only other Steve on the team. He was almost ready to go get my Dad when I walked up. But there was another Steve on the team… a bench warmer…. His life ended that night. He had to much to drink…. Teenage boys…. Why are they so dumb?
I remember a boy we called Joey that played on our team…. It was a weekend party… there was a big fire… there was drinking… a couple of boys said let jump over the fire they were standing around… the first couple made it.. Joey did not. His face was never the same… Later on he added a car accident while driving to fast and a limp for the rest of his life to go with the scars on his face. 

Teenage boys… why are they so dumb? Why won’t they slow down for just a second? Why wont they stop for just a minute…. Just a minute….. Slow down think about what they are doing….. If the thrill meter is off the charts maybe the danger meter is also off the charts and they should not be doing it… There is so many ways to have fun… so many….. They don’t all have to be dangerous… 

Then there are the teenage brain hiccups…. These are little blips in brain activity. When they happen you can’t call for “a do over“. There are “do overs” in real life. There are no replays and no pause buttons either.

See my family had one of those last week. No a close relative but still family…he was sitting at his granny’s kitchen table….. His grandmother was in the next room. He was 18 or 19 maybe …. He had just got a new gun… a 9 millimeter… his girlfriend was sitting there with him… he told her that the 9  millimeter was the safest gun ever made… then he said … “watch this“…. As he put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger. Teenage boys…. Why are they so dumb?
Footnote: The boy of course was dead before he hit the floor… The boy is gone, remember There are “do overs” in real life. There are no replays and no pause buttons and no 2nd chances with a mistake like that… the girlfriend…. Will see ever be the same? I bet not... The grandmother had a massive heart attach and died the next night...Teenage boys… 
More sleepless nights

It was a few days before 9-11 this year and we had a lot of shows about that “Pearl Harbor” of our generation. 

This show was different. The cameraman was with the firemen inside on of the towers on this TV show. They heard and saw the other tower falling. In silence the firemen  looked at each other and started hugging each other… one of the men said as he hugged  a fellow firemen that “many of us will not live out this day” After each man hugged the other men they started up the stairs as the cameraman walked out to safety.

Not to long ago we lost two local firemen. This is always so sad and it touches a spot in my heart and takes me back to years gone by. I keep this tucked away most of the time. Recently I brought them out and thought I might share it with you.  

When I think about firemen I always find myself asking “why do they do it” and then quickly add “how do they do it?” 

Fire touched my life many times as a small boy. My best friend’s house next door to our home caught fire. I was sure my friend was inside and would not believe anyone when they told me he was safe until he was there for me to see with my own eyes. I remember that fire like it was yesterday. I also remember that it was years before I slept without fear or worry that the night would bring a fire to my bedroom. 

More fires as a teenager: A neighbor’s house, a grass fire, a small patch of woods down the road. It also seems like we had a chimney fire one time at our house.
As a teenager when there was a fire my heart would beat faster and I would grab a hose and help out where I could. I remember helping put out a grass fire when a real fireman shouted at me “hey kid your shoe is on fire” I jumped a foot and he laughed. I am sure that story was told later at the fire hall. The shoes were new and it was the first day I had ever put them on… they were black and ugly from then on. More sleepless nights.

A neighbor called us one night to tell us our high school was on fire. He had a scanner and they said it was bad. We drove down the highway at 100 miles an hour it seemed and the fire trucks caught us easy. It was a massive fire. More sleepless nights. 

As a young man I got a call that my father-n-law’s furniture store was on fire. I was 10 miles away when I could first see the smoke. It was a huge fire… All was lost. More sleepless nights.

My favorite TV show when I was growing up? “Emergency” Do you remember Station 51 fighting fires every week saving lives and always the firemen were running toward things that others where running away from? 

A few years back I became friends with Chief Charlie Johnson of the Decatur Fire Department. Chief Johnson let me visit the training headquarters for the Decatur fire department. I got to cut a roof off the top of a car while wearing what seemed like a ton of gear. It was 90 degrees that day but with all of that gear on it felt like an oven. I also got to sit up front as we screamed down the road on one of his engines. I got to work the big air horn. But there was no fire, there was no danger. It was just a grown up playing a game.

That brings me back to my two questions: Firemen… they run TOWARD things that other people run away from. Why do they do it? How do they do it? Oh sure if it is your family and your house but what if it is not? Take the biggest fire of them all, the twin towers on 911 in New York. Firemen running into the buildings as everyone ran the other way. Why do they do it? How do they do it? More sleepless nights. Those men on the TV show I first told you about. The camera caught them being human; hugging each other, telling each other goodbye before they moved forward.

911 is our generations Pearl Harbor I guess. We all have our memories of that day. As a newspaper man it was one of the most challenging I have faced. The newspaper I worked at put out two “Extra Editions” that day. But please don’t take that last line as anything heroic. It was like no other day for any newspaper person in the country but it can’t even compare to 5 minutes of any of the firemen that were there. Why do they do it? How do they do it? More sleepless nights.

Locally we lost two firemen a few months back. I did not know either of them. My newspaper did a very good job reporting the story describing what happened, informing people, painting a picture for our readers. I read those stories and I let my mind drift back to these other fires…

I read about Lloyd McCulloch who died in the fire in Moulton. He was older than most of the other firemen working. He normally would be in the back on the fire truck not out front on the hose. He had been a volunteer fireman for 42 years… volunteer…. 42 years… Why do they do it? How do they do it? 

He was the Chaplain for the Moulton fire department. He was the one that often had to comfort families who had lost a loved one. 

He had put his time in… his place was in the rear but he saw a firemen getting tired… the fire was beaten but the work was not over. He gave the man a break and grabbed the end of the hose. 

Ten minutes earlier he was interviewed by the local TV crew. He said he was glad the fire was almost out and everyone was safe. Then for a  moment he was out front. Then the wall fell. In the twinkling of an eye he was gone and carried off to the wonderful reward that we all await. His daughter held his head that night but he was already in the arms of Jesus. He was gone the first to die.

Lloyd McCulloch reminded me of another fireman that died a few years back. I would guess they did not know each other and maybe never knew each others name. His name was Mychal Judge. He was the Chaplin for the New York Fire Department. 

He was the one that often had to comfort families who had lost a loved one. 

Mychal's death certificate listed him as victim No. 00001--the first official fatality of the World Trade Center attack. He was a fireman long past his prime. He could have been in the back out of harms way but no he was out front. 

On September, 10, 2001, less than 24 hours before he died, Mychal Judge happened to rededicate Chief  Von Essen's old firehouse in the Bronx. The department has the ceremony on videotape. 

"Good days, bad days," says Mychal,  "But never a boring day on this job. You do what God has called you to do. You show up, you put one foot in front of the other, and you do your job, which is always a mystery and a surprise. You have no idea when you get in that rig, what God is calling you to. But he needs you . . . so you keep going. Keep supporting each other. Be kind to each other. Love each other. Work together. You love the job. We all do. What a blessing that is."

The other local firemen who died in the Moulton fire was a kid. Just 23 years old. Dustin Jones. Dustin first met Lloyd McCulloch twenty years ago when he was just 3 years old. Dustin was in his trailer with a babysitter and a fire started.  The babysitter got Dustin out, but she died. Dustin was burned badly but he survived. I think from that experience Dustin wanted to help others… maybe he wanted to somehow give back for the one that gave their life to save his as a child. 

The two men died side by side  McCulloch, 64, and Jones, 23, both of Moulton, were pronounced dead at the scene by the Lawrence County Coroner. There was no hope, no chance for either.  

Firemen and Chaplain Mychal Judge had a favorite prayer he often spoke to others: 

"Lord, take me where you want me to go
"Let me meet who you want me to meet
"Tell me what you want me to say
"And keep me out of your way."

Chaplain, Firemen Michael Judge’s funeral was held on what would have been the 23rd anniversary of his "recovery" as an alcoholic. He was a staunch believer in the 12-step movement of Alcoholics Anonymous, which he called "America's greatest contribution to spirituality."

Firemen's Prayer 

When I am called to duty, God,
Whenever Flames may rage,
Give me strength to save some life
Whatever be its age.
Help me embrace a little child
Before it is to late,
Or save an old person
From the horror of that fate.
Enable me to be alert
And hear the weakest shout.
To quickly and efficiently
Put the fire out.
I want to fill my calling
And to give the best in me,
To guard my every neighbor
And protect his property.
And if according to my fate ....
I am to lose my life,
Please bless with your protecting hand
My children and my wife.

As a 40 year old I sleep fine, I don’t worry about the fire in the night as much… if it were to come to call on me I know where I will be by morning and I know where the ones that are closest to me will be… 

Plus the fire station is just down the road

A special blessing to firemen everywhere for having the courage (there is the answer) the courage to run toward things that we run away from.
Things aint what they used to be…

I guess I will just tell you this is not one of those funny tales that I have been know to tell from time to time. In fact this popped into my head after getting an email from Ms. Debbie. She mentioned to me there was a tornado warning in Decatur and they had the kids at the church in the hallway until they got the all clear signal. 

