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Images from the past by John T. Wurzer

Slides

Mom would walk in with a stew pot filled with hot buttered popcorn and a stack of wooden bowls.  We kids would sit “Indian style” on the floor in our footie pajamas while Dad erected the white screen on the opposite side of the room.  Mom would dole out the popcorn by scooping up one bowlful at a time from the pot and we would pass it down to whoever was the smallest child at the time.  Dad would set up a folding tray-table and dismantle the slide projector; pulling out and unwrapping the power cord; plugging it in; and letting the fan run for several minutes.  Then he would turn on the bulb to see if it worked properly.  We would shudder if the light didn’t come on, because all but the youngest of us knew what drama followed should the bulb have to be replaced.  Dad would bellow, “Whose been messing with this projector!?  I just replaced this bulb.  There is no way that it should be blown out!”

Mom would answer calmly, but with a tremble in her voice, “Tom, no one has had that thing out since last Christmas.”

Dad would bark back, “These things don’t just break themselves, yunno!”

Eventually, however, the tension would subside, the bulb would be replaced, someone would throw a couple more logs into the fireplace, the lights would dim, and the slide show would begin.  Dad would loosen the rubber band from around a box of twenty-four thirty-five millimeter slides and started narrating.
“As you know,” he would say, “I just got back from Corning, NY where my office is designing new buildings to replace those wiped out by the recent flood.  Here’s one that shows the concrete foundation that has just been poured for their new Post Office.”

“BUILDINGS!!!!????”

We were all thinking it, but no one dared say a word.  “He’s going to show us more slides of those boring buildings!”  We had all been through this before.  We wanted to see pictures of the Fourth of July at Grandma Haefner’s house, or Thanksgiving with Aunt Barbara and Uncle John’s kids, or some of the classic “naked baby pictures”.  Anything but BUILDINGS!

We would suffer through about a half an hour of pictures of buildings, stretched out by elaborate descriptions of construction processes and engineering principals we couldn’t hope to comprehend.  The fire would become a soft sputtering red and yellow glow and our popcorn bowls would sit empty in our laps.  We were all wishing that we could’ve just gone to bed instead of having to suffer through this stupid slide show.  Until, finally, Dad would announce, “I also have this pack of slides from the Fourth of July, Halloween, and Thanksgiving.  Does anyone want to see these?”
“Yes Daddy!  Let’s see some pictures of us, Daddy!”  We would squeal from our positions on the living room floor.  Eventually, somehow, the whole process would turn into a magical string of moments.  Our father was an intensely funny person after a few glasses of wine, when he finally decided to relax.  Sometimes he would even pull out the “old” boxes of slides and show the “naked baby pictures” and the “scary Santa Claus picture” and threaten to someday show them to our future husbands and wives.

Eventually Mom would step in and try to stop him.  “Tom, it’s getting late and the kids have to go to bed and get some sleep.”
Dad would rise from his chair, throw a few more pieces of wood on the fire and say, “Let’s just do a couple more.  We haven’t even seen Christmas 1964 yet.”  
Mom would relent, and watch as one by one we children dozed off.  Dad would work his way back through the slides to their wedding pictures and images of his graduation day at Notre Dame.  I’m not sure that I ever fell asleep during any of these marathons, however, one by one; Mom would walk or carry us off to our bedrooms.
 I don’t know what Mom and Dad talked about on those nights after all of us children were finally tucked into bed, but it still sends a shiver through my shoulders when I try to think about it.  I imagine that they had kind, gentle, loving conversations that dripped of self-satisfaction and relaxation.  I imagine that they fell asleep on those nights wrapped up in each others’ arms whispering to each other how much they loved one another.  I hope that is how it really happened.
Many years later Dad would die of cancer, knowing little of the lasting memories that nights like that had seared into the minds of everyone of his children.  Many years after that, I saw every single one of those slides.  They healed some wounds.  They opened others.  They dredged up some unpleasant memories.  They made me realize that no matter how much we loved and hated each other along the way, that we were a family; and we are his family.  Through both good times and bad, none of us have ever completely severed that bond.  He helped make us, shape us, define us, and force us to redefine ourselves; sometimes in very unpleasant ways.

