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Introduction

In the grand tradition of advice nobody asked for and observations nobody needed, I present to you this collection of columns from The Georgia Sun's "Clark Chronicles." What you're about to read is an anthology of thoughts, rants, reflections, and occasional wisdom from a fifth-generation Georgian who has spent twenty-five years in journalism and somehow still believes people are fundamentally decent—despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary.

The title of this book comes from a simple truth: principles, like pants, are essential for civilized society. You ought to have some, and while they don't need to match everyone else's, you should at least have them on when you leave the house. It's a low bar, I know, but we live in interesting times.

These columns are organized thematically. I've been called both a commie and a redneck in the same week. I've been accused of being too liberal and too conservative, often for writing the exact same column. If there's one thing I've learned from a career in journalism, it's that the truth has a funny way of making everyone equally uncomfortable.

Some of these pieces will make you laugh. Some might make you angry. A few might even make you think. If you find yourself disagreeing with me, that's fine—in fact, it's healthy. Civil discourse is how democracy survives. Just remember: shame on you for reading the comment sections.

Some columns are more serious and thoughtful. This was a tough year for me. My mother passed away. We lost our daughter Eliza before she ever drew breath. There were moments when I wondered if I had anything left to say. But that's the thing about writing—it's how we make sense of chaos. It's how we find meaning in the meaningless and laughter in the absurd.

So here it is: life in Georgia, filtered through the eyes of someone who loves this state despite its flaws, believes in its people despite their occasional lapses in judgment, and still thinks that kindness, decency, and a good sense of humor can get us through just about anything.

Welcome to the Clark Chronicles. Mind the potholes, watch out for the pollen, and whatever you do, don't drive in the snow.


    
      Part I

      Put Your Principles On, We're Going Out

    

  Principles Are Like Pants: You Ought to Have Some

For sanity purposes, I’ve always tried to maintain a healthy level of cynicism. It's good for the soul—keeps expectations low, and surprises minimal. However, despite my best efforts at a hardened outlook, I still find myself shocked and appalled by certain behaviors in our society, which just goes to show that no amount of sarcasm can fully protect you against the absurd.

Today’s grievance: the tragic extinction of integrity. It's gone the way of Blockbuster Video, landline phones, and turn signals.

Since integrity is now rarer than a salad at a tailgate party, let’s start with a refresher course. I tell my children that integrity means doing the right thing even when no one is watching. It’s keeping your word, being honest, and resisting the urge to throw out your moral compass when it becomes inconvenient. But as I’ve gotten older, I’ve realized most people have about as much integrity as a reality TV star with a sponsorship deal—most people’s principles are flexible and subject to the highest bidder.

Don’t believe me? I’ve got receipts. Local ones at that.

Exhibit A: When Drunk Driving Became Just an Oopsie

A few weeks ago, we wrote about a principal—yes, the principal, the school’s moral compass—getting a DUI. Back in my day (cue the violin), getting a DUI was social doom. I had a teacher in school who got one, and she spent the next few semesters as the town’s cautionary tale, taking a school bus to work. And this wasn’t just gossip. Her name and photo were in the newspaper. Everybody knew her name and what she did.

But fast-forward to today, and the public reaction to the principal's DUI wasn’t, “I can’t believe an educator would do something so reckless” but instead a heartwarming chorus of “We all make mistakes!” and “At least she wasn’t drinking on school property.”

Really? That’s the bar now? (No pun intended.) Are we really at a point where we shrug at reckless endangerment as long as it’s done off-campus? What’s next? “He only set the building on fire during non-business hours, give the guy a break?”

Drunk driving is not an oopsie. It’s not forgetting your grocery list. It’s putting yourself behind the wheel of a two-ton machine while you have the reaction time of a tranquilized sloth. But sure, let’s all act like it’s a parking ticket.

Exhibit B: Representing Reprobates

In Georgia, a lawmaker wants to get rid of speeding cameras in school zones because like every ignorant buffoon who sits around whining about  “the gubment,” he believes they’re  just a money grab. That’s right, folks. According to him, the real problem isn’t that people are flooring it to beat little Johnny through the crosswalk, it’s that they’re being caught doing it.

Studies—and by studies, I mean facts—show that people slow down when they know they’re being watched. It’s the same reason everyone suddenly obeys the speed limit when there’s a cop on the shoulder. But our friend, someone some of you elected, believes we should protect Georgia’s most vulnerable citizens: not children, but reckless drivers.

Now, I realize this nice lawmaker is probably trying to represent his constituents who call complaining about “them cameras at that thar school over yonder.” However, he also represents children who aren’t picking up the phone making an ass of themselves to elected officials. Integrity means being a voice to the voiceless.

Exhibit C: Corrections Officers Who Need Correction

We’ve done several articles lately about crooked corrections officers. It appears our state’s prison system is filled with corrections officers who appear to have misunderstood the assignment. Their job is to prevent crime, but lately, they’ve been getting arrested for smuggling contraband into prisons like they’re running a concierge service for inmates.

Want a cell phone? No problem. Some recreational drugs? Sure thing. A weapon? Coming right up. At this point, the only difference between the guards and the inmates is who gets to clock out at the end of the day. I wasn’t aware we were hiring corrections officers from a casting call for Orange is The New Black, but here we are.

The truth is, integrity has become a vintage concept, like rotary phones or saying “please” to customer service representatives. These days, people will lie, cheat, and steal for the most trivial reasons. And worse, they’ll justify it.

At the end of the day, here’s what I know: integrity still matters. It matters when no one is watching. It matters when everyone is watching. And it definitely matters when your kids are watching—because believe me, they are.

So, you have a choice. You can be the person who makes the world better, even if it’s just by refusing to lie, steal, or drive through a school zone like you’re in the Daytona 500. Or you can be the person who ends up as Exhibit D in my next column.

Choose wisely. The Internet is forever.

Character Matters, Whether You Care About it or Not

Take a little journey with me back in time to the late 1990s. Grunge and goth were in, bell bottoms and flares were back, schools and churches were using STDs to scare everyone away from sex—and then there was the president.

The president of the United States back then was Bill Clinton. At the time he had a reputation for lying more than any previous U.S. president. He had also told the world that he smoked pot but didn’t inhale, which led to a legitimate increase in marijuana usage among teens. He was also having an intern give him pep talks under his desk.

The fundies were salivating. Not because of the lewd act that they claimed disgusted them, but by the opportunity it presented. Since they viewed the president as lacking in character, this was their chance to draw a line from the elimination of prayer in school to the current occupant of the White House’s questionable behavior. It was a slippery slope argument that would make any preacher tying Deuteronomy 4:12 to why you should give to the church building fund proud.

In Georgia, the backlash over the president’s indiscretions got school children two things. The first was a moment of silence and the second was character education. The first was an attempt to get prayer back in the public schools and the second was an attempt to get Bible teaching into the schools.

What they actually got, nobody liked. Liberals called it a violation of church and state, and conservatives were outraged that the schools—those bastions of liberal ideology—were going to dare teach kids about character.

I was a junior or senior in high school when we got character education classes. This amounted to 15 minutes in homeroom of a teacher reading from a book about why you should be nice to people, not steal, and maybe just put the nerd’s head in the toilet but not flush. Almost universally these sessions began with the same prelude from the teacher: “Georgia law requires me to read this to you. I don’t necessarily agree with it and you don’t have to either. Feel free to take a nap while we do this, I sure wish I could.”

Character education was a joke to everyone. Students, teachers, parents, politicians—everyone hated it. That’s probably why it was gone by the early 2000s.

However, after a look at this week’s headlines, I’m going to have to regretfully say, maybe teaching character education wasn’t such a bad idea. A look at this week’s headlines shows a state and nation that have no character.

Let’s dig in.

First there’s the drunk driving, which I truly don’t understand. Most of y’all were raised on television commercials that said “Friends don’t let friends drive drunk.” I can only assume many of y’all have no friends. Over Labor Day, the Georgia State Patrol arrested 425 people for driving drunk. There’s absolutely no one who is ignorant of this law or its consequences, so the only reason you’d be out on the roads in 2025 when we have five zillion rideshare apps is that you have the character of a snake turd. Drunk driving is on the rise in Georgia for reasons that can only relate to the fact that Georgians simply don’t care about other people.