I remember tornado drills when I was a kid. We went into the hallway of our school and we put our backs against the wall. The teachers tried to keep us quite. At some point we were told to put our head down between our knees and put our hands on our head. I bet they still do that in schools these days.  I have a question. Was my school the only school that had atomic bomb drills? We were to scramble under our desk put our hands over our heads. It was very important that we kept our eyes closed and not look out a window. The teachers were very clear that the flash from an atomic bomb would fry our eyeballs. When did they stop doing these drills? They also showed us the devastating affect of an atomic blast from a film. Do they still show that film to kids today?  I mean if they were going to freak us out as kids who and when did they decide that was a bad idea for today’s kids?

Okay while you are trying to figure out those questions let me give you a few more.

What happened to metric? They told us when I was a kid that most of the world was using metric and the US would be changing soon. How many years did they work to teach us metric? Remember the mileage on all signs had metric (Kilometers) under the miles to your destination? Who decided we would be going to metric to start with? When and who decided that metric was a bad idea? No one asked me if we should stop this did anyone ask you? The teachers spent years teaching me the metric stuff and what do I have to show for it? Two Liter Cokes is what. I can’t think of another thing that came out of the metric years. Have I missed something along the way? Where are those mileage signs that say it is 27.4 Kilometers to the next town? I guess those of us that were taught metric do have one advantage over our kids. The Winter Olympics. When one of those fellas are jumping off that ramp on skies… flying down the mountain and taking to the air like a bird... Do you know what I am talking about? The announcer tells they tell us the jumper traveled 284 Kilometers down the slope. Our kids don’t have a clue how far they flew. I am proud to say that he traveled slightly farther than a football field. But, is it is right for our kids to have to wonder just how far that guy went?

I was going to mention a few things that I remember from when I was a child that my boy would not have a clue what I was talking about. I was going to do that, I really was but then I thought I would need to explain that I am 40 years old and come from parents that had me late in life. I would need to explain that I come from rural East Tennessee, that Dad fought in WW 2, and I would need to explain that the community I grew up in might have been a little behind the times. I say all of that cause I suspect that some, maybe even most 40 year old folks never heard or saw the some of the things that I did. Some of the 40 year olds will relate to some of my memories.  I suspect the 50 and 60 year olds will also. I bet if you 39 or younger you wont have a clue about some of this. 

Oh why not? I will go ahead and relate my memories. When I am done why not compile your own list of things that you remember from your youth that your kids or grandkids would not be able to relate to.

Its easy… come on down one of my trails… as always one never know where it might end

Stevie (that is what family called me) run down to the creek and get us some Water Cresses. You can also add on this same line go to the woods and pick us some poke

People overhauled the motor in their cars when they wore out. I did not know anyone that bought a new car… ever.

Flat Tops haircuts and Butch hair goo

Mud and snow tires were in the trunk. About this time of year Dad would make sure they had air in them incase of bad weather

We had three channels on TV. Saturday was cartoon day.  I wanted to slide down a pole like Dean Martin, I loved a guy named Red Skelton, Uncle Milton was so funny in a dress. 

Hippies remember them? I had two brothers that were what I guess society called hippies. I think it meant they grew their hair long, did not take a bath as much as regular people and they smoked a different cigarette than Mom and Dad

Cigarettes -- I grew up with two smokers. Second hand smoke was not an issue back then and I don’t remember hating the smell like I do now. 

Land Mines in the yard. There was two kinds… Parents in the summer sat out in the yard with neighbors and friends. The cigarettes sure did burn your feet when you stepped on one before it went out. The other land mines were from the dogs. How long has it been since you  saw anyone sitting out in the yard with neighbors smoking cigarettes with kids hopping around on one foot while holding the other foot?

Speaking of neighbors and friends my parents often went to friends and relatives home to play cards. It seems to me that they did this two or three times a week. Does anyone do that anymore?

Oh the memories… remember that I told you that I came to parents that were older? That means that the people we would visit when I was a kid were also older. Which also means they did not have kids to play with me. What that means was that I often had to entertain myself. One time I went into the bathroom and was gone a real long time. The adults were in the kitchen drinking coffee, playing cards and smoking cigarettes. Finally Dad called out asking me what I was doing in the bathroom so long. I knew better than lie so I told him the truth. I hollered back to him that all was fine that I was just playing in the spring…

Another time I found some money of a cousin. They were in the kitchen drinking coffee, playing cards and smoking cigarettes. I found all of these twenty dollar bills behind a book or something. I thought they would be fun to play with. I decided to make a treasure map and hide the money. I got the money hidden alright. It was about $200 if I remember correctly. But it was time to go home before I had time to complete the treasure map. I told my folks that I needed a little more time to work on my treasure map. But, Dad had to get up early the next day for work. The way I understand it, it was about two weeks before they discovered the money was missing… I think it was another week before they got around to asking me if I knew anything about the missing money. 
I was honest. Yes I had found the money. Yes I hid the money away and no I did not remember where. I also made sure they knew that if they had let me finish the treasure map we would not be having this problem. Dad’s face got red and my memory improved. I remembered hiding the money under a rock. These cousins had lots of rocks in their yard. Two hours later they found the money under a rock just like I told them.

Remember Mary _______? She was the dirty kid that always smelled funny at school. Her teeth were all rotten and she did not pay for her lunch at school. Remember your parents telling you not to put a hat on your head that had been on another kids head? Did you ever get the experience of finding out why?  If you don’t have a clue what I am talking about let me just tell it was painful.

Did you “can” your vegetables? Make your own jelly and jam. Did your Mom tell you that store bought food that came out of cans tasted like tin?

I remember Mom pulling up to get gas and a man coming out to the car and mom telling him to filler up. He would ask if she needed him to check under the hood. He checked the oil and transmission fluid if she wanted. 

Remember riding down the road with the windows open in the summer. Remember rolling the windows up when it was raining and cranking out that little side window? 

Did your Mom ever ware white gloves to church? Have a little black purse to carry? A string of Pearls? Did your Dad ware a hat to church? Did it have a little feather on the side?

Remember going to the fair every year and getting $5 to spend? Remember how much fun you could have with $5 at the fair?

I could walk down to the store and get me a coke and hot dog and say charge it? One time I ate 7 hotdogs and drank two mountain dews I could not have been more than seven or eight year old at the time. When mom paid the bill they always gave me a small bag of candy FREE.

I got my hair cut and it cost $1.75. The barber had me sit on a board and when I was done he gave me a penny for bubble gum.

I remember when I was about 5 or 6 this old man that would sit down at the grocery store and play his banjo. He would sit and play and I would listen. His name was Dodger. He always told me he was going to get me a banjo but he never did. He told me one time he rode up some hill during some war with a fella named Roosevelt. That did not mean anything to a 5 or 6 year old. About 10 years later in my life as a teenager  I was playing with a friend. He was kin to Dodger somehow. On the wall in his house was this famous picture of Teddy Roosevelt charging up a hill in the Spanish American War in 1898 Under that picture was two shinny pistols under the guns was the name Dodger. I think I was grown before I really realized I had met a veteran of war that most people had only read about.

The outhouse stunk. Period. The wife says that is one I could leave off but we were the last family to get an inside toilet. I was maybe 8 or 9 maybe. It’s a memory. So is a slop jar under the bed.

Remember Captain Kangaroo? Romper Room? Tarzan movies? Lost in space? Saturday baseball game of the week? The Big Red Machine? Hank Aaron? Willie Mays? 

We only had one TV, our phone was a party line, we got our eggs from a neighbor and it was good luck to get a double yoke egg. Coffee pots made a noise. Coke bottles were taken back to the store and they gave you a nickel. Coke bottles shot with a BB gun at your grandparents house got you a spanking. 

Did your Dad shake his head and talk under his breath when Ali was being interviewed? Did your Dad shake his head more at a TV show called Laugh In? Did he vote for George Wallace for President? 

Remember standing up in the front seat or the back seat as your Dad drove down the road? Did you ever try to pull leaves off of limbs as you drove up long driveways? 

I guess times were different then… it was a simpler time 

and remember don’t blame me Ms Debbie started all of this… 
“Don’t look Ethel”  Words from a song called the streak sung by Ray Stevens. (Words used here with permission from the wife)

There I stood in the middle of a crowed convenient store with my shorts AND my underwear down around my ankles. Some folks laughed, someone screamed… me I just steamed. If you have not figured it out by now… if you are reading one of my stories your on the “friends list.” This means from time to time you might get a letter, an email or you might here a story and you will shake your head and know that; one it is true and two it could only happen to me. 

I had a friend the other day tell me they were reading a crazy story in an unnamed local paper and they had to skip to the end just to see if it had happened to me. The wife says to our friends that if they are watching the news and there is story about a man getting hit by a falling satellite that they should money and not flowers cause it could only happen to me.

I would guess that you have jumped to a couple of conclusions as to why I would be standing in a store with my cloths down at my ankles. So I guess I should start explaining. 

See I am overweight… And from time to time I have tried a few different things to loose weight. I went on Weight Watchers one time and almost starved to death so added LA Weight Loss to the Weight Watchers diet. That almost kept me from going hungry but not quite. It was not until I added an all you can eat Carb diet to the mix that I was able to make it without being hungry. A lot of people have tried different diets but I bet I am the only person you know that tried three at the same time. Through it all I did not loose a single pound so I would not recommend any of those to those who need to shed a few pounds. 