I can only speak for myself, and not for any of my brothers and sisters, but after considerable reflection; I’m glad that he was my father.  You don’t have a choice in such things and we could’ve done so much worse.  He was demanding, tyrannical, and at times psychologically abusive; but he always tried his best, and he gave each of us a chance to make our own way in this crazy world without having to worry about taking care of him or our mother.

He was “my” father, and no matter how much I loved him, despised him, or ended up just like him; I am forever grateful that he left us with the thousands of images that now remind me of; and often redefine my past.

Family members have praised me for the countless hours that I spent preserving these portraits.  However, they should be praising him for caring enough to create these snapshots to begin with.  Not everyone I know has such a complete record of their family history.  I merely copied a bunch of stuff.  He created us, documented the process every step along the way, and left it here for us to absorb whenever we are inclined to make the time and have the courage to do so.  From scenes in South Bend Indiana, to Raymond Road, Ayrault Road; through baptisms, first communions, confirmations, graduations, weddings, and over twenty Christmases; the slides and the people in them are his creations, his memories, his family, his children, and his grandchildren.  They are stronger than any building.  (Though we saved a few of those slides, as well we should have.)  

This CD and the songs on it merely express the thoughts and the feelings that oozed out throughout this process of scanning over seven thousand slides.  I had little time to dwell upon the present, however, presently; it seems that most of the wounds have healed; 
And I’m smiling, albeit sometimes through eyes filled with tears.
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Two Crackers

I have borrowed many a footstep from the graveyard

And stepped inside the heels of treasured time

They served me right just like an engine at a train yard

Pushing me further down that railroad line

All that I’ve had to eat today were two crackers.

One was salty; the other was free of salt

It serves me right; I always knew I was a slacker

But whatever I haven’t done, it’s not my fault.

As the fortress of my nightmares starts to crumble

An the open wounds of childhood start to bleed

The weeds that haunt my waking hours won’t tumble

And it’s hard to know just where they’re going to lead

All that I’ve had to eat today were two crackers.

One was salty; the other was free of salt

It serves me right; I always knew I was a slacker

But whatever I haven’t done, it’s not my fault.

I’ve gambled with a thousand men and women

It’s the price I had to pay for feeling free

They were friends of mine when my head was wild and swimming

Without answers to the place it ought to be

All that I’ve had to eat today were two crackers.

One was salty; the other was free of salt

It serves me right; I always knew I was a slacker

But whatever I haven’t done, it’s not my fault.

I can’t heal my heart; I can’t free my guilty conscience

I can’t give you love that you can’t take away

If all these rhyming words sound like nonsense

That’s exactly what they are, and you love me anyway
R.E.M. Sleep
Last night my whole life passed before my eyes

I’m not sure that I really liked just what I saw

Death was dressed in some kind of disguise

Something strange was growing in his jaw

Horses in a field began to neigh

While serpents slithered backwards through the clay

A storm blew in and tempted me to think

I guess I should have had another drink

Or so they say

It’s the only means I have; it seems, to keep these dreams and nightmares away

Tortured skies and insulated hearts

Nurses eying patients through their charts

Fantasies unraveling like twine

The doctor takes a break to check the line

Symptoms of incurable disease

The odds are that he’s going to up and leave

A storm blew in and tempted me to fear

I guess I should have had another beer

And lost my mind

It’s the only means I have; it seems, to keep these dreams and nightmares off the line.

An ancient house, a wet Midwestern field

Dripping blood from painted walls revealed

Musty rooms and half-lit bedroom mirrors

Closets damp with photographs and tears

Patients still oblivious and numb

Shuffling by while chewing on their gum

Portions of their lives had been erased

I guess I should have worn my other face

‘Cause it appears, that

That’s the only means I have, it seems, to keep these dreams and nightmares out of here.