Just this morning a drunk driver slammed into a car in an apartment complex parking lot, killing an 8-year-old girl. If that doesn’t bother you enough to make you call an Uber next time you are out drinking, you are what we would commonly call a waste of the air that decent people breathe and you should stop wasting our air immediately using whatever means you feel necessary.

Let’s move from alcohol to guns. In Texas, an 11-year-old boy decided to doorbell ditch. The homeowner shot the child—in the back. Self defense? Standing his ground? This was an 11-year-old boy participating in what the gun-loving crowd refers to as “boys will be boys.” And now he’s dead. If you have five guns in your house and a framed copy of the second amendment in your living room, this story should outrage you.
Seriously, if you call yourself a responsible gun owner and you have character, there should be no defense in your mind for this man’s actions. Decent people don’t kill kids, whether it’s Bubba Ray out in Texas or a school shooter. The two should be the same in everyone’s eyes. If you’re defending ‘ol Bubba Ray for “proctectin’ his property,” I hate to say it, but you have no character. Cowards kill kids. There’s never been a person of noble character who harmed a child.

In a lighter story this week, a recent study revealed that Georgia parents are loaning their kids money with interest. They’re actually charging their own offspring 6.4% interest on loans. And yes, about 14% of those parents report that their decision to charge interest to their own children wrecked the relationship. But hey, why bother with character when we can get a good return on investment? There is no circumstance under which I would require my kids to pay me back with interest if they needed money. There aren’t many circumstances where I’d require them to pay me back at all. After all, they’re going to be growing up in a world where character has gone the way of the dinosaur. Someone has to show them what it is.

Most people do whatever they can get away with. Most people—even rule followers—want to know how close to the line they can get without stepping over it, or they’ll step over the line when nobody’s looking.

What’s your story? Who do you want to be? Who do you want your kids to see? Are you the person that drives drunk because it’s “just a few blocks?” Do you defend the actions of every hayseed with a gun just because of your political views? Even if kids die?

The Character Education trend of the 90s was politicized and misguided—but actual character isn’t. Character matters. Character lasts beyond today, beyond the next four years, beyond the next political or social movement. Character follows you to the grave. The consequences of not having character doesn’t just hurt you. It hurts your children—and there is an 8-year-old girl and an 11-year-old boy who’s families can attest to just how badly our collective lack of character hurts kids.



Adults Behaving Badly

In a Congressional hearing this week, the postmaster general got into a heated argument with one of our Congressmen from Georgia. The argument culminated in the postmaster general taking a page from my six-year-old's playbook. He covered his ears with his hands.

Yes, you read that correctly. This grown adult put his hands over his ears so he wouldn't have to listen to criticism.

I was not aware that once one graduated kindergarten this was still an option. You mean to tell me I could have deployed this tactic back when I had to sit through meetings that should have been emails where people who really liked meetings just asked me the same ill-informed questions every Thursday?

Anyway, the postmaster acting childish is just the tip of the iceberg. If you observe the world around you for any length of time you'll notice a growing trend of adults acting less mature than kindergartners. I realize there was a book called "Everything I Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten," but I'm sure the author of that book didn't intend for us to take it literally.

We're not talking about young adults here either. Collectively, the older among us appear to have lost their damn minds. The postmaster general is 67 years old. I'm not sure what age one is considered to be "old enough to know better," but I'm pretty sure it is somewhere in the vicinity of 35.

Let's slowly back away from public officials though and look at every day Americans. In June a 66-year old man from Tallapoosa pleaded guilty to having a little road rage. It seems that what started as an argument with another driver escalated into the Georgia gentleman ramming the other driver with his car. Is this how grown-ups solve problems? My kids would like to know.

In February, a 63-year-old from Acworth got 10 years behind bars for his road rage incident because he chose to fire 14 rounds into the driver's side of another car while stopped at a red light. In this case, the Cherokee County District Attorney said it best. "This is not how a civilized society behaves." And yet, how many times do we read about or witness road rage?

Back when I was but a child trying to figure out the adult world, my father was president of a local little league ballpark. I was shocked by the number of times he had to expel a parent for laying the smackdown on an umpire. Back then, I thought it was just isolated rednecks with substandard IQs, but as I have gotten older I'm noticing more adults than I'm comfortable with resort to verbal abuse or outright violence over issues they should have learned to resolve on a playground back in elementary school.

But it isn't always the extreme cases that make the news that I'm talking about. In the last decade or so of living in suburbia I have witnessed a treasure trove of childish behavior from people who really should be old enough to know better. 

I've seen women take selfies at parties with the sole intention of posting them on facebook to make the drama queen down the street feel left out. I've watched grown men yell at women in threatening ways over how they parked their cars. And how many infamous "Karens" have we watched try to get some poor waitress or retail worker fired simply because they disagreed with store policy, didn't feel they were addressed properly, or because they came down with a bad case of "do you know who I am" syndrome?

Our children are watching. Our children are watching how we treat others and it will determine how they treat others. Want to know why there's so much bullying going on in schools? Look at the bullying going on between adults in your cul de sac. Witness the cattiness of most adults and the petty ways in which we often conduct ourselves.

Some of you don't remember the valuable lessons your kindergarten teachers taught you and it shows. So, as someone who is married to a former kindergarten teacher, I'd like to reiterate some of those lessons.

Share with your neighbors. This includes people on the road. The roads are our shared property, much like the blocks in kindergarten. We don't throw tantrums just because we don't like how someone else is using the shared property, even if the other person is breaking the rules.

Similarly, if you hear that there is some sort of crisis coming and you have plenty of a commodity like toilet paper, see if your neighbor has some instead of going to the store and hoarding it all. It's called decency.

Don't hit. You've been hearing this since you were five. If you're still solving your problems with violence, you need to sit in a corner, take five deep breaths and then call a therapist.

Don't talk out of turn. If it is someone else's turn to talk, let them speak and for the love of God don't cover your ears just because you have to listen to someone. This also applies to opinions. If you don't know about a topic, just stay out of it. We'll all be happier that way.

Respect others. I know it is hard when you have those big feelings to treat other people as human beings, but let's put our listening ears on for a moment, okay? Think about how it makes you look when you go around having a nutty, being selfish and doing things to intentionally hurt people or make them feel less than human. That's right friend, it shows others that you don't respect yourself and that you aren't someone they should respect. You want other people to respect you, right, friend? You want other people to listen to you when you're upset because the shopkeeper wouldn't take your coupon that expired in 2003, right? Then you need to listen to others and show them respect, too.

Back in the day, adulthood meant civility. Responsibility. Probably owning a sensible pair of loafers. But lately, it feels like a critical mass of humanity has collectively decided, “What if, instead, we didn’t?”

Look around your neighborhood. Every parking confrontation, every HOA meeting meltdown, every viral video of someone berating a Starbucks barista over almond milk—these aren’t outliers. They’re symptoms. Symptoms of a society where the default conflict resolution method is escalate until someone cries or calls the cops. You’d think with all the emotional growth we’re capable of, we could handle disputes without someone getting beaned with a can of LaCroix. But no.

You see it on the road—40-somethings acting like Mario Kart was a driving tutorial. You see it in retail stores—grown adults demanding the firing of a teenager. And worst of all, you see it on social media, where passive-aggressive Facebook posts about who wasn’t invited to brunch or some form of public shaming are as common as minivans in suburbia.

And where are the actual kids during all this? Watching. Learning. Wondering why we told them to act their age when we are the ones acting their age.

So let’s try something radical. Let’s be decent. Let’s resolve disagreements with words instead of weapons. Let’s stop treating service workers like punching bags. And let’s—if it’s not too much to ask—resist the urge to reenact The Hunger Games every time someone takes the last pack of Charmin at Costco.

Mr. Manners and The Quest for Decency

As regular readers have likely figured out by now, I am on an often pointless and occasionally cringeworthy quest to civilize. Despite years of firsthand evidence to the contrary, I still believe in human decency. I’m stubborn that way.

Today, I bring you the first installment of what may or may not become a regular feature: Ask Mr. Manners. This should be most helpful for the ill-mannered masses.