I had a doctor put me on an 1,800 calorie diet and was pretty excited until I got home and my wife informed me he meant per day and not per meal.

I bet when you started reading about me going on a diet that you figured that I had lost so much weigh that my cloths had accidentally fell down. Sorry to disappoint but my weight is one thing that I have never lost, my feet on the other hand is a different story. I know they are down there but I got to make an effort and bend way over to check on them. So normally I just leave them down there on their own. 

Actually it was a diet that did cause the whole problem. I was working at the Chattanooga newspaper then. I am sure you all know I am a newspaper man. Newspaper man! That sure sounds better than paperboy. But, in real life I am just a paperboy and if times are tough and I can’t find anyone to go throw my newspapers then I hitch up the bicycle and go throw newspapers. (All of that is true except for the bicycle part) 

I was going through a very difficult time in Chattanooga and I was going in every night to throw newspapers. I would put on some very comfortable shorts and a t-shirt to throw the route and would take a suite in for the day job. I would go in every morning about 2:00a.m and would get home around 6:00p.m. Did I mention I had to go in every night to throw newspapers? Did I mention this went on for like 6 months? Did I mention that I went and found me a better job?

We lived in a small town outside of Chattanooga called Cleveland. It was a nice community good folk and all of that. The kids, the teenagers in that community, well, I kinda felt sorry for them. There is just not much to do in Cleveland, Tennessee for a teenager. They could drive around the mall or they could sit on their car hoods at this certain convenient store. Did I mention that it was a diet that caused me to be well you know be standing there with my cloths down at my ankles? Ok good. See since I had tried them other diets I thought I could come up with my own diet. So I did. I called it the Steve Learn Snicker ice cream and chips diet. I have not marketed it yet but one never knows. It went something like this. You stop at the one convenient store that was still open at 2:00 a.m. in Cleveland, Tennessee where kids sit on car hoods cause there is nothing to do in the town and you pick up two ice scream bars .. (Opps I meant cream) Snicker Bars. Then you pick up a bag of chips and a pint of milk. On your way to the cash register grab a Mountain Dew, a pack of gum and a couple of Slim Jims for the road. I was standing there smiling and think about my drive up Lookout Mountain to throw my route when I noticed the young man behind the counter had a strange look on his face. He was looking forward and over my shoulder and he had a strange look on his face. It begin to dawn on me that something bad was going to happen and it was starting behind me. My first thought was the store was fixin to be robbed. My last thought.. And I mean my very last thought….  I mean if someone had said they would give me 500 guesses it would have been around number 500 was that I would have come up with the thought that a teenager was sneaking up behind me and was going to yank them shorts down. 
I looked at the clerk one more time and made the decision to turn around when the sudden whiff of air hitting me where it normally don’t  caused me to realize I had been had. But good. And, for just a minute stop and figure the odds of the kid getting the underwear with the shorts? 
There was no less that 25 kids looking into the store from the two doors. I don’t really remember being that embarrassed. It was more like oh well they got me. I distinctly remember thinking at least there is no one I know in here. 

What did I do? I did want any fella would do… I started bending over to pull my cloths… Lets back up a minute. Oh but you know me right? It could not be that easy… Lets see now what did I have in my hands again? (Two Snicker Ice Cream Bars, bag of chips, a pint of milk, a pack of gum, a Mountain Dew and a couple of Slim Jims for the road.) You guess it… My hands were to full. 
Now things started to slow down  s l o w   w  a  y     d   o   w   n. Put your viewer on slow mo (Don’t forget to keep it aimed above the shoulders) when I got all the way down the floor where my shorts were my hands were full but not only that the floor was real dirty. As, I raise back up I then realize I am about 4 feet from the counter. Do I bend over again leaving my two Snicker Ice Cream Bars, bag of chips, a pint of milk, a pack of gum, a Mountain Dew and a couple of Slim Jims for the road on the floor or do I put them on the counter? If I had to do it all over again I would vote for the put all of that on the floor on the first trip down. But I had already been down there one time and was already back up. It did not seem sensible to travel that same road again. So I took a step toward the counter…. 
Now a lot is taking place as all of this is going on… girls are screaming guys are laughing and most everyone is running. I hear cars with no mufflers starting in the parking lot. I know at this point you are laughing at me and the position I am in and might even be feeling a little sorry for me. And you might wonder if I make this stuff up. Well I don’t and I can prove it. How can I prove it? See remember that part at the beginning about me thinking that at least no one that knew me was there… 
Well at that point the newspaper carrier for Cleveland, Tennessee area that delivered The Chattanooga Time/Free Press for me… that I had just met two days before… walked in with her newspapers…. And and and of course she had her daughter that was maybe 12 or 14 years old. Picture this... Ok maybe you should not picture this. Here I am trying desperately to take 3 or 4 quick steps…. And get everything out of my hands and get my shorts and underwear up where they should be… Did I mention screaming and shouting was involved. Of course the carrier and the daughter were not there for the first part of what happened... All they saw was... Well never mind what they saw.

 I got everything in place paid for my stuff hurried out the door and there was not a teenager within 20 miles by that time. 

I searched every teenagers face for months after that trying to find that kid that pulled that on me… Every now and then I would see a kid laughing and pointing but never did see that kid again. 

What ever happened to that carrier and that little girl? Well she is my proof, her and her Momma. They have been trying to get me to pay for the years of therapy… 

Teens in need
I had no idea that there we so many poor teens until I went to the local mall this past weekend. 

There I saw true hardship up close and on a local level. 

It was at the mall that I first saw teenage boys that were so poor they could not afford a belt. These poor boys were walking around with their pants hanging down… way down…  low on their butts. (Those with a tender soft heart should stop reading this now as it only gets worse.) 

These poor teenage boys could not afford a belt but, that my friends, is not all of the poverty these young boys have seen in their short life. These boys also had to wear the father’s pants. All of the pants were way to large for them as their fathers were all slightly larger around the waist than the kids. This fact coupled with their inability to afford a belt I am sure has caused a great deal of embarrassment. Luckily, these boys seemed well adjusted to the fact that that they could not afford a belt and that they had to wear their father’s pants.  

That is not all of the poverty, toils and troubles these boys I saw faced in their life. It seems these boys all have rather short fathers. All of the pants that are way to big around the waist all fell way short of their feet. I am not talking high water pants that we might remember from the kids we grew up with. I am talking about pants that were maybe a foot or more too short. 

I wish that is all of the sadness to share but it is not. I know you’re thinking that it could not get worse. No belt, wearing their Dad’s hand me down pants and last but not least very short fathers. 

These poor teenage boys that have to wear these pants must also learn to live with the fact that their pants have holes in them. I am not talking small holes either. Most of these pants, while being too large at the top and too short at the bottom have large holes in them. Some of the holes were in very embarrassing locations. I must hand it to these proud young boys, they held their heads up high. They laughed, joked and basically put the poverty they live in out of their minds. I do wonder if they are speech problems as many were saying something strange language like wasup. 
I wish I could say that the poverty was limited to the boys. The teenage girls at the mall seem to also live in hardship. Yes friends and neighbors poverty does not discriminate. The teenage girls have a few of the same problems as the boys. The girls must not have mothers that live with them but they all seem to have little sisters. 

I can only imagine the pain a father must feel when he has only enough money to buy cloths to fit one of his daughters. I am sure he takes the oldest aside and says that he loves her just as much as her younger sibling. Or, maybe the older sibling tells the father to buy for the younger sister and she will some how squeeze into the little sisters cloths. 

All of the teenage girls have to walk around knowing that their stomach was showing and everyone can see that they were wearing their sister’s shirts. 

Shirts are not the only problem of course. These poor teenage girls also have to some how pull the very small tight shorts of their sister’s shorts over their butts. I am sure this has caused a lot of embarrassment as you just cant put 20 pounds of taters in a 10 pound sack. I cannot even begin to understand the shame these girls surely feel.  

But, I can say that these girls are all something that would make you proud. All of them walk through the mall with their heads held high and their chest stuck out. 

I myself have never had to live in such poverty so I cannot explain everything I saw at the mall. I noticed that many of the girls while sitting down had to live with underwear that must be very inexpensive as they are held together with just a thin piece of material in what looked like a very uncomfortable location. Because their shorts were so small the top part was exposed for folks to see.

I will say that these teen girls have learned to adapt well. I know they do not have money for makeup. They have found a way to have plenty on their faces. I suspect that it is a community charity thing kinda like the soup kitchens our parents knew. I bet they all meet at one location and there lives a rich lady that has donated lots of makeup for them to use. That is why they put so much on as they are worried that when they get back to the makeup line it might all be gone.

Last I noticed that these girls have taken some of the idle time that they mush have and used that time to pierce each others tongues, their ears in several places, and their belly buttons. I saw several adults looking at the girls and boys with disgust which hurt me to no end. But not a single person… Not one person offered any help to these kids.  I think it is time that someone steps up for those poor kids at the mall. Jerry has his charity and now I have mine. I will call my charity simply the cloths that fit campaign. 