They Danced
She wasn’t a princess, he wasn’t a prince

And the room was adorned with a false innocence

Luscious red draperies, edged with gold yarn

Far away from their roots and the cows in the barn

With an orchestra of tuxedos

Tuning up and tuning out

And a prescription for placebos

Meant to shatter illusions of doubt

They met, and they’ll never forget

So they danced, and they danced

Until the music went deaf

They deftly dipped to the right and they graciously slipped to the left

Ended up in the middle of the ballroom floor

Surrounded by aristocrats begging for more

So they danced and they danced and they danced

He was looking for work and she was looking for rest

They met at the punchbowl, uninvited guests

Filled up their glasses and locked up their eyes

Neither one knowing if they were clever or wise

While an orchestra of indifference

Fell silent in search of the beat

Vowing to keep their distance

As they swept each other off their feet

They touched, knowing they’d both missed so much

So they danced, and they danced

Until the music went deaf

They deftly dipped to the right and they graciously slipped to the left

Ended up in the middle of the ballroom floor

Surrounded by aristocrats begging for more

So they danced and they danced and they danced

They went out on their own, a couple of fools

Living their lives by their own set of rules

A house in the suburbs, children in tow

Living their lives for the work that they know

While an orchestra of confusion

Hit a crescendo and the lights went dim

Romance and lost innuendo started singing an ancient hymn

While they paused, and soaked up the applause
Oh Baby

By John T. Wurzer

They say you look kinda cold

When you’re looking at me

You probably know where I’m going when I’m lost at sea

Oh baby

You’ll find me somewhere down the line

I’m a little confused

I’m a little bit late

It’s a strained and abused personality trait

Oh baby

I can’t measure the time

Oh Baby, oh Baby

What kind of world do you see?

You get a little bit older

Look over your shoulder

Can you find the people we used to be?

Are you’re looking at the world like

Like I’m looking at the world?

Have you discovered that nobody’s free?

Oh Baby

Have you been looking for me?

When the shadows of night

Come to knock on the pain (pane)

The window is broken and they knock on my brain

Oh Baby

Can you clear up a thought?

I’m a little confused

I’m a little undone

Watching the world trading food for its guns

Oh baby

I’m a little distraught

Oh Baby, oh Baby

What kind of world do you hear?

Does the silence of night

Sting your ears with a bite

When the crickets are shedding a tear?

Are you looking at the world when I’m looking at the world 

Overloaded with falsehood and fear?
Oh Baby

It’s like I looked in a mirror.
Wrapping Up
Another night, wrapping up

Another chance to make amends for all that’s dripped out of the cup

Another dream, standing still

Another driver left alive after a slow ride up the hill

Another night, another night, wrapping up.

Same old northern bar, a freight train car

Someone whispers in my ear, “Who the hell do you think you are?”

Where will it end? Where did it start?

Was there an absolute, a guiding truth, what made it fall apart?

Another night, another night, wrapping up.

I lost the answer, then I was caught

They only gave me twenty seconds to create a virgin thought

Tomorrow breathes in scented rhyme

Another space, another face, another frostbit valentine

Another night, another night, wrapping up.

The river of time keeps flowing,

yesterday’s breeze keeps blowing

Where will it end, another friend, another dream
Devil’s Bed
When you’re standing in line with a ticket for a dance

Watching Victoria spin her web, wondering, should you take a chance

And she’s sucking out every beat from your naked heart

You wonder should you start

Should you stop

Should you be calling for a cop

To put an end to this crime

You think about these things, 

When you’re standing in line.

You gotta go crazy, gotta let yourself unwind

But not so far that you can’t recoil before you lose your mind

Because the morning comes like a big bass drum

That’s pounding in your head

You gotta go crazy, and end up sane

And take a dance around the devil’s bed.

When you’re filling out applications for the better schools

Watching Victoria spin her web, and make up ridiculous rules

When she was picking you up at a diner in the great mid-west

You probably should have guessed

That it was a sting

A golden rule, not a wedding ring

You should have taken your time.

You think about these things

When you’re standing in line.

You gotta go crazy, gotta let yourself unwind

But not so far that you can’t recoil before you lose your mind

Because the morning comes like a big bass drum

That’s pounding in your head

You gotta go crazy, and end up sane

And take a dance around the devil’s bed

When you’re paying your taxes wondering how things became a mess

Watching Victoria spin her web, and slowly get undressed

And she’s painting a portrait of a couple now deceased

You try to rest in peace

In a time of war

Wondering what you’re really fighting for

And is it worth a dime

You think about these things

When you’re standing in line.