• • •

Dear Mr. Manners:

I’m in my car at a stoplight. There’s no turn arrow, but you can go left on green. The person in front of me won’t go. Should I honk?

Signed,
Impatient and Impotent

Dear Im:

Take the cars away. Pretend you’re standing at a crosswalk. Would you shove someone out into traffic just because you’re in a hurry? That’s exactly what you’re doing when you honk at someone in the left-turn lane. Funny how bold we get when we’re cushioned by two tons of steel.

Here are Mr. Manners’ Rules of the Road for horn honking. You may honk if:

	Your life is in danger.

	You’re having a medical emergency and need help.

	You’ve lost control of your vehicle.

	You see a friend, there’s no traffic in front of you, and you gently honk to say hello.

	You’re parked in your driveway trying to summon your child to soccer practice.



That’s it. Otherwise, don’t. It’s rude, unnecessary, and makes you look like someone whose boss walked all over them today and now they’re taking it out on innocent drivers. Don’t be that guy.

• • •

Dear Mr. Manners:

I waved at my neighbor the other day. She didn’t wave back. She says she wasn’t wearing her contacts and didn’t see me. I’m thinking about cutting her off. Should I?

Signed,
Mistreated in My Mind

Dear Mistreated:

What in the middle school drama queen is going on here? Grow up. It appears you are the one who can’t see past the end of their own nose.

If your biggest problem is that your neighbor didn’t return your wave, count your blessings—and maybe send her flowers for putting up with you in the first place. Your neighbor doesn't have to wave at you, nor is she under any obligation to like you.

• • •

Dear Mr. Manners:

My neighbor’s dog barks nonstop. Should I shoot him?

Signed,
Triggered in Tybee

Dear Triggered:

First, stop watching so many Clint Eastwood movies. Second, who exactly are you planning to shoot—the dog or the neighbor? Either way, let’s keep the bullets on your side of the property line.

Have you tried talking to your neighbor? You know, words? It’s this thing civilized people do. Start there before you go all Hatfield and McCoy. Chances are your neighbor doesn't bite—though he may not wave at you. And if they bite—hey, at least they’ll know why you’re mad.

• • •

Dear Mr. Manners:

When I go to the movies, I like to kick the seat in front of me. It helps me stretch my legs. Honestly, if the person didn’t want their seat bumped, they should’ve stayed home. My girlfriend says I’m being rude. I say people are too sensitive. Who’s right?

Signed,
Footloose in Forsyth

Dear Footloose:

Congratulations! You’ve managed to turn a quiet night at the movies into a malfunctioning carnival ride. I’m sure the person in front of you appreciates the free chiropractic adjustment every time you jab them with your Crocs (we both know you wear Crocs).

Let me spell it out: you’re not “stretching.” You’re advertising that you were raised by caffeinated squirrels.

The seat in front of you isn’t your ottoman or a stress ball. It’s someone’s chair—and they paid for it. Want to stretch? Get up. Walk to the lobby. While you’re there, give your girlfriend a hug. She’s doing the Lord’s work by sticking around.

• • •

Well, folks, that’s all I can take this week. If you’ve got more questions, remember the one rule that would fix most of this: treat others the way you’d want to be treated. It’s an old rule. Came from a pretty popular book. If we could all remember it, I wouldn’t have to write these columns.

But then again… what would be the fun in that?

Donkeys, Elephants, and Loving Your Neighbor

This week, former Georgia Lt. Gov. Geoff Duncan said he’s leaving the Republican Party because, in his words, their policies made it a daily struggle to love his neighbor.

That’s a sentence that made my eyebrows take the express elevator to my rapidly rising hairline. Not because it was partisan, but because it was old-fashioned. Like truth. Like conviction. Like someone remembering the recipe card for banana pudding without reaching for Pinterest.

“Love your neighbor” isn’t a bumper sticker we invented between Chick-fil-A and the church softball league. It’s ancient. Leviticus 19:18 says, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  Then Jesus up and promotes it to the varsity level—pairs it with loving God and calls the combo the Greatest Commandment. The syllabus includes a lab: the Good Samaritan, where the hero is the guy from the wrong team who stops and helps the half-dead stranger on the roadside while the respectable folks keep walking to make their committee meetings on time.

That’s the origin. Which is why Duncan’s line landed. He chose a core belief over a club membership. That doesn’t make him a saint, but it does make him a person of deep honor and conviction, whether you agree with him or not.

Meanwhile, the rest of us live in a hall of mirrors where convictions bend depending on whose name is on the letterhead. I've watched a decade of moral Pilates that would make the residents of a brothel wince—contortions performed not to reach virtue, but to reach the finish line of a rat race. 

You've seen this game before, too, especially when it comes to helping out our neighbors on the global stage. In the late 90s and early 2000s, Republicans said they believed we shouldn’t police or aid the world when Clinton was in office. Their tune changed when the placard on the door changed from Clinton to Bush. Democrats believed in helping abroad—until 11:59 a.m. January 20th when their guy left office. After that in their eyes, any form of foreign aid went from “helping other countries” to “conquest,” and magically, the very same facts packed their bags and relocated to the opposite conclusion.

If you’ve been paying attention, your neck hurts from the whiplash.

I’ve lost count of the people I thought had deep convictions—some of them pastors, some of them pillars, some of them the unappointed mayors of the Facebook HOA—who turned themselves into balloon animals to stay faithful to a party line. It leaves you wondering if anyone truly believes in anything, or if we all just like the smell of power, the sight of money, and the sound of our own echo.

During the pandemic, I watched a reporter as a woman screamed, “I’d rather watch my grandparents die than wear a mask.” You what now? That’s not a conviction; that’s a slogan that got lost, missed its Uber, and decided to hitchhike to Crazytown. If your “principle” requires someone else to be collateral damage, it might not be a principle. It might be marketing.

Geoff Duncan's bold move goes deeper than “Are you a Republican or a Democrat?” It cuts to the core of our beliefs. Who are you? What do you actually believe? If your answer starts with a party platform and ends with a talk-radio catchphrase, that’s not belief. That’s branding. Political parties are not prisons; they’re vehicles. You can exit. You can walk. You can take a bike. You are not welded to the bumper.

Here’s where Geoff Duncan's decision can help us all. Call it the Duncan Test:

	Does this belief let me love my neighbor?

	Or does it reward me for looking out for myself and calling it “freedom,” “security,” or “owning the libs/cons” with a side of smug?



If you say you follow Jesus—and around here a lot of us do—you don’t get an asterisk. You have to love your neighbor. Not just the neighbors who look like you, vote like you, or tailgate for the same SEC team. The command didn’t come with a ZIP code filter. If you don’t love your neighbor, you don’t follow Christ. It really is that simple. It is not easy. But it is simple.

Megachurch pastor Andy Stanley once summarized decision-making this way. Ask “What does love require of me?” Then do that. That one question will clear out your political sinuses faster than eucalyptus steam. Try it on everything:

	Immigration? What does love require of me?

	Healthcare? What does love require of me?

	Poverty? What does love require of me?

	Guns? What does love require of me?

	Abortion? What does love require of me?

	Schools, taxes, foreign policy, the argumentative cousin at Thanksgiving? What does love require of me?



We live in the Bible Belt, where the theology is often louder than the love, where talk shows pass for catechism, and where we sometimes confuse volume with virtue. The cornerstone of the faith most of us claim is not outrage; it’s love. Love is not weakness. Empathy is not sin. Mercy doesn’t erase justice; it completes it. If your favorite pundit makes you feel brave for being cruel, that’s not courage. That’s caffeine for your resentment.

Geoff Duncan decided he couldn’t keep cosigning a political agenda that had no room for love. You can disagree with his politics and still recognize the spine it takes to put your deeply held beliefs before your bumper sticker. 

Frankly, it’s refreshing to watch someone choose an ancient command over a modern campaign.

So here’s my modest proposal for this week: audit your convictions. Print them out if you have to. Hold them up to the light like a counterfeit bill and ask, “Does this help me bind up wounds on the roadside, or does it help me cross to the other side and keep my hands clean?” If the answer is “It helps me win,” congratulations on your honesty. Now try again.