In the true giving spirit… I ask that we all bring to our churches cloths that fit the boys and the girls at the mall. 

These poor kids should not have to go out into public looking like that.       

Teenage boys

I wrote a very serious story a couple of years back about teenage boys. Here is one on a much lighter side I will title it “The wife says I can’t kill him we have not been punished long enough yet”

I remember when he was first born a good friend told me to get all of the poopie diapers I could get the first week because after that first week that they put the smell that goes along with them in those diapers. True to form I got all I could that first week gently brushing aside the wife to take care of those first ones. “My what a great help he is going to be one family member gushed” I smiled. Week two I bailed. 
Suddenly, as a teenager there is now a new odor. It is not there ALL of the time just when he raises his arms. I don’t know if all teenage boys smell the same but the boy with arms up and armpits at full force smells like wild onions. At least ours does.  

The boy also has become afraid of water that he cant swim in. He has to be told to take a shower, wash his hair –with shampoo and use soap on his body. Later after a few threats he wonders into the bathroom where the water either runs for 12 seconds or 30 minutes. If it is a 12 seconds shower then one of his loving parents says something like “don’t make me come in there and wash you” Then the name of the parent, usually the wife then comes out of his mouth but it is extended out for several several seconds.  Mmmmooooommmmm! I washed! She says no you didn’t and couldn’t in 12 seconds. After the 35 seconds shower or the 30-minute shower that follows we must then remind him to put on deodorant. We must remind him every time or 10 minutes after we leave the house he will raise his arms and there is that smell again. 

Why! Why? “Because I said so is why”! I used to like the word why. Now I am an army of one trying to get the word outlawed for anyone younger than the age of 20 while talking to a parent. Think about it for a minute. How much time would parents save, how much frustration would parents be relieved from if the word was outlawed from the age 13 to… well I will get back to you on that. Friends are no help, none, zip zero nota drop… When I tell them my painful story of the day or hour about the boy they all say the same thing, Don’t worry it only gets worse”. Is that supposed to make me feel better? I thought friends were for comfort not to cause more stress. Worse? It is going to get worse, than this!?

Smart comments… Is the boy the only kid that must punish his parents with smart commitments 8 or is it 9 HUNDRED times a day? I look at the wife after he says some things and she smiles and says remember we can’t kill him we have not been punished long enough.

I was out with a buddy about a year ago doing guy stuff when his younger son came back with a smart answer to a Dad question. Then another one, then another one. His son is slightly older and a little further along than my boy so I really did not understand what this father was going through. All I knew was that the veins in his neck were bulging and he was carrying a large rifle. I thought I would step in at some point and I walked his boy away and sat him down. He smiled up at me and I told him that almost any question that is asked by mom or dad could or should be answered by one of five answers from him. (I was making this up on the fly but it was starting to sound pretty good) I told the boy what I call the magic five. Answers: 1.Yes Sir 2. No Sir 3.Yes mam 4, No mam and 5. I am so sorry it will never happen again. The boy smiled and said yes sir. I was feeling so proud. I remember thinking this boy would look back at this moment for years to come and mark this as a changing point. I asked my friends son to repeat the 5 answers he did so successfully on his first try.  We walked back toward the boy’s father and the father asked a reasonable question of his son. His son had a not so reasonable answer. I got the boy to look at me where I started pointing to my hand showing him 5 fingers. The boy looked at me and gave dad about 4 or 5 more smart answers before dad sent him to the house. I just shook my head back then, as I did not understand. Now, my friends I understand completely. 

Recently I had a conversation with my boy after he gave me several smart remarks. Finally out of frustration I sat him down and we discussed the “Magic 5” answers. It was not the first presentation of the “magic 5 but I was so proud. I had finally reached him. He put his arm around me. He smiled at me said sure Dad I understand. In less than 2 minutes he was questioning my ability to determine if a light bulb was blown. He wanted me to go flip the light switch on and off. I tried a couple more times to convince the boy that I could determine the light bulb was blown. He was now in full smart mouth teenage mold by then. I finally pointed to the other light on the same circuit, which was on, and shinning brightly. He then said oh, I guess the light bulb is blown. 

I was reading a book recently where it said that scientific researchers had determined that the average teenage boy thought about sex every 6 seconds. The author said that he thinks the boys lied about the other 5 seconds. Okay, that is cute but sex is not what I want on his brain. 
The boy came in the other day to announce we were getting a “Hooters” here in town and wanted to know if I would take him. I remember when he was young and cute and while on vacation asked if we could eat at the Owl restaurant we had just passed. I figured out it was a “hooters” No I did not take him but I thought it was cute. I did get the last laugh when the rumor that the new restaurant in town was a “hooters” turned out to be a Bo Jangles.

I know I know it is hormones. He has all the symptoms I mean all of them. I thought I would try a line from Bill Cosby. I looked at the boy after one of his smart remarks and said. “I brought you into this world son and I can take you out” The boy smiled and said technically that is not true… Somewhere in that house is papers saying I am adopted. I grab at a head of hair but he is too fast. 

He says to me the other day that I did not even know what type of music he liked. I don’t remember what I had done that had brought on such a comment but there it was. Ok, I was feeling froggy so I asked him what kind he liked. The boy said Southern Rock. My eyes lit up as I reminded him that I had taken him to see maybe the greatest Southern Rock band ever. Lynard Skynard. He then told me that “Yes, and it was the coolest moment in your entire life all the way up to the point where you told me that Lynard died in a plan crash.” He said they never had anyone in the group named Lynard. Well heck how would I have known that?   I got the plane crash part right didn’t I 
On top of Ole Smoky or If the right hand offend the cut it off… 

Well I am back again taking a break and thinking about life as I know it….  It is September and my mind wonders to all the good Tennessee football games I have enjoyed over the years. Those September games are always so hot even if the Tennessee teams are not. 

I started in the paper business 22 years ago this month. That is hard to believe until I started looking at some old photos and started charting the opposite paths of hairline and waistlines.

Then it was 22 years ago this month that I met my darling wife. (For those that might pass this story on to others she was first thought that came to mind)  Lots of funny stories there for another time and place about our courtship. 

The one I wanted to share today was about the first time I saw her without the makeup on. It was also the first time I had really spent any time with her Mother also.

Christie and I were going off to spend a night in the Smoky Mountains. We had been dating for a little more than a month (Now don’t get to carried away as we had her Mother and Great Aunt sharing the room with us) I of course had the roll away. 

Speaking of in-laws… if you ever hear me mention Smoky or Grouchy I am referring to my mother and father in-law. The wife’s Mother is Smoky as she smokes like well like a smoke stack and her Father gets his name due to his sunny disposition. (NOT) 

Lets just say Smokey and me did not get off to the best of starts, as you will see in minute. It all started with that weekend trip to the mountains. 

I wish it could start with once upon a time but I can’t cause this is another one of those true stories that could only happen to me. 

I have several found memories from that trip and I remember at the end of it I told that wonderful lady that I loved her for the first time. That love that started on that trip has continued to grow with each passing day growing stronger and more powerful. 

Now don’t get carrier away this is NOT all about mush… We have no more mush from this point forward.

For whatever reason the wife was all concerned about me seeing her for the first time with no make up on. This is just one of life’s little mysteries that I guess us guys are just not supposed to understand. 

The wife came out of the bathroom late that first night with no make up on ready to go to sleep and I am there on my roll away cot and so I naturally turned to checked her out… There were no overgrown warts or moles she did not have a beard so all was well. She still had teeth in her mouth and from where I come from that makes for A ONE STOCK in a lady. (That and all the tattoos are spelled correctly) But I digress… In fact… She looked radiant, beaming and beautiful. 

I soon slipped off to into a deep slumber on my nice roll away. The great aunt was in one bed and the dear wife to be and Smokey were in the in the other.

I was awakened out of a deep sleep to see my darling getting out of bed and heading for the bathroom. As she passed my cot I gave her a playful little pat on the caboose. On she went to the bathroom and on the way back I decided to give her another one for good measure. 

We all got up the next morning for a family breakfast. During breakfast I casually leaned over and asked my sweetheart why I did not even get a kiss when she got up to use the bathroom during the night. It was at that point in time when my world started to crumble. The effects I am still feeling today. She said… She Said … well… you know what she said… “I did not get up last night to go to the bathroom but I did hear Momma get up.” I looked down at the offending right hand and then looked at her Mother who by now had figured out the topic of our conversation. She then spoke up and confirmed that the butt I had patted the night before belonged to her…. She was not smiling. And that my friends was my introduction to my future mother in-law. 

September 11, 2001

By Steven A. Learn

Circulation Director Journal-News Hamilton Ohio

Writers Note: I tried hard to write this story from purely a circulation standpoint, as the story surrounding what took place at the Journal-News on 11-11 was very remarkable. In the end I could not write the story without letting the personal side creep in. 

On my way into work on September 11 I remember looking up at what I thought was the bluest sky I had ever seen. I remember thinking how blessed and fortunate to be with a great company and newspaper and how happy I am in all aspects of my life.