Genesee River
I remember this place back in 1963

Grandma playing with you, and you playing with me

The back porch was the front porch, and the front porch was the back

Raising up the flag, and pulling up the weeds

Never worrying much about our future plans and needs

Or what we should eat, to prevent a heart attack

Spent most of my life trying to get clean

Climbing up mountains and swimming upstream

Trying to build a bridge from who I am to what I lack

Genesee River carry me back.

Forty-one years rushed by in a torrent of time

Too many footsteps, too many chains on my mind

I gave all my love to girls who never gave it back

The current it seems, has washed them away

Along with the dreams that I was dreaming just yesterday

You’d think I’d remember, but I can’t seem to keep track.

Now I’m sitting here watching the muddy waters roll by

A soft summer breeze and a cloud in the sky

Fluffy and brilliantly white, when it once was black

I remember their faces, but not all of their names

Knotted shoe laces and badminton games

There’s some kind of magic that glows from inside of that wooden shack

Hole in the Wall

Every brick in that wall was made by hand, laid by hand and carefully planned

Every inch of the mortar is aligned and true, set like glue, and spread for you

As the years and the monuments pass like cars, falling stars and beers in bars

The winter turns to springtime, summer charcoal chars, two put pars, and life long scars

We stand on the mountain, hear the wild birds call, the big and small, the short and tall

Everybody’s wondering, as the sky begins its thundering

Will we ever find a way to stare a hole through that wall?

Separating people from their piece of mind, promising the sinners that they’ve been so blind

Orchestrating conflict as the years unwind, shoring up the fortresses we hide behind

We cannot comprehend the dues we’re forced to pay, we kneel and pray, for the judgment day

Warmth, love, and compassion always seem O.K. unless there’s someone standing in the way

The summer branches lose their leaves in the fall, the big and small, the short and tall

Most of us are willing, but the killers keep on killing

Will we ever find a way to stare a hole through the wall?

It is as solid as a rock, as timeless as an ancient bond

You can’t ring the bell or knock upon a door that’s only painted on

Was that a sunrise or sunset? I can’t tell, it didn’t last very long

With all the thoughts we’re thinking there’s hardly time for blinking at all

Will we ever find a way to stare a hole through that wall?

Scenes
The frozen winter wind still makes me tremble

There ain’t no fur-lined jacket warm enough

All these plans and parts start to resemble

Something that I once said most off the cuff

Moments wash the minutes into hours

Sleep becomes alive with awkward dreams

I keep looking towards the sky for a higher power

And it whispers but I don’t know what it means

And then it hides behind the scenes

The sizzling summer sun still warms and haunts me

I soak it up like high-priced paper towels

It tries my every thought to think you want me

When all I see are memories and smiles

Moments wash the minutes into hours

Sleep becomes alive with awkward dreams

I keep looking towards the sky for a higher power

And it whispers but I don’t know what it means

And then it hides behind the scenes

The calendar arrives, I’m barely creeping

My eyelids only inches from the ground

You keep sleeping in the place you’re always sleeping

I keep screaming but you never hear a sound

Moments wash the minutes into hours

Sleep becomes alive with awkward dreams

I keep looking towards the sky for a higher power

And it whispers but I don’t know what it means

And then it hides behind the scenes

Carnival Girl
Someone blew up the world of the carnival girl

Before she ever got hold of her heart

They dressed her in beads and mysterious deeds

Before they watched her fall apart

A cavernous haze set the sane world ablaze

While the crickets drilled into her mind

That she’ll never be free until she takes time to see

The love that she left behind

Carnival Girl are you sleeping

Carnival Girl are you weeping

Carnival Girl are you keeping all of your love inside your mind

Carnival Girl are you lonely

Carnival Girl do you own me

Carnival Girl are you only hanging around so I won’t leave you behind

Forty-three years and invisible peers

Traced a pattern on her quilt

Personal growth and sworn solemn oath

Watched her soak in the home she’d built

Decaying desire tried to dance in the choir

Until it found it couldn’t sing a note

No chance to unwind with so much on her mind

Tying knots in a piece of rope.