We don’t have to agree on everything. We don’t even have to agree on most things. But if your convictions make you incapable of loving the neighbor you’ve been commanded to love, you need to keep the name of Jesus off of your lips. Go play golf on Sunday mornings  and give up the act.

But if you really do believe what you claim to believe, pick the love that outlives the news cycle. Pick the road where you stop for strangers. Pick the kind of decisions that look a lot like sacrifice. 
And if your political party won’t ride along?

Well, neighbor, you know how to walk.
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Before I get into this week's topic, I'd simply point out that my family tree has roots deeper in Southern soil than most oak trees. One branch has been in Georgia for five generations, while another has been lounging around Virginia since before we decided taxation without representation wasn't our cup of sweet tea.

I even ate a Virginia ham sandwich before writing this column, just to make sure my Southern blood was properly flowing. So what I'm about to say comes from a place of love – the kind of love that sometimes requires an uncomfortable family meeting.

We need to talk about our cousin Earl. You know the one – he's got the Confederate flag swim trunks and thinks "hold my beer" is a complete strategic plan.

He's that one that insists on celebrating the absolute dumbest parts of Southern heritage. It's like we've got this deep and majestic museum filled with amazing people and moments, and for some reason we're pointing to the corner where someone spilled bourbon and saying, "Look at that stain! Ain't it purdy?"

It's bad enough we have a governor who always looks like he's actively chawing on tobacco (bless his heart). But why do some of y'all revel in being the living embodiment of every redneck stereotype Jeff Foxworthy ever monetized?

I'm genuinely curious why anyone would take pride in being an uneducated drunk who likes to blow stuff up. Is this really the cultural legacy we're fighting to preserve? "Remember the Alamo" has somehow morphed into "Remember that time I shot a roman candle out of my armpit?"

I know a ton of people who drive pickup trucks and the only thing they've ever hauled is their basset hound and maybe a bag of mulch once in 2019. That's not utility – that's a personality disorder with a trailer hitch. They all drive the same way, too. You know what I mean.

Does the pickup truck really need a gun rack on display in the Chick-fil-A drive-thru? We get it. You own firearms. So does everyone else in Georgia. It's like wearing a t-shirt that says "I Breathe Oxygen."

It's also worth remembering that even when the South is on the world stage, we can’t help ourselves. I'd like to bring to your attention the 1996 Olympic opening ceremony in Atlanta. Amid the pageantry and global spectacle, someone decided the best way to showcase our culture was to roll out a fleet of chrome-plated pickup trucks under the stadium lights. I imagine half the world was wondering if they'd accidentally tuned into a Monster Jam promo. And the thing is, we meant it. That was our moment to shine. We could have told the story of Georgia, we could have done something patriotic, we could have taken the world on a journey from James Edward Oglethorpe, through the revolutionary and civil wars, through reconstruction, and into Atlanta's place as a hub of business. But no. We literally shined the spotlight on pickup trucks.

Of course, it's not just about symbols and slogans. Sometimes our nostalgia-laced defiance seeps into behavior that endangers everyone—like the stubborn persistence of drinking and driving.

Georgia has an increasing DUI problem, which shouldn't be happening. This battle was fought and won back in the '80s, yet redneck culture keeps it alive like it’s some treasured folk dance instead of a felony. I once knew someone who insisted he drove better drunk than sober and took pride in that fact. Sir, that's not a skill,that's the opening paragraph of your obituary.

When you drink and drive and play "y'all watch this" behind the wheel of a car, your "culture" becomes dangerous. My dad always said of people who acted like this, "If he had a brain, he'd be dangerous," but the truth is, stupidity is far more dangerous than intelligence will ever be.

Remember back when y'all rebelled against the seatbelt law? Why was that such a big deal? "The government can't tell me to click a buckle!" Meanwhile, you're stopping at red lights without complaint. Pick a lane, preferably one that doesn't end in the emergency room. Some of y'all even go around complaining that "the gubment" is tampering with the weather. Have you listened to yourselves recently? You sound like good 'ol Zeke when he's had one too many and starts spittin' and cussin' about his ex wife.

Is this how you want to be known? As folks who drive drunk, don't wear seatbelts, like to inhale smoke, chew on stuff that gives you mouth cancer and will believe anything as long as it isn't from a textbook or an expert? Is this the legacy you want to leave your kids? "Here junior, I'm handing you the keys to a proud tradition of bold moves and bad ideas—drive it like its stolen and make sure the law doesn't catch up to you—it's a tradition that's been in our family for generations."

The South has so much more to offer than these tired clichés. Our food is second to none—we have the best cuisine in the world. I'm convinced God eats country fried steak and drinks Coca-Cola. The clouds of Heaven are filled with sweet tea, and there's probably a Waffle House at the pearly gates. A few years ago, I went on a trip up the East Coast. Once you get past Pennsylvania, the food gets progressively less flavorful. If you've never left the South, you don't realize what a culinary gem you have.

Beyond food, the South are the birthplace of ideas. Our freedom in this country was forged by educated and philosophical men, most of them from the South. Washington, Jefferson, Madison—all Virginians. When these men said "y'all watch this," an empire fell. They weren't feeding their horse liquor and trying to jump it over a lake. These were smart, well-learned men who embraced new ideas.

Some of y'all strut around like you'd have been lighting the fuse on the revolution, but let's be honest—if you'd lived back then, you'd probably have been polishing the King's boots and calling Jefferson a lunatic. The men who shaped this country were chasing radical change, not clinging to the past like it was granddaddy's shotgun.

Somewhere along the line, we got so focused on making a scene that we forgot how to make a difference. But the South I grew up in? It wasn't just loud trucks and louder opinions. It was casseroles delivered in times of trouble, front porch hellos, and folks who'd give you the shirt off their back. If we really want to carry our culture forward, maybe it's time we revive the parts worth keeping—the kindness, the community, and the decency that once made Southern hospitality more than a passing phrase. Let's be more like the good 'ol boys who were the salt of the earth and less like the rednecks who holler the loudest but leave the church potluck early and never bring a dish.

Let's not be so selfish and so crude. Let's not embrace dumb Southern stereotypes when there is so much of a rich heritage here. We can do better than being the punchline of a joke that stopped being funny sometime around the Carter administration.

Because at the end of the day, being Southern isn't about chrome trucks or chewing tobacco or yelling at hurricanes. It's about caring for your neighbor, waving at strangers, and bringing something fried to every funeral. We don’t need more folks hollering, we need more folks helping.



  
    Snow Storm Stirs Snowpocalypse Sentiments
    

  
  Snow Storm Stirs Snowpocalypse Sentiments

This week’s snowfall reminded me why Southerners treat snow like an unexpected guest—rare, charming, and worthy of celebration. The flakes came down steadily, painting the neighborhood in white and giving kids and adults alike an excuse to step outside and play. It wasn’t the kind of snow that wreaks havoc, but the kind that invites you to marvel at its quiet beauty.

But it also brought to mind a much different kind of snowstorm—Snowpocalypse 2014. That storm didn’t just decorate Atlanta; it paralyzed it. More than a decade later, the memories of that chaos remain vivid.

That fateful week, when snowflakes turned highways into parking lots and commutes into survival quests, stands as one of the great tales of Southern resilience—and utter chaos. Looking back now, from the comfort of my living room (and the safe distance of a decade), the absurdity and humanity of those icy days have only grown more vivid.

At the time, I felt like if I never saw another snowflake again, it  would be too soon. Since then, I've had kids and softened a little toward the Yankee Slush as Buford Callaway so beautifully put it in a famous Saturday Night Live sketch. The “little fiasco” that once turned my 30-minute commute into a nine-hour stalemate was my formal initiation into the reality that snow days, snowmen, and snow angels aren’t exactly built for Southerners.

Like most metro Atlanta residents at the time, I dismissed the warnings and scoffed at the meteorologists who cried “snow” at the drop of a thermometer. After all, in Atlanta, snow forecasts are as reliable as Hollywood marriages. The reflexive grocery stampedes for bread, milk, and eggs seemed like a seasonal ritual more for omelet enthusiasts than survivalists.