Tuesday mornings are busy at the Journal-News. Debits, credits, last week’s numbers and meetings seem to always fill my Tuesday mornings. The first hint of something wrong came from James Yi a new district manager who stuck his head in my office to tell me a plane had hit the World Trade Center. I assumed it was a small plane. My mind drifted for a moment thinking that this was tragic and we might need to increase the draws for the next day’s edition in single copy. I quickly went back to the tasks at hand as deadlines don’t wait. It could not have been more than 5 minutes later that this same young district manager face was at my door again. I remember looking up and his face had a different look to it. He said that a 2nd plane had hit the other World Trade Center Building. My mind then took off at warp speed as I pondered all of this. Could two planes accidentally fly into the World Trade Center? My answer was no. 

I quickly picked up the phone to call Jim Lilagore our Production Director. I told him that I was sure that we would want to start the press back up and put out an Extra Edition. I asked him if the plates were still good and he said no. I asked him to start burning new plates. He asked what pages we would be redoing and I told him I did not know but would get back with him in a few minutes. Somewhere in the conversation he told me the planes were big passenger jets. My thoughts were that these had been small planes. It started to hit me the scale of what was happening. I told him I would call him right back but to plan on at least one extra, maybe two. 

I quickly called my Publisher Edwina Blackwell Clark on her cell phone. She was on her way in to work. She asked me my thoughts regarding an Extra Edition. I told her we just had to do it and she agreed 100%. I told her that I had already talked to Jim and we would be able to get back on the press this morning and have an Extra Edition out by noon. Edwina said she would contact the newsroom and for me to do what I needed to do to make it happen. Edwina said she would call me after talking to Lisa Warren our Managing Editor as to what pages we would remake. Barb Staples the Journal-News Advertising Director made a sweet deal with our largest local radio station to announce that we would have an extra on the streets around noon.

I called my Single Copy Manager and my Home Delivery Manager to report to my office immediately. 
Then I picked up the phone and called my wife Christie. I told what was going on and the sound in her voice told me that she was feeling the same devastation that I was feeling. As she hung up the phone I heard her begin to cry. Our lives, like everyone else, would never be the same. 

Since my first day at the Journal-News I had been working on plans to realign all the routes, the ad zones, the delivery of several alternate delivery products our trucking scheme and moving our delivery deadlines earlier. We were about half way thought the process on September 11. Everyone knew that everything was going to take a back burner for the next few days. 

After meeting with my managers, I pulled my single copy manager aside and gave her a pep talk. She is young and inexperienced but also eager.  I told her she was going to have a wild day or two and that we would be putting out an Extra Edition, maybe two. We started writing possible headlines and also what we wanted to say on our rack cards on my dry erase board.  My staff began calling all the single copy carriers, printing out manifest and counting out slugs so we could get into the racks. Our plan consisted of two people delivering each single copy route. We have 9 routes each taking about 2 hours to deliver. We figured that if we split each route in half we would be able to have the papers on the street about an hour after the press started. 

I have been in the circulation business 18 years. The only other Extra that I had put out was on last year’s Presidential election when I was in Chattanooga, Tennessee. This one was different. The pressure to get it right was greater and the pressure to get the newspaper on the street in a hurry was tremendous. Lori and I decided to double the draw on the first Extra. 

Edwina Blackwell Clark and I were in constant communication during the whole process. We met in my office and decided the rack card should say, what we thought the headline should be. We decided that the Rack card should say “BREAKING NEWS” As big and as bold as we could print it. The headline we choose was “

Somehow it was an hour later and I was on my way to our off site printing plant about 5 miles from the newspaper. A long the way my wife called me crying. She said that the towers were falling that thousands were dying. I told her to not panic, but to pray.

When I arrived at the printing plant I was amazed. Everything was coming together perfectly. All carriers, with the exception of two, were there and ready to put out the extra edition. We had rack cards, people to run half of each route and the press was starting to hum. We had pulled it off!

As the first papers were rolling off the press Edwina called to ask me about putting out a second Extra Edition. She said our sister newspaper, The Dayton Daily News, was going to publish an Extra Edition and re-plate with our masthead if we wanted. Then she asked if we could get it home delivered customers. My mind was racing as I thought about what would have to be put together in the next few hours pull that off. I had a couple of hours to make it work but only minutes to make the call. I told Edwina I would call her back and called a quick meeting with my home delivery staff in the parking lot at the printing plant. We decided that it was too big of a story to not give it to as many readers as possible. I called Edwina back told her to go with the 2nd extra. I then took a deep breath and told her that we would be able to get it home delivered as well as delivered to single copy outlets. 

We had the first extra printed and on the streets by 12:30. I quickly told all the single copy carriers to be back at the newspaper in 3 hours for another Extra Edition. We also called our 52 home delivery carriers to get them in to deliver the 2nd extra.

Later the word hits me that another plan had crashed and I worried what would the next target be. Also, another call from my wife-asking if she should go pick up our 7 year old at school. I had her call the school and ask what they were telling the children. She called me back to say at his age level they were not telling the kids anything. They were telling the teachers to not talk about what was going on and to let the parents tell the children at home. When Christie called me back with that information the answer was easy. Let him stay in school. Let his world stay normal for just a few more hours. 

The 2nd Extra Edition was a little late getting to our newspaper but that gave us more time to track down most of our home delivery carriers. Most of our 52 home delivery carriers came in that day and we got the 2nd extra delivered. We ended the day with 80% of our home delivery customers getting the 2nd Extra Edition. The other 20% was delivered with the next day’s newspaper. We also doubled the draw in single copy with the 2nd Extra and delivered it to racks and stores. In many case the same people that bought one of our first Extra Editions while at lunch bought the 2nd Extra on the way home from work. 

We sold 10,043 newspapers on the first Extra Edition. The 2nd Extra we sold 7,983 newspapers. That is total 18,026 single copy sales on September 11 where we normally sale 4,200. Just as important we kept our readers informed with the latest possible news. For the weeks that followed calls from readers thanking us for the effort and praising our work in getting our 2 Extra Editions flooded in. The rack cards, the great front page the newsroom put together, and the radio ads all worked together to maximize the sales. We literally had people waiting at stores for us to bring in the news. We also stopped traffic as we hawked newspapers on the street. 

My life changed that day. The true impact, we may not know even yet. I am proud of my country and how we have reacted to the tragic events of that day. I am also proud of my newspaper and my circulation staff on how we rose to the challenge. 

We put out two Extra Editions but more importantly we kept our readers informed as the story was breaking. And, isn’t that what a newspaper is supposed to do?

Steve Learn

“It’s Me Again Margaret” From one of the many funny songs by Ray Stevens
 
I wanted to share a couple of stories about my dear old mother Margaret “bless her soul” 
 
Every story should start off with a grabber, I am told. You, my friends, who have endured my stories before have already figured out I write long which is a nice way of saying I am long winded. 
So to start you off with a grabber to pull you in to the story, how about this… I got a birthday card from Momma and on the envelope she wrote, “I will see you at the rapture.” Here is the grabber I got it two days after she died! Now, I am going to say that again in case you missed it the first time. I got the birthday card two days AFTER she died. I swear! How? Why? Well that takes a little more time. Settle back. I hope you enjoy this ride back in time with me.
 
“Stevie, how’s your momma doing?” I would say she was doing fine and the friend, neighbor or relative that asked me the question would quickly add, “Bless her heart” or “Bless her soul” Often they would feel a need to follow that up with a “Your poor momma has a tough time or poor ole Margaret she had a tough life.” I would lower my head slightly and nod. Then quickly move on. Looking back on that now, it seems strange adults would say those things to me, a kid growing up, but those were the times, and there were not said with intentions to hurt. They were just southern people saying southern things. Bless their souls.
 
Momma’s Daddy was a drunk. He worked for TVA making $65 a week back before WWII. That was real good money in the 1930’s and 40’s. He gave his wife $15 a week and he drank up the rest. He beat on my grandmother and pulled her around the house by the hair on her head. The kids took refuge under the bed and would hide the guns. It was not a pretty site. The scars were lasting and lifelong. Finally, a divorce, but the damage was already done. 
 
Mom, as a 16 year old, would meet and marry my father just a few days before the Navy and World War II called him. Then her man was gone and all she could do was worry. It was a small community and the community lost several young men. Worry turned into depression. Finally, 3 years later, he came home safe to his bride. It was not too many years until the family started to grow and those years were the happiest of her life. Soon she had 3 little ones under the age of 10. Then there was another call, this time from the Marines and the place was Korea. Dad would carry a gun. He would shoot at what moved and keep his head down. Mom on the other hand could not handle the 3 kids and the constant worry about the man she loved. Finally, she was put into the Mental Hospital in Knoxville. The kids were put with other family members. After a while, she was let out, but it was short lived and she was put in again. Then the Red Cross got involved and the Marine was sent home to take care of his family. 
 
Mom had her man back but depression and trips back to the mental hospital were often. The kids were getting used to being farmed out. When the tough times came, Mom was in and out of the hospital. In the late 1950’s a miscarriage sent her back, other times, just the stress of three kids was all it would take to have her sent back. 
 