Step outside of yourself, says the man with the wealth

Perhaps you’ll find a point of view

All the seeds that you sew need life for to grow

It’s the easiest thing to do

Take hold of my hand and watch me strike up the band

As I sit here and thinking of you.

Yesterday’s gone; I just heard the last song

And it’s only quarter ‘till two.

About The Song
So much time to waste away every night that you’re not here

So many games to play throughout the days that make up years

As we go winding through these avenues of dreams on the horizon

As long as you’re inside my heart there’s nothing so surprising about the song

It rumbles like a freight train and it sings a sparrow tune

Like a tumbleweed it tumbles through each day, midnight to noon

And strolls into the evenings like a watchman on patrol

In a city without criminals where politicians have a soul

I wish we’d met when we were younger and we fell in love way back then

My songs were sharpened knives and I was married to the pen

Love was in my lungs and I was hungry and disguising

That I didn’t have a dime and there was nothing so surprising about the song

It rumbles like a freight train and it sings a sparrow tune

Like a tumbleweed it tumbles through each day, midnight to noon

And strolls into the evenings like a watchman on patrol

In a city without criminals where politicians have a soul

So much time to fill with absolutely nothing when you go away

I’m managing unmanageable men, trying to light the way

If I tossed it all away someday and threw my suits and ties in

Would you rest your hand in mine and know there’s nothing so surprising about the song.

It rumbles like a freight train and it sings a sparrow tune

Like a tumbleweed it tumbles through each day, midnight to noon

And strolls into the evenings like a watchman on patrol

In a city without criminals where politicians have a soul

Setting Sun
It’s been so long, I start to stutter

Right and wrong

Wash past as one

All I’ve known

Are dreams and graveyards

All I see

Is the setting sun

Tender years, they loom like tombstones

Foggy fears,

They weigh a ton

All I’ve known,

Is like a compass

Pointing towards

The setting sun

Starlets and thieves watch the bit players leave 

Another role, another town

Most every day someone passes away

Without even making a sound

A chill in the air makes the cupboard turn bare

Turns the sane world upside down

All of it buried underground

And what is lost, is everything that they’ve done

Every sunrise is a journey

Heading towards the setting sun

I was born, between the stair steps

The ladder torn

Each and every rung

All I’ve known

Are wilted flowers

Bowing down

To the setting sun

Paper and Tin
Paper and tin

A feeling within

Your skin is too thin my friend.

Lighted refrains

Frozen remains

My chains are stained with sin

Small tows, big cities, and masters of pity

Stand waiting out there on the shore

Asking the daughter, if somebody caught her, after she snuck out the backdoor

I remember the sunset, but I’m placing my last bet on the way that you smile as you snore

Don’t ask me for more

This is all I have

Paper and tin

A feeling within

Your skin is too thin my friend.

Lighted refrains

Frozen remains

My chains are stained with sin

Don’t ask me for less, because I’ll never guess

 the thoughts you’re choosing to hide,

Down by the river and deep in your liver mistaking your fear for your pride

The years become ages, the bittersweet pages of notebooks wash out with the tide

While the river inside

Makes its way to the shore

Paper and tin

A feeling within

Your skin is too thin my friend.

Lighted refrains

Frozen remains

My chains are stained with sin

Don’t ask me for more

This is all that I have.

Paper and tin - And a feeling within
The touch of your skin - Again

A Little Less Time
The springtime comes while the beating drums trace the redwing blackbird’s song

A little less time, to stand in line on the border between right and wrong

The daisies bloom and tulips loom in the warm bright April sun.

A little less time for making time, because the race is over and done

The mockingbird watches sparrow herd around a chimney lined with soot

A little more rain upon the window pane puts a puddle on the roof

The groundhog breathes; the willow’s leaves, and buds on a hanging branch

A little less time for making love, my God it must be time to dance.

My grandfather’s clock finally stopped

His spring has finally sprung

Ninety-nine years for the steel engineer

A deer hunter and his old shot gun

The ice fishing farmer who once baited my hook

I guess he had to finally go

Now we’ve a little less time to share our love

And long, long, row to hoe.