But Snowjam 2014 wasn’t your run-of-the-mill weather scare. It brought the city to its knees, and made our roads look like something out of a disaster movie. Yet, amid the frustration, it also proved something enduring: Southern hospitality is a force of nature.

The Facebook page SnowedOut Atlanta became a digital lifeline, a hub where stranded strangers found solace and saviors. Merchants opened their doors to provide food and shelter. Along the clogged arteries of I-285, neighbors delivered sustenance to frozen, frightened drivers. Even years later, the generosity of those Good Snowmaritans remains a testament to the best of us.

I owe my own gratitude to several nameless helpers who emerged from a neighborhood to rescue me when my tires met a hill they were never meant to climb. With flashlights, rugs, and good old-fashioned grit, they got my car unstuck and moving again, proving that even in the bleakest moments, kindness prevails. I couldn't tell you their names, nor could I pick them out of a crowd, but their kindness was unforgettable even after a decade.

I owe them more than they even knew at the time. For me, it wasn't just about getting home that night. Their kindness allowed my wife and I to start our family. We had a fertility treatment scheduled for the next morning. If I had gotten stranded that night—if I had stopped somewhere before I got home—my family would look completely different than it does today. My family owes a debt of gratitude that we can never repay to people we don't even know.

Reflecting now, I can almost laugh at the absurdity of being five miles from home yet feeling like I was stranded in Siberia. Sliding and skidding through what felt like an obstacle course of stalled vehicles and abandoned hope, I eventually made it to my neighborhood. My car, however, chose to audition as a luge, careening onto a sidewalk before calling it quits. It spent the next two days in a slushy slumber, while I spent that time wondering if I’d ever willingly touch my car keys again.

To this day, I will not drive in the snow, and even the day after this snow had started to melt, I still wouldn't go  more than five minutes from my house.

Back then, I ended my week huddled by the fire, sipping hot chocolate, and swearing off snow for life. Now, as I glance out the window at this week’s dusting, I feel a tinge of nostalgia—not for the chaos, but for the camaraderie. Snowpocalypse reminded us that even when things go wrong in the most spectacular way, we can still count on the kindness of strangers.

In the years since that day in 2014, the world has changed drastically. We've faced political division, a global pandemic, contentious elections, and several moments that have tested our relationships and our humanity. Deep down, I still believe that if snow brought the city to another standstill, we could count on the unshakable spirit of neighbors and the shared strength of a community coming together. 
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At last—some good news from Washington.

This week, the federal government approved more than a hundred billion dollars for ICE.

And I say: thank God.

Because it’s July in Georgia—which means the air is thick enough to chew, the dashboard is hot enough to bake biscuits, and my shirts have surrendered.

My icemaker broke somewhere around Juneteenth. Since then, I’ve been chilling drinks with frozen blueberries and moral support. The dog refuses to go outside. I’m seriously considering moving into the produce cooler at Publix.

So when I heard Uncle Sam was throwing serious money at ICE, I figured—finally, somebody gets it.

Maybe they’re building a national freezer. Maybe it’s bags of crushed ice on every corner. Honestly, I don’t care. I’ll take it cubed, crushed, block or shaved. Drop it from planes if you have to. Just cool us down.

We’ve got schools melting, sidewalks sweating, and potholes you can cook grits in.

So yes—I’m thrilled about the news.

One hundred billion dollars. For ICE.

What's that you say?

The money is going to immigration enforcement? It isn't the kind of ice you put in sweet tea?

Aw, Hell. Actually, come to think of it, Hell might be a few degrees cooler than Macon right now.
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Each year from January to April, Georgia's lawmakers are busy passing new laws to make Georgia a new and improved state. On Friday, that will all come to an end as the legislature calls it quits until next year.

This year, your lawmakers have been fighting the good fight and it looks like before the end of the day on Friday cornbread will finally be the official bread of Georgia.

I've lost sleep over that one. Cornbread is scrumptious and I just cannot believe it has been overlooked in this fine state for so long.

Now that our elected officials have taken care of all the important business, like enshrining cornbread into the annals of state symbolism, I'd like to propose a few more laws that I think we all would love to see the legislature spend its time and our tax dollars on.

So without further ado, I present to you my top picks for future Georgia laws that are way overdue:

The Blinker Usage Enforcement Act

It shall henceforth be punishable by increasingly ridiculous penalties to operate a vehicle in the state of Georgia without using a turn signal—and yes, Karen in the white Lexus, I’m talking to you. First offense: your car stereo is reprogrammed to play nothing but the sound of passive-aggressive honking. Second offense: a giant foam finger reading "Blinker Works, Brain Doesn't" will be zip-tied to your roof for 30 days. Third offense: the state will assign you a personal crossing guard named Earl who will stand on your hood and signal your turns for you using a pair of orange flags and a whistle. Don't test Earl. He takes his job very seriously.

The Slow Lane Loyalty Oath

If you’re driving 45 mph in the left lane on I-285, you must appear before a judge, recite the lyrics to "Life is a Highway" in reverse, and pledge to stay in the right lane for the remainder of your natural life. Violators will have their licenses promptly revoked and will be sentenced to a life of Uber riding.

The 'You Work For Us Healthcare Act'

All elected officials in Georgia shall be required to enroll in the lowest-tier, high-deductible, out-of-network, barely-covers-a-bandage health care plan that is available to the average resident. No special perks, no gold-plated coverage, no hotline to a private clinic in Alpharetta. If it takes you six weeks to get an appointment with a doctor who works out of a refurbished Arby’s, well then, welcome to the club. Want better insurance and health care? Fix it for everyone in the state so that even the lowest plan available provides decent coverage.

The 'If It's Good Enough for Our Kids' Education Act

From this day forward, all elected officials in Georgia shall be prohibited from enrolling their children in private schools while holding public office. If the schools in your district are good enough for your constituents’ kids, they should be good enough for yours. Exceptions will be granted only if the lawmaker themself agrees to ride the school bus and eat cafeteria meatloaf at least twice a week. Want better schools? You’ll be first in line—literally.

The Sunshine and Livestream Act

All government meetings, town halls, and gatherings involving elected officials in Georgia must be live-streamed and publicly archived. No more whispering behind closed doors or announcing important decisions from the shadows of a Waffle House booth. If it’s important enough to vote on, it’s important enough for us to watch in our pajamas. Bonus points if the livestream includes closed captions, a running tally of eye-rolls, and a “Who’s on their phone now?” leaderboard.

The Corporate Consequences Act

Any business operating in Georgia that lays off workers while simultaneously posting record profits, increasing executive bonuses, or building a new campus with artisanal tile mosaics in the break room, shall be required to redistribute those bonuses directly to the laid-off workers—along with a handwritten apology from the CEO written on recycled stock certificates. Additionally, companies that use the phrase "we're a family" in internal emails must provide actual family leave, livable wages, and at least one mandatory group therapy session to unpack that lie.

The Actual Service Standards Act

Any business in Georgia that requires customers to press more than four buttons to reach a human being on the phone shall be required to pay a $5 'inconvenience fee' directly to the caller for each additional button. More than two transfers during a single call will result in a state audit of the company’s customer service practices and a requirement to hire twice as many support agents during business hours.

The Official State Nuisance Act

Georgia hereby declares pollen the official state nuisance. It joins the noble ranks of state symbols like the brown thrasher, cornbread, and now—a fine yellow powder that turns our cars into sneeze factories and our eyeballs into sandpaper. While it may not have the majesty of the state bird or the dignity of the state tree, it has certainly earned its place through sheer volume and audacity. Congratulations, pollen—may your reign be itchy but brief.

There you have it. Just a few humble suggestions from a tax-paying, cornbread-loving Georgian who wants to see our state continue its legislative legacy of bold action—and by bold, I mean buttered.
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There’s a corner of my backyard that my kids refer to as "The Secret Garden." It’s the uppermost patch, right where a storm drainage sewer sits, and it’s been the subject of more landscaping attempts than my hairline. 

We, along with the two previous owners, have all tried to make it look presentable—planting flowers, laying down mulch, clearing away a prickly wild berry bush that almost killed the dog we owned when we first moved in.  But thanks to the constant water drainage, this corner has become a botanical safe haven for every unsavory weed and plant known to man, including, an aggressive colony of poison ivy.