I was told the treatment they tried in the 50’s and 60’s with her was called shock treatment. If I understand things correctly, the doctors would hook things to her head then turn the current up until she screamed. When you think about it, I think they did the same thing to prisoners of war way back in the day. Me, I would just rather not think about it. 
 
In the mid 1960’s a surprise baby came to the family. 
Little Stevie seemed to be what most folks called me then. 
 
I could add a couple of hundred other stories that are just plan sad about Momma. Momma had a tough time for sure but the story I have been promising a friend at work to write is the story about the time she thought the rapture had come and we were left behind. The story needs to be set up a little…  My friend I will note is a Black Baptist Minister, for the sake of the story, I will share with you that this is a story that, when I tell it, he always throws his head back with a hearty laugh. 
 
I guess I was maybe 10 years old then. I know Dad had already divorced Mom, which took her mental illness and depression to a whole new level. Maybe leaving little Stevie there with her was not his best decision, but things worked out in the end. 
 
I will confess that I grew up in a Methodist church at this point. I will also point out that this was not a usual Methodist church in that I never saw anyone get sprinkled and when I gave my heart to God I got dunked. There is no question in my mind that there will be a day when I will be in heaven with my savior.
 
Our church was one of 4 small Methodist churches in our community. One Wednesday night Momma decided we were going to church. We were not a part of the normal Wednesday night crowd but as far as odd things mom had sent us out on, a journey to church on Wednesday evening seemed pretty safe. We lived less than a mile from our church so it was not long until we pulled into the parking lot, but things were a little strange right from the start. There were no cars in the parking lot. I remember Mom stopping to think this over for a minute before we headed off to another of the local churches. We pulled in to that empty parking lot and I could see a look of concern on Momma’s face, but, after a few minutes sitting there in the empty parking lot, we were off to the 3rd church of the night and again the 3rd empty parking lot. That is when Momma started crying and saying something about the rapture had come and we were left behind. 
I was not really sure what the rapture was but I was real sure that this was not going to be a normal night and a lot of surprises were ahead for me. We pulled out of the church parking lot and started heading toward town. When we passed a car parked along the street Mom would ask me if there was anyone in the car. When I said no Momma she would cry harder so I started telling her yes there were people in the cars. I also remember thinking that tonight was shaping up to being a little more exciting that I expected. I guess I do recall being a little scared. According to mom, everyone was gone somewhere and we got left behind. No one likes to miss the boat. We end up in downtown Knoxville and Momma said there is a “Colored” church and at least the parking lot was full of cars. 
 
Now fate throws mom another curve at this point. We go up the steps and pulled on the door and the door was locked. Momma found this most distressing and her crying took on a whole new level. We could hear singing but we could not get in. I remember pointing to the next building.. What the church was doing of course was meeting in their small sanctuary on Wednesday nights. I suggested to mom that maybe we could head on home and maybe God would swing back around and get us on the next trip. 
But No… Momma had me by the hand and was pulling me toward the door. This time the door opened and there we were. I am not sure how but we started walking down a hallway but the next thing I know we are back behind the preacher in a hall where there was a door where the choir went in and out. There was some serious singing and shouting going on. I remember that. I also remember the very large black lady that was singing and clapping her hands. She was the first person or the closest person to the door and really the only one that could see us. I also remember she was large and had lots of body parts going in all manner of directions. I remember she had on a little white hat on her head. 
 

So there we were in the back of this black church looking out at the choir and I thought well so far things were still not too bad. Then the pastor gave the alter call and Momma started up the steps. I remember the smile of the nice lady in the choir waving momma and me on in. I remember thinking that things were going to get interesting pretty quick. I remember when we made it up on the stage I tried to put on the breaks but momma had my hand and I was not even slowing her down. I am sure the pastor was surprised to see these two white folks coming up on him from the rear but he quickly started praising God, as God had sent some white folks to his altar. I remember him saying that, I really do. 
 
I remember him sitting momma on the first pew. I remember him asking the man next to her, who had ear phones on, if they were still on the air. The man shouted to the pastor that yes the message was still going out. The pastor said something like we have some folks here that God has brought to our altar. He asked momma our name. I remember thinking please don’t say our name because then all the family would hear about this little side trip from the radio broadcast. He struggled a little with the last name but finally got it correct. I will never forget the next few minutes if I live to be a hundred. The good pastor should have left the women sitting on the pew crying her heart out alone and maybe talked to the little boy standing next to her, but nope, he had to put the microphone up to mom and asked what was God doing in her life right then. I will never forget the huge smile he had on his face as he asked that question. He was down on one knee eye level with Momma and with the boy standing next to her. 
Momma looked up at that pastor dead in the eye and said right into that microphone “Pastor it’s the rapture. God has come and took everyone but us and you black folks.” I remember the look on that pastor's face as he turned to look at me. The smile was gone… It was the strangest look you have ever seen. It was first a look of surprise, then a look questioning if he just heard what he really heard. I could see him playing this entire event out in his mind… she did not just say what I think she said… Did she? The mic was now kinda dangling down. 
He looked over to the little boy (me) I remember shrugging my shoulders like, well you were the dummy that put the microphone up to her and asked the question. I then remember the pastor asking that man next to momma with headphones on his ears if that went out over the airwaves. The man said no but quickly added everyone in the sanctuary heard it. I remember Mom filling out a visitation card a little later. I don’t remember the drive home. I don’t remember ever getting a visit from that church either. I remember mom laughing as she told me later in the week that if we had went to the 4th church in our community we would have found all the folks from the other churches. Bless her heart.
 
Now back to the birthday card, 1991 was off to a strange start. I found myself out of the newspaper business because of a layoff. My mom by then was living in a group home. My birthday came and went January 7 of that year with no card from Momma. That was not strange. She always called me on the phone a week or two after my birthday to tell me she had just gotten the card in the mail. She always said she was sorry it was late. It was normal for the card to be late and normal for me to tell her not to worry about it… I always told her I was looking forward to getting her card. I hung up, if I remember correctly, and she called me back to tell me that when she put the card in the envelope and sealed it she could not remember if she had written anything on the card so she told me that she had just written on the outside of the envelope.  I told her not to worry about things that I would call her after I got the card. I would have called her too…  but she died the next day. My guess it was a heart attack. She was a heavy smoker and like I said momma had a tough life. 
 
I had forgotten about the card…. I rarely went to the mailbox but I was off that day, I was going to a funeral. I was outside waiting on the wife to finish up getting ready. I remember handing the envelope to the wife and she read the words on the back.
 Stevie,
 I will see you at the rapture.
 Love Mom
 
Happy birthday
Did you see that shooting star
Really, I may have been the only one in the world to have seen it that night. It would have been just like Him to do something that. 

It started about two weeks before I saw the shooting star. I was sitting at home minding my own business which means I had complete control of the TV puncher and was excersining my thumb as the wife would throw the words “I wish you would land” every few minutes my way. 

The phone rang and since I was busy at the moment the wife wife was just folding cloths she jumped up to get the phone. She said it was Dave our head deacon at our church. I guess my first thought was “boy what have I done now”? When I got on the phone  he said that the church had voted me to become a deacon. 

I was suspiciously silent as he asked me if I had ever been a deacon before. I told him no, but was still at a loss for words. He asked me if I knew what the qualifications was to be a deacon.  I told him yes that they were covered in Acts 6. Dave then asked if I wanted to think about it before I gave him an answer and I told him that I would need to pray about it and it would take more than the church calling me to be a deacon that I would have to feel God called me. He told me to take my time and let him know when I was sure either way. 

Getting off the phone, I conjioured up my thoughts of men that I had seen in the church growing up and as adult that were “Deacons”. Some of my memories were of deacons also running the church at least as far as business affairs and they seem to have a lot of say about church procedures. 

I also remembered most of the deacons were men that merely helped out almost as though they were silent servants. They rarely spoke out on any church business but always there to help when works was to be done. 

I remember thinking most of all how unworthy I felt to be a deacon. See I am a sinner. I sin every day. I read by bible sure and I pray but there it is every day a mistake a sin. 

I went to my bible and reread all of Acts 6 and as I read I saw that Stephen was the first deacon chosen. As I read on I saw that he got into a little trouble when some people told lies they told about him and found himself in court. The judge asked him one question and Stephen spent about two pages in my bible answering that one question. So that is two points we have together. The same first name and we are both long winded. Then in the end Stephen gets stoned to death. Just when it looks like a sad ending Stephens opens his eyes toward heaven and ask God not to charge the people that were killing him with that sin. Now there is a guy with a forgiving heart. 

But I still felt God would surely not want me to be a deacon. The folks down at the church house don’t know all my sins but God and I do. 

I also choose not to tell the wife about the call just yet as after God she knows me best. I was not sure how she would react. 

We had moved just a few months before from living 2-blocks from the church to 43 miles away. The reason we kept going back to our old church was simple, God had not moved us yet. 

So every day I prayed and thought about what God would have me do. It was too simple to just say that God would not have had the church call me to be a deacon if he had not blessed the choice. 