When the winter wind says it’s finally the end of our spring and summer days

With a little less time to spin our rhymes, we’ll remember his thoughtful gaze

On the Forth of July with fire in the sky, and waves lapping up on the beach

There’ll be a little less time for that campfire light, burning out and out of reach.

Four Floors above Reality
They found her in a closet on the twenty-seventh floor

Curled up like a caterpillar who had been through a civil war

Her tearstained black mascara cheeks like an orphan laced in soot

They found her in a closet full of shoes with a swollen foot

They found her in a closet on the twenty-seventh floor

Bloody towels upon the nightstand, a dead husband, a dead whore

Champagne, cigarettes, and lingerie strewn through the room

Love songs on the radio, mindless popular tunes

They found her in a closet on the twenty-seventh floor

Helped her to her feet and walked her slowly to the door

Void of all expression, her face a charcoal grey

Vacant eyes, cold white thighs, and naked feet of clay

They asked her how she got there but nothing did she say

They walked her to the squad car, pushed her in, and drove away

They stole her few belongings, took her picture, pressed her thumb

Into a sponge of ink for fingerprints and kept searching for the gun

Written on the mirror in purple lipstick, this they read,

“I was only giving CPR, she was lying here half-dead.”

They found her on the twenty-seventh floor, how can it be?

That when she checked in long ago, there were only twenty-three

Four floors above reality

Nothing to believe in

Nothing left to see

Four floors above reality

Seems like only yesterday

There were only twenty-three

Humid Blanket
When the storm clouds rolled through Texas throwing twisters to the ground

So much thunder crashing wondrously that I lost all sense of sound

As the day drifted to evening, cold black clouds began to part

The sun set on the desert and our stubborn frozen hearts.

Beneath the hot and humid blanket that fell on Baltimore today

I couldn’t help but wonder if you missed me along the way

Midnight skies in Colorado lit like diamonds in my eyes

Sparkling like calm waters as the sun began to rise

Hiking through those mountains, I discovered piece of mind

And lay to rest the uselessness of the love we left behind

Beneath the hot and humid blanket that fell on Baltimore today

I couldn’t help but wonder if you missed me along the way

You lived beside the great lakes where the colored leaves turned brown

And springtime melted winter in the cities and your town

I imagined you were smiling.  I imagine you were free

I imagine you were sleeping and you still imagined me.

Beneath the hot and humid blanket that fell on Baltimore today

I couldn’t help but wonder if you missed me along the way

So quickly I remember it takes forever to forget

Nobody lives forever and that’s why the air is wet

I’ll write you one last love song, like a prisoner of fate

My poison tongue has vanished and I’ve grown too old to hate

Beneath the hot and humid blanket that fell on Baltimore today

I couldn’t help but wonder if you missed me along the way

Still I wonder where you went to and I wonder where you are

But I never have to wonder if you wish upon a star

And wherever you sit wishing, and wherever you may roam

There is always someone missing you who’d like to call you home

Beneath the hot and humid blanket that fell on Baltimore today

I couldn’t help but wonder if you’ve missed me along the way

Slow Down
Slow down

Take it easy

Take it any way that you can

In the wink of an eye, we could be saying goodbye

Such is the frailty of man 

Wake up

Look at the morning

Ain’t it silly, desperate and free

I can’t stop myself from looking at you

I check my pulse when you’re looking at me

Slow down

Take it easy

Watch another day unfold

The teeny tiny bunny eating clover leaves

Like they were fourteen carat gold 

Beneath a pillow

Near your lantern

On the ledge at the break of dawn

With dewdrops clinging to the drying leaves

And sparrows all over the lawn

Slow down

Take it easy

Soak up another sunrise dance

True lovers tend to be the dearest of friends

In the fields of quiet romance

Lost tears 

Catching a rainbow

Are balanced on the wings of fate

A mourning dove, a lifetime love

And no reason for us to wait

Slow down

Take it easy

Let it in and let it go

Just like that tree that’s been doing so well

We’re gonna find a way to grow.