Now, I have always considered myself immune to poison ivy. I never had a problem with it as a kid, not in Boy Scouts, not during any of my ill-advised childhood adventures, and not even when my own children dragged me through the underbrush in search of treasures in the form of rolly-pollies. I figured I was one of the chosen few—the 1 to 2 percent of the population who can wade through a field of poison ivy and come out smelling like Irish Spring. 

Well folks—I assumed wrong. Very very wrong.

It started innocently enough. I was out there, channeling my inner suburban lumberjack, yanking up vines and tossing them into a pile. I was feeling pretty good about myself, too, until about four days later, when my arms and hands erupted in a rash that looked like I’d tried to hug a porcupine. I have never itched this much in my life. I’m talking about the kind of itch that makes you consider sandpaper as a viable medical solution.

Here’s the thing: I have absolutely no self-control when I’m uncomfortable. None. If I’m itchy, I scratch. If I’m hot, I complain. If I’m both, I become a one-man Greek tragedy. My wife, who has the patience of a saint and the medical knowledge of a WebMD enthusiast, took one look at my arms and decided drastic measures were in order. At one point, she actually mummified my arms, presumably to keep me from scratching, but possibly just to keep my oozing boils from giving the children nightmares. The youngest of the Wild Things was already giving me the side eye like I might be the boogieman by that point.

For the past week, I’ve been walking around in long sleeves while Georgia’s summer oven is preheating to “broil.” I look like I’m training for a desert marathon, but really, I’m just trying not to claw my own skin off. 

I’m currently on a cocktail of remedies: a steroid pack, a steroid cream, and a maximum-strength poison ivy scrub that I apply so often I’m surprised I haven’t dissolved.

So, if you see me out and about, wearing long sleeves in 90 degree weather, I'm not being clueless or  trying to make a fashion statement. I’m simply the latest victim of the great outdoors. I attempted to venture outdoors the other night and was promptly attacked by mosquitoes—adding to my plight. I wonder which Biblical plague I'll be experiencing next week. Knowing Georgia's weather, I'm betting on hail.
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I’ve had it. It was bad enough when we all had to memorize 3,000 passwords, endure pop quizzes about the name of our first pet, and prove we weren’t robots by identifying blurry fire hydrants. But now, thanks to two-factor authentication, ordering lunch has turned into an episode of CSI: Cybersecurity.

On a rather soggy day last week, I decided to brighten my spirits by treating myself to a nice barbecue lunch. I really didn't have time to deal with Georgia drivers in the rain, as I was already getting hangry—so, like a reasonable person, I hopped onto my laptop to place a delivery order. I typed in my password, a string of nonsense that has whatever the required number of capital letters, numbers, and special characters are for that particular site, and started my order.

When I finished, instead of a confirmation page asking me if I wanted banana pudding with that—which obviously, I did—The website slammed on the brakes. “We’ve sent a verification code to your mobile device,” it said cheerfully, as if I should be thrilled about this extra layer of security.

My mobile device was, naturally, in the other room, because why would my phone or my wallet be anywhere near me when I need them. Fine. I made the trek, stepped on a stray LEGO for my trouble, and found the text. I limped back to the laptop, typed in the code, and waited for my barbecue to come one step closer. 

But oh, no. The system wasn’t done with me yet.

“We’ve sent an email for additional verification.” My email? Why? Was the first verification not convincing enough? What do they think I’m doing—trying to steal a $12 barbecue plate? But, desperate for food, I clicked over to my inbox.

“Click this link to confirm your identity,” the email demanded. The link opened a new browser tab, and, of course, emptied my cart promptly.

Listen, I'm a tech guy. I understand the need for security—but I also understand the need for a decent user-experience when buying things. If passwords aren't enough anymore, can we please ditch them in favor of something else? My computer uses my fingerprint, my phone uses Face ID, but most websites still demand passwords. If they aren't enough, let's switch to another method. Why should I have to enter a password and then take two or three more steps to verify my identity.

One of the things I like to do is take common issues out of the tech world and put them into the real world, so let's take two factor authentication out of the Internet and place it into the real world.

Let's say you walk into your favorite barbecue restaurant and order a pulled pork plate, baked beans, french fries, sweet tea, and—yes—banana pudding for dessert. The cashier asks you for your card, and you enter your PIN. Then, the cashier sends you a text because a PIN number isn't secure enough anymore. You pull out your phone—Face ID doesn't work, so you key in your PIN number. You show the cashier the text, but she is still not sold on your identity. She asks for your social security card, your driver's license, a copy of your most recent mortgage statement and the last two month's worth of pay stubs. "I'm sorry, madam," you reply. "I was just trying to eat some fine southern barbecue, not buy a house." By the time it is all over with, your food is cold.

Obviously, if this happened in the physical world, we'd all be outraged and Congress would be taking action. But, when the eggheads do it to us, we just willingly accept it.

Here’s my question: who exactly is the tech world protecting me from? Are hackers really lying in wait, hoping to access my sandwich preferences? Is there a criminal mastermind out there plotting to steal my extra pickles? If so, let them have them! I’m willing to sacrifice the whole order if it means I don’t have to go through this nonsense again.

I understand security is important. But let’s be honest: some things don’t need the same safeguards as a nuclear missile silo. No one is hacking my DoorDash account to pay for their kid’s college tuition. Maybe we could save the heavy artillery for bank accounts and secret government projects.

Until then, two-factor authentication is just another way the Internet has made life harder for no good reason. If I’m ever stranded on a desert island, I won’t starve because I can’t find food—I’ll starve because I’ll need a second device to confirm my identity to order it.

TL;DR: Two-factor authentication: the reason it takes longer to order lunch than to close on a mortgage.
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I’ve officially had it. Shrinkflation, that sneaky combo of greed and deceit, has infiltrated every corner of my life. It’s not just the blatant thievery of paying more for less—it’s the insult of being expected not to notice. Well, I noticed. And I’m mad.

Let’s start with restaurants. Remember when a health score of 93 was enough to make you consider never darkening the door of a restaurant? Now? In the post-pandemic world where it takes an act of congress to get a drink refill and nobody can be bothered to clean tables or empty trash cans, a score of 80 gets a shrug.

Collectively everyone appears to just say,. “Oh well, at least no one’s actively vomiting.” Meanwhile, I'm paying twice as much for about 30% less food. And don’t get me started on the bacon. It used to be crispy strips of glory. Now, it’s more fat than meat, curling up into tiny shriveled apologies.

Then there are the trash bags. Oh yes, even the trash bags have betrayed me. Same brand I’ve always bought. Same trash can. But now, the bags have shrunk, leaving me with a choice: let the bag droop sadly into the bin or wrestle it on like I’m trying to stretch a toddler’s sock onto a basketball. I paid more for these bags, by the way. Of course, because nothing says “value” like a garbage bag that can’t even hold garbage.

What’s really shrinking? Our bank accounts. Every product gets smaller, lower quality, and more expensive, all so some CEO can buy another private jet. Meanwhile, they are refusing to hire more employees or pay the ones they have decently. 

I’m sick of being asked to pay more for less. Since when was a "Family Sized" bag of chips able to fit in a vending machine. King sized chocolate bars? Kings must be getting much smaller than they used to be. Even my dentist has started asking for tips. I'm not sure why. Probably because dental floss requires a home loan and references now. And why is my toilet paper suddenly smaller than the width of my hand?

To all the suits sitting in boardrooms trying to think of new ways to bilk their customers and get more money: Can we just go back to selling honest products at honest prices? Or are we doomed to a future where toothpaste comes in single-use packets, cereal is sold by the spoonful, and we have to tip the kiosk before we leave the store?

Call it inflation, shrinkflation, the post-pandemic economy, or whatever you want to, but the truth is it is the same problem that has plagued mankind for ages. Good, old-fashioned, greed.

But I'm not one to just complain endlessly without offering solutions. Remember, in a capitalist economy the people speak with their wallets, so if you are tired of this constant drumbeat of corporate greed, don't participate. If the health score is low, don't eat there. If they don't have enough employees, don't go there. Buy good quality products that are priced at what the product is worth. The prices climb because the companies can get away with it. If we stop playing the game, the economy has to adjust.