Finally about two weeks after I got the call I started my drive on Wednesday night from work to church. As often the case the wife and I would make the travel in separate cars. I got into prayer as I pulled of my work parking lot and I prayed for some many friends and family. I prayed for our nation, people at work and it was one of those prayers where I just never had a pause. I was about 4 miles from church that I realized I had been in a pretty zoned state and could hardly remember the drive. I had not asked God anything about being a deacon. I felt like that night the deacons would want answer from me one way or the other and I still did not have a peace. So I spent those last 4-miles asking God for his will. Telling him with all my sinful nature that I knew he had already covered on the cross of calvary, but would He want me to be a deacon. As I pulled into our church parking lot I was thanking God for the blood of carlvery. I stoped my truck and took one step out when there right behind the cross above our church went a shooting star. It flashed across the sky. 
I sat back down in my truck dumb struck as I thought about what God was saying to me. Was that a yes or a no? The star was going away from the church did that mean I should stay away from the deaconship. 

Then the most amazing peace came over me as my heart filled with the recongination that God had made that star and it was possible he made the star for only one purpose or person in mind. I felt so close to God that he gave me that glimpse of a star made millions of years ago so I would look up at just that moment and see it. At that moment I felt so special in God’s eyes. God had choose me to see the star and if He could do all of that to make me feel so special on that night, I could give it all to him. So I bowed my head and thank God for answered prayers and told him I serve as deacon and to preach pray or die at a moment’s notice if He called me. 

I told the pastor but told him as far as running the church I wanted to help the widows. He told me he had plenty of people to him with that task what he wanted me to do was take care of the widows. That was great with me as that is what God outlined for deacons in the first place.  

The Reluctant Servant
The bible tells of many reluctant servants. Moses comes to mind, Noah is another, I would say that Jonah was another, just to name a few. I think God uses us if we allow him. Many days on my drive to work I pray and tell God that I give him the day and I offer myself up for whatever is His will. 
I guess the story I will share with you now is a story that God kept sneaking up on me and putting me in positions that I was less than comfortable with. I don’t know if God was testing me or using me, either way the story I am about to tell is about God using me a very humble servant in some grand and might work that far out stretched anything I have done before. 
I know it is a lot easier to do the things that we are comfortable doing. But what if God knocks on a door and when you take a peek inside is something we are not comfortable with? Do you walk away or go on in? God kept showing me doors and I kept trying to find an out or a way around the door. 
Looking inside a door and there are more things God is asking of you and again it is full of things that you are not comfortable with. I guess my ego would much rather me say that every time I open a door that God put there for me I opened it saw what I was not comfortable with and bravely walked on trusting in God’s will. I could say that but it would not be true. I did marched on, I went forward, but it was often with me searching for a way out, a way to pass this forward to another person. A couple of times I got close to passing the buck and God stepped in and would not allow that to happen. Sit back and let me tell you the miracle of Mellissa. 
Mellissa’s mother Sloria is a newspaper carrier for me; at least she was when I made that first phone call. As circulation director, I get to talk to several customers about their newspaper delivery. Almost all of them are mad or upset. By the time they get to me the customers have usually tried the regular ways of getting their service problem corrected. You know the saying the buck stops here, well often I am their last hope of getting a service problem corrected. 

I did not know Sloria very well when I called her that late Saturday evening. One of the reasons was she is a great newspaper carrier. I don’t have to interact with the excellent carriers very often. It is the poor service carriers that I get to know really well. That is part of what made this strange that I was calling her. I remember that it was a Saturday and I had called several carriers that last hour of work. I was exhausted. I was on hour 18 or 19 when I called Sloria about the customer. That is a long day for sure and I had already decided that Sloria would be my last call of the day. I did remember that Sloria had a sick daughter that I really should ask about but I really had no idea what was wrong or the details. 
As Sloria answered the phone I told her who I was she burst out crying in one of the saddest cries I have ever heard. She was trying to apologize and at the same time tell me abut “her little girl” as she referred to her. The Doctor’s were not giving her much hope. The daughter who was healthy and smiling and full of life just a few weeks earlier and now the world was crashing down around them as she had Leukemia. The Doctors had said it was not looking good, they were giving Sloria little hope of her “little girl” living. 
I was shocked and taken back as the mother poured her heart out to me. I was not sure what to say so I just listened to the tears and hurt and the sorrow and pain that was coming out of this poor women’s heart. I finally asked if we might pray together as I really did not know what to do. I remember praying for strength for Sloria her family and of course for her little girl. I asked God to hold them, to guide them and give them comfort that he was the great physician, that He and He alone could reach down and wipe this illness away. I prayed for the doctors and nurses that cared for the little girl. As I prayed I felt God giving me the right words… 
Yes that was it… He was giving me the words.

I have heard people who could pray a great prayer and always say the right things in their prayers, who were always able to make it all sound so right. Me, when I pray out loud it never sounds right to me and I always seem to leave out something important. But that night, I really felt God leading my words and as I prayed I heard the mother’s crying slow, then stop as she found comfort in my prayer. When we finished praying she thanked me for praying with her and that she felt so much better now. I told her I would talk to her in a few days to see how things were progressing and I told to keep her faith. As I hung up I realized a couple of things. One, we had talked for an hour and two I never did talk to her about that customer. To this day I still have no idea if we ever got that customer’s service problem corrected. 
For the next few days Sloria and her daughter was on my mind a lot and I told my friends abut her and asked them to pray for the daughter that little hope was being given for her to make it. I remember giving my son Andy an extra hug and I held on a little tighter the next few days. 

I called Sloria back three of four days later to find her again crying and upset. The doctors were not giving her much if any hope and Sloria started telling me about the pain and suffering her little girl was going through. She told me how hard it was to sit back and hear her daughter crying, hurting as the treatments made her weaker and weaker. 
Again, I searched for answers but finally realized that just letting Sloria let it out, to hear her pain, her fear was enough. Finally I asked her if we could pray and we started praying. 
Again, I felt God leading me to say the right words and the words were causing a calming to this mother in pain. When our prayer was over, Sloria asked me if I would do her a favor. I quickly said yes. She asked if I would come meet her daughter. She said that she wanted me to meet her special little angel. I quickly said yes but then Sloria said she was in Birmingham’s Hospital… Would I be willing to drive down to meet her, to visit her with her and to pray with her?  
Really, I had already said yes before the question. Could I tell this mother no that I was to busy, that work problems and issues would not allow me a couple of hours to drive down and then a couple of hours to drive back? Maybe I hesitated, but I remember her saying please… It was a plea… I said I would and that I would travel down one day the next week. Sloria thanked me and thanked me. 
I was really embarrassed because of the hesitations but hung up with a less than pleasant feeling. Now, I was going to have to drive down there. Work was crazy and getting away would be a chore. I don’t handle hurting and sick kids very well. I am very soft hearted and I cry easy. Plus was I not getting to close to this newspaper carrier? I am the director I must leave a lot of space between me and my carriers as far as personal relationships go. I did not even know if Sloria was married. What if she was single? I really hold on to the thought that married men should be cautious in their counseling of women and especially single women. 
The more I looked at this trip the more reasons I could find for not making the drive down. But, I had told her I would. I really could not get out of that. When you tell someone you will do something you really should do it. 

I set things up for me to go down; I wrote down some comforting verses for Sloria and even picked up a copy of the Roman Road. Witnessing for God, I have done that some but it is a lot easier for me to witness to strangers for some reason. But, I really did not expect to use the verses but it never hurts to be ready. I started out the door and went back. I would of course take my bible but maybe I should take the little girl a bible as well. We have several on a shelf. It was kinda strange but none of them felt right. Most of them were bibles given to my son Andy during vacation bible school over the years or by his RA leader Jim Harris. I picked up a small bible that was covered with camouflage. It felt different but this was a little girl, what would she want with a camouflage bible? I turned around then put it back on the shelf. I started for the door without a bible and made it almost outside when I turned back around and went to get the bible covered with camouflage. I remember Jim Harris Andy’s RA leader had given him the bible telling the boy to give to someone that could use a bible. 

I started my trip and as I drove I felt even less comfortable with the trip. I had my bible, I had a Roman Road that will help someone understand the path of salvation, I had my camouflage bible and I had a picture of something I printed out the day before at work. It is the picture of a little girl praying with a tray of food on her lap as she sits on a bed. Her dog is looking at her food. I have a prayer under the picture that you can easily add someone’s name that personalizes the prayer. The prayer is strong on the message of not worrying about life’s tomorrows. Ask God for strength and comfort for today. I thought that prayer would certainly be a good one for someone that the tomorrows are very uncertain. So I printed it out and I had it with me in my truck. 
When I got to the hospital I parked my truck and again surveyed the stuff I brought. I could leave my bible or the picture with the prayer on it… Finally almost in disgust I picked up every thing. I found her room and I found Sloria. What I did not find was a little girl. What I did find was a small weak young woman that was maybe 20 or maybe even a little older. The girl Mellissa was on her side. She was hurting; she was asking her mother to get the nurse she had to take the pain away. Sloria told me they were headed back to ICU as Mellissa’s blood count was very low. I remember thinking that even the picture and prayer with the little girl did not seem right any more. The one thing I thought I might be right turned out to be all wrong. 
Well the picture was maybe wrong but the prayer was on target. Sloria was out of the room I think and I asked Mellissa if she died today would she be going to heaven? She nodded her head yes. I remember thinking ok that is good enough for me… and if I had been walking the streets and I had asked a healthy person that question, I might have kept walking. Looking at Mellissa, how sick she was, how much pain she was in… what the doctors were saying, I felt I had to ask her how she knew she would go to heaven. She said that because she tried to always treat people right… she paused…. Was she searching for the right answer or trying to get up her strength. “And because I believe in Jesus”… then another long pause. I was really hoping she would keep adding to what she was saying until she had all the things she needed but no she stopped and said that is why I am going to heaven. I felt myself leaning forward as I told her that what she was saying was not enough to get to heaven. I told her that it was great that she believed in God but that even the devil believed in God. I told her it was great that she treated people the way God would want us to but neither of those things would get her to heaven. I sat there next to Mellissa and every thing was blocked out as God took over. I truly can’t remember if her Mother, Sloria was there or not. 
I explained to Mellissa the plan for salvation… What it took to be sure of her salvation. Mellissa said “I want that.” I want Jesus in my heart. A tear went down her cheek and I held her hand as together we prayed the sinners prayer. Mellissa ended her prayer with a strong a-man. She opened her eyes really for the first time since I had been there and thanked me and I told her to thank God he had brought me down there. She looked at her mother and said “I am saved and now I know I am going to heaven.” 
Tears went down my face and her mothers and a smile came across Mellissa’s face. She saw a nurse pass her door and she hollered out to her to come in there. Where did this weak kitten get the strength…. But I knew the answer. She told the nurse she had just accepted Jesus into her heart and she was going to live forever now in heaven. I had to get away… I had something in my throat as big as a baseball. I gave her a hug we prayed again. I gave her the prayer written below the picture of the little girl. I gave her the camouflaged bible. Mellissa was all smiles and thanked me for coming down to visit her. I walked or really stumbled back to my truck feeling overwhelmed that God had used me… Me, this old sinner in such a mighty way…. I called friends on the way home, told people at work about Mellissa and what God was doing…. Later as I got home, I got a phone call from Sloria thanking me for coming down and then she asked me how I knew that Mellissa loved Camouflage? I told her that I did not know that. Sloria insisted asking again who had told me her daughter had camouflage every thing… cloths, blankets, sheets wallpaper border the works… “Steve, how did you know to bring her a camouflage bible?” I told Sloria the truth that I had no idea that Mellissa liked camouflage but that God knew. 
It was a couple weeks later that Sloria called me and said that Melissa wanted to be baptized and she wanted me to baptize her. Sloria asked if I would try to come down to Birmingham. Again I was caught off guard and could think of several reasons why I could not do this. I reluctantly said I would talk to the hospital and see what could be arranged. 
A couple of calls to the hospital and the doctor said she was to sick to be put in water. The doctor said it would be okay to sprinkle. There, I found the out. I am Baptist. We don’t sprinkle anything but salt. I called my good friend and deacon Jim Harris  to share with him the problem. He said that under the circumstance it would be okay to sprinkle. I then ask him if it was okay for me to be doing that as I was not a pastor… Jim said that I had to do what God asked me to do. In fact he said as a deacon I was expected to preach, pray or die in a moments notice. All I kept thinking was he did not say anything about baptizing. 
 I called the hospital to talk to the pastor at the hospital. I called for three days and no one called me back. Finally this lady pastor called me back and said she would be glad to take care of it if the family was willing to sign a release form and the doctor was willing to sign a form saying she could be sprinkled. I told her I would get back with her… Signing a bunch of forms did not feel right to me.

I even resulted in calling my mother-in-law whose father was a Baptist minster for 50 plus years thinking she might say something that would give me an out. She kinda chuckled as she asked if I knew what to say when you baptized someone… I told her I did… She asked me what and I replied tongue in cheek hold your breath!

I had more chance as I worked with a minster that knew Sloria and had dunked a few in his day. He was all set to go with me to but the day we were planed to go his car would not start. He lived an hour away in the wrong direction.

Finally, God had gotten through to me that it was His will for me to baptize her, As I drove down to Birmingham, I prayed and had such a good feeling that I was doing what God wanted me to do. I had hoped to find Melissa feeling better but if anything she looked worse. What sorrow a parent must feel to see and hear the pain she was experiencing. 

I talked to Melissa and told her that she did not have to be baptized to go to heaven. That she secured her place in God’s kingdom when she accepted Christ into her heart. I then told her that God did want us to follow him in being baptized. I explained that is represented the death burial and the rebirth of God who died on the cross. I read scripture to her that explained about being baptized. I should not have been surprised but I was as she smiled and told me that she knew that God had a place there in heaven for her because he was now in her heart! 
I then asked her Sloria, her mother to get me a cup of water. I prayed to God to ease her pain and I gave thanks for another day living and breathing and I thanked God for sending his son to die in our place and for the cleansing of our sins by the blood for all those that accept Christ into our hearts. I then put my hand on Melissa’s head as I baptized her in the name of the Father Son and the Holy Ghost. I poured water on her bald head and as some of the water went down her face there were tears mixed in and lower the angelic smile. Finally, Mellissa said in a very weak voice A-Man! Tears welled in my eyes and her mother was also crying. I took a towel and dried her head careful not to hurt her and I bent to kiss her forehead. 
Melissa sees a nurse she knows walks by the door and says her name. She did not hear her weak voice but her mother goes to get her. Mellissa tells the nurse that she was born again and had accepted Christ and she was just baptized… Then she said I am going to live forever now. 
Now Melissa has had her bone marrow transplant. At first doctors said that it would be a waste of a bone marrow to give it to her. She was just too far gone. But God steps in again to change their mind. But she needs it now and the match wanted to wait until August. Doctors said it would be too late. 
Then another door match this time across the world. But first they would have to walk a fine line between life and death as they attack the leukemia with radiation and chemo. She has to stay in a germ free environment. Visits are limited to a wave from an outer room even for family. One germ could easily kill her. The doctors tell her she can have two thing sterilized to take with her. She asked for her little camouflaged bible and a picture of a little girl sitting on a bed praying with a prayer wrote on it about not worrying about life’s tomorrows. 
	The ROMANS ROAD....is a pathway you can walk.

It is a group of Bible verses from the book of Romans in the New Testament. If you walk down this road you will end up understanding how to be saved. 
Romans 3:23 "For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God."
We all have sin in our hearts. We all were born with sin. 

We were born under the power of sin's control.

- Admit that you are a sinner.
Romans 6:23a "...The wages of sin is death..." 
Sin has an ending. It results in death. We all face physical death, which is a result of sin. But a worse death is spiritual death that alienates us from God, and will last for all eternity. The Bible teaches that there is a place called the Lake of Fire where lost people will be in torment forever. It is the place where people who are spiritually dead will remain.

- Understand that you deserve death for your sin.
Romans 6:23b "...But the gift of God is eternal 
life through Jesus Christ our Lord." 
Salvation is a free gift from God to you! You can't 

earn this gift, but you must reach out and receive it.

- Ask God to forgive you and save you.
Romans 5:8, "God demonstrates His own love for us, in 
that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us!"
When Jesus died on the cross He paid sin's penalty. He paid the price for all sin, and when He took all the sins of the world on Himself on the cross, He bought us out of slavery to sin and death! The only condition is that we believe in Him and what He has done for us, understanding that we are now joined with Him, and that He is our life. He did all this because He loved us and gave Himself for us!

- Give your life to God... His love poured out in Jesus on the cross is your only hope to have forgiveness and change. His love bought you out of being a slave to sin. His love is what saves you -- not religion, or church membership. God loves you!
Romans 10:13 "Whoever will call on the name of the Lord will be saved!" 
- Call out to God in the name of Jesus!
Romans 10:9,10 "...If you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Jesus from the dead, you shall be saved; for with the heart man believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation."
- If you know that God is knocking on your heart's door, 
ask Him to come into your heart. 
Jesus said,

Revelation 3:20a "Behold I stand at the door and knock, if anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him..." 
- Is Jesus knocking on your heart's door?
Believe in Him.

Ask Him to come in to your heart by faith,

and ask Him to reveal Himself to you.

Open the Bible to the Gospel of John and read what God says about Jesus,

about you, and about being born again. 

God will help you. He loves you. 

You need to look for a local church where 

God's word is preached. The Bible says that we are to desire

God's word like a newborn baby desires mother's milk.

Aren't you hungry to know the truth?
Water baptism is one of the ways you first show that 

you have been joined to Jesus. This is an action, and actions will not save you. However, it is an act of obedience and a symbol of commitment.

The symbolism is this:

When you go down in the water you show that

You have been crucified and buried with Him,

And when you come up out of the water you show that

you have been raised to walk with Him in newness of life. 

(See Romans chapter 6)
You have been born again. 

(See John chapter 3)
Your body has become God's temple.

Your heart is where He lives.

Forgiveness is yours in Jesus.

And you belong to Him.

You were sin's slave.

But now...

You are a child of GOD!
John 1:12
"As many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name!"
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