Or maybe CEOs can start using their Texas-sized bonuses to hire someone to explain to them what happens when the customers they’re squeezing can’t afford their own shrinking products. Hint: It’s not another yacht.
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Somewhere between the self-checkout lanes that treat everyone like a criminal and the “smart” fridge that tells you how empty your life is, we decided to invite technology into every corner of our existence—even the corner gas station. Spoiler alert: it’s not going well.

This week, I’d like to address a national crisis that’s flying under the radar. Unless you’re at pump #4. Yes, I’m talking about the gas pump. That cold, steel conversationalist that’s recently become the most inquisitive machine on the planet.

I miss the days when a trip to the gas station was simple. You'd pull up, hop out, swipe your card, press a button, and pump your gas like a productive member of society. Now, it’s a pop quiz in the parking lot, where we are required to answer an interrogation by a machine before we can just pump our gas and be on our way.

“Is this a debit card?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know your PIN?”
Do I what? Excuse me? Did you just question my PIN literacy? What’s next—are you going to ask for my SAT scores?

I press “yes” with the enthusiasm of someone who’s already regretting their life choices. Then comes the command: “Cover the keypad.” None of this, of course, would be necessary if the "tap to pay" option wasn't just perpetually broken.

And just when I think I might actually get to buy gas—a purpose for which I clearly stopped here—it hits me with the upsell. “Would you like a car wash?” No. I wouldn’t like a car wash. I’m here for fuel, not a mediocre drive-thru pressure washer that leaves my car looking like it fought a raccoon.

But wait, there's more! “Would you like a receipt?” I don’t know, Sharon the Pumpbot, are you going to print one? Or are you going to tell me to “see attendant,” thereby defeating the entire point of this unmanned, automated process? Because so help me, if I walk inside and the “attendant” is just a lottery machine and an empty stool, I might actually lose it.

This is what we now call convenience. These places aren’t gas stations anymore. They’re “convenience stores.” A term invented by someone who clearly doesn’t pump their own gas and has never tried to buy a bag of chips while someone in front of them decides which sequence of lottery tickets to buy in order to go broke this week.

Pay at the pump. What used to be the height of luxury—an innovation so glorious it practically deserved a red carpet and trumpet fanfare—is now a psychological endurance test. Pay at the pump? More like “play a game of 20 Questions with a robot while your your soul slowly leaves your body and you end up late to wherever you were going.”

Look, I get it. Progress. Innovation. Automation. Efficiency. But if we’re going to automate things, can we do it without turning the simplest errands into dystopian interviews? Just once I’d like to pump gas without feeling like I’m applying for a mortgage.
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Let’s talk about people who insist on driving around with their high beams on like they’re lighting the way for lost travelers. 

Before you ask—no, this isn’t about those retina-searing LED headlights that make you feel like you just looked directly into an exploding supernova. That’s a rant for another day. 

This column is about the special kind of oblivious driver who treats their brights like a permanent fixture.

It’s getting worse. A few years ago, you’d encounter the occasional bright-light buffoon, but now? Now it’s as if half the drivers on the road have collectively decided that dimming their headlights is a concept for lesser beings.

Somewhere along the way, we stopped considering other people. Blinkers? Optional. Four-way stops? A chaotic free-for-all. And now, in this era of automotive anarchy, we’ve reached the pinnacle of vehicular selfishness—people who act like they’re the main character and the rest of us are just struggling to see past their personal lighthouse.

Here’s a fun fact: it’s not about you.

Your high beams don’t just make you an inconsiderate nuisance, they turn you into an actual hazard. When you shine those high beams into oncoming traffic, you’re not helping anyone. You’re creating an army of temporarily blinded drivers who have to make split-second decisions with the visual acuity of a mole. Is that a pedestrian crossing the road, or just an unfortunate mailbox about to meet its end? Who knows, thanks to you!

Let’s review the original, intended purpose of high beams: they exist for use on dark, unpopulated roads so that you can see potential hazards. They were not designed for city streets, highway rush hour, or as a tool to assert dominance over fellow drivers.

To clarify, there are a few acceptable situations where high beams are warranted. Here’s a handy guide:

	You’re on a deserted backroad where the only other witnesses to your blinding brilliance are deer and the occasional confused raccoon.

	You need to confirm that, yes, those glowing eyes in the woods are watching you.

	You are starring in a horror movie, and the killer is inevitably about to appear in your rearview mirror.

	You are signaling the arrival of extraterrestrial visitors and need to ensure a proper landing.

	You are, in fact, the actual sun and need to maintain your reputation.



If your situation is not listed above, congratulations! You can and should turn your high beams off before you single-handedly cause a mass traffic panic.

Be a decent human. If you see another car, lower your lights. If you’re in a well-lit area, lower your lights. If you have even the slightest inkling that you’re making someone else’s drive miserable, lower your lights.

Otherwise, just know that while your brights may be shining, the rest of us know that the lights are on but nobody's home.
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There is no greater theater of suburban absurdity than the hallowed halls of Nextdoor. The local neighborhood app was ostensibly created to help communities connect, share recommendations, and alert each other to genuinely important issues. Instead, it has become a swirling cesspool of paranoia, misplaced outrage, and unsolicited opinions about which grocery store has the best rotisserie chicken.

Every day, your friendly neighborhood keyboard warriors take to their phones to warn of lurking dangers that, upon closer inspection, are usually just the mailman, a teenager taking a walk, or a sedan that drove by too slowly for their liking. It’s a place where crime is always around the corner, no package is safe from "porch pirates," and a loose dog roaming the street is treated with the same urgency as an escaped zoo animal.

The truth is, most of the issues that crop up on Nextdoor were not problems for previous generations and are easily solved by remembering simple lessons your parents or grandparents taught you—and by recalling long-forgotten ideals like manners, dignity, and decorum.

Hoodies Don't Mean Mugging: If you watched the Oscars last week, you may have been reminded that even rich folks like Adam Sandler prefer to go around in casual clothes and hoodies. The folks over on Nextdoor seem to have forgotten this and think if they see their neighbor out on a walk in a hoodie, he is suddenly suspicious and worthy of a social media callout. A man wearing a hoodie is no more suspicious than someone with a particular haircut is automatically likely to demand to see the manager.

Sometimes People Are Just Lost: Not every car that drives slowly in the neighborhood, or pulls into your driveway for a few seconds, is "casing your house." More often than not, they're just lost and trying to either turn around or figure out where they are. I'm sure you've done it before, too. You don’t need to share your Ring Doorbell footage of them. The real crime is your camera’s 240p video quality that makes every lost driver look like they escaped from a 1998 episode of Unsolved Mysteries.

Some People Just Drive Old Cars: Seeing an old car cruising down your street doesn’t mean a crime spree is imminent. Not everyone is out here trying to impress the HOA with a gleaming new SUV that costs more than a mortgage. Some of us prefer a car that’s paid off, even if it rattles like a can of marbles and has a cassette player that only works when you punch it just right. In fact, the biggest difference between your average suburbanite and actual wealthy people is that rich folks don’t feel the need to finance a brand-new car every three years. And they definitely don’t spend their afternoons on Nextdoor posting blurry photos of a 1997 Toyota Camry with the caption, "Is this a neighbor, or am I about to be murdered?"

You Don't Always Have to Show It: While I agree that pet owners have a duty to pick up their dog's doodie when they go on walks, that doesn't mean I need a photo of every time a dog owner fails in this task. When I'm eating my meatloaf lunch and scrolling through the neighborhood gossip, I really don’t need to risk losing my appetite. I also don’t need a full forensic breakdown of the crime scene, complete with location pins and suspected canine mugshots.

Public Shaming Run Amok: There's an adage your grandma might have taught you that says, "You can catch more flies with honey than you can with vinegar." You may not be aware that granny wasn’t talking about catching flies. This applies to your neighbors. In practice, it means you will have better luck talking to your neighbor about their reckless driving and being gentle about it than you will taking a picture of their car—complete with license plate and driver description—and publicly shaming them for their misdeeds on social media. Because if you truly want your neighbor to slow down, making them feel like they’re on the FBI’s Most Wanted list probably isn’t the way.

It’s Never Gunshots: There are so many things that go boom in the night, but for most suburban residents, it isn’t gunshots. For 99% of the neighborhoods using Nextdoor, I can assure you an angry resident didn’t just take out the tennis coach in the amenities area. It could be fireworks, a car backfiring, a neighbor slamming a car door, or a screen door slamming in the wind. In my neighborhood, we hear these sounds all the time, but they aren’t gunshots. There’s a man who lives behind the neighborhood who owns a cannon. He fires it for celebratory purposes. We just can’t tell what he’s celebrating. I assume it's the completion of another day in which he successfully ignored Nextdoor.

Children Are Not Mini Criminals: Not every kid riding a bike down the street is "up to no good." Sometimes, kids just do things like play outside, ride bikes, and—brace yourself—walk in public spaces. I know it’s hard to believe, but not every adolescent with a skateboard is an aspiring jewel thief. Sometimes, they just want to ollie over a crack in the sidewalk without getting a suspicious stare from Susan two doors down.

Amazon Did Not Send a Thief to Your Porch: If a package disappears from your doorstep, it might not be a thief. It could just be that the delivery driver misread the house numbers. Instead of posting "STOLEN!!" in all caps, try checking with your neighbor.

The bottom line on most of these is rather simple. Talk to your neighbor, not at them on Nextdoor. Online communities don't work because the people are dehumanized walls of text. I'm not saying it is a lost cause, by the way. If you truly want an online community to work, be it Nextdoor, Facebook, or FiddleDeeDooDumb, start with this simple rule: If what you are about to say is not something you would be comfortable saying in-person to your nextdoor neighbor's face, don't say it on social media.
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If you’ve been following the news lately—and by “following,” I mean angrily commenting on Facebook posts you haven’t actually read—then you know Georgia’s literacy rates are, shall we say, not exactly the pride of the nation. In fact, if there were a spelling bee for state rankings in education, we’d be the kid who sits down after the word “cat.” We’re so low on the education totem pole, we’re basically the dirt it’s buried in.

If there were a standardized test for "knowing what you're talking about," we'd be the kid in the back row using the Scantron as a napkin.

But don’t worry! I’m here to help. Because if we’re going to have opinions about things, we should at least know what those things are. So, in the spirit of public service (and because my wife said I couldn’t write another column about my car’s ongoing feud with my driveway), here is a crash course in Not Sounding Ridiculous at the Next Town Hall (or, at the very least, in the comments section) by knowing the words and concepts you're actually talking about.

Town Hall

A town hall is supposed to be a place where elected officials listen to the people who put them in office. In theory, it's democracy in action. In practice, it's starting to look like an episode of Cops. If your idea of "public discourse" involves police escorts and a light show courtesy of the local armed representatives of the local government, you might want to revisit the whole "representative government" idea. Town halls are for voices, not voltage. They are quite literally your right to petition the government that is spelled out in the first amendment.

First Amendment

The First Amendment is America’s favorite constitutional amendment to misquote. Most folks will tell you it’s about “freedom,” but ask them to name the actual rights and you’ll get a blank stare and maybe a reference to “the right to bear arms” (wrong amendment, Cletus). The first amendment is the part of the Constitution that lets you say what you want, worship how you want, print what you want in a newspaper, television show, radio broadcast, or website, gather with your friends, and tell the government when it's being ridiculous.

It does not protect you from being fired from your job if you say something obscene, but it does protect you from going to jail if you criticize the government. If you can't name all five rights, maybe hold off on the Facebook rants about "my freedoms," "censorship," or "freeze peach."

Student Visa

A student visa is a little piece of paper that says, "Welcome to America, please enjoy our overpriced textbooks and questionable cafeteria food while you get a degree" It lets students from other countries study here legally. It does not make them citizens, nor does it mean they're here to take your job, your lunch, or your spot in the Chick-fil-A drive-thru. If you're upset about students here on visas, here's a quick exercise to help you with perspective. Look at your report card. See all those average grades? Making America an exceptional country requires exceptional people, and since so many Americans are perfectly fine with average, we may need to import talent from other places.

Phishing

Phishing is what happens when someone tries to trick you into handing over your bank info by pretending to be your bank, your boss, a Nigerian prince with a heart of gold, or the local sheriff's office. Georgia leads the nation in falling for these scams, which means we're either too trusting or just really, really bad at spotting typos. If you get an email or phone call demanding you pay off your jury duty debt with App Store gift cards—you might be getting scammed.

Average

An average is what you get when you add up a bunch of numbers and divide by how many numbers you have. It's not a guarantee of what you personally experience, unless you are, in fact, the entire state of Georgia. So when you see a statistic and your response is, "Well, that's not true because my cousin's neighbor's dog saw something different," congratulations: you've missed the point. 

When you see a news article talking about an average, that is the most common experience. So, when you see an article that says the average gas price in Georgia is higher than what you saw yesterday at your local station, that doesn't mean the article is wrong. It means most Georgians are experiencing higher prices than the one you saw.

Antisemitic

Antisemitic means being hostile to or prejudiced against Jewish people. It’s not a new word, but apparently, it’s one we need to define more often, since antisemitic incidents are at an all-time high. It's not a "difference of opinion," it's not "just a joke," and it's definitely not something to be proud of. If you find yourself defending antisemitic comments, maybe take a long, hard look in the mirror—and then go read a history book to see where those thought patterns lead.

Holocaust

The Holocaust was the systematic murder of six million Jews and millions of others by Nazi Germany. It's not a rumor, it's not up for debate, and it's not something you can just "forget" because you were too busy doodling in history class. If you're unclear on the details, please consult literally any reputable source. Or ask someone over age 80. You can go to your local library and read periodicals and books written from the time period and shortly thereafter. There's actual documentation on this one folks. It isn't ancient history.

Consumer Confidence

Consumer confidence is how optimistic people feel about the economy. If you're confident, you buy a new car. If you're not, you buy ramen noodles and start Googling "how to make your own toothpaste" Right now, consumer confidence is so low, even the Dollar Store is worried.

Import

An import is anything we bring into the country from somewhere else—like electronics from China, coffee from Colombia, or those ramen noodles you're stocking up on from Japan. Imports are how we get things we either can't make here or don't want to make here. Complaining about imports while sipping on imported coffee and tapping away on a phone made overseas is a bit like yelling at the rain for getting you wet without moving your umbrella.

Tariff

A tariff is a tax on stuff we import from other countries. Politicians say it's to "protect American jobs," but mostly it just means your next TV will cost more and you'll have to explain to your kids why their Christmas presents are "experiences" this year. If you're wondering why everything is more expensive, look no further than the word "tariff."

Pollution

Pollution is all the junk corporations and industries dump into the air, water, and soil because cutting corners is cheaper than cleaning up after themselves. It's what happens when companies treat the planet like a Waffle House at 3 a.m.—messy, sticky, and full of things we'll regret in the morning. This is also not something you want to defend because you, your children, and your grand children have to live here. Yes, we discovered another livable planet, but it'll take over 100 years to get there.

So there you have it, Georgia: a quick guide to the words we keep arguing about. Maybe next time, before you hit "post," take a moment to make sure you know what you're talking about. Or at least spell it right.
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So apparently, we might all be doomed. Again.

According to Harvard astrophysicist Avi Loeb—a man who seems to find alien technology in everything from space rocks to his morning cereal—a comet named 3I/ATLAS that is hurtling toward us might actually be "hostile alien technology." I'm not sure how he knows this, but it probably has something to do with a tinfoil hat and cosmic signals. At any rate, he and an army of TikTok influencers contend we're all doomed and that we're no match for the Aliens who will surely destroy our civilization, feast on our blood, and ravage the earth of its resources.

Don't threaten me with a good time, Dr. Loeb.

I can already picture Bubba in South Georgia loading his shotgun, convinced he's going to single-handedly save humanity from extraterrestrial annihilation. "Hold my beer, Barbara Jean. I'm gonna show these space varmints what American freedom looks like." Because if there's one thing aliens fear, it's a guy in camouflage cargo shorts with a 12-gauge and an attitude problem.

But here's the thing about the end of the world: I've been there, done that, bought the T-shirt, and returned it for store credit. At this point, I'm a seasoned veteran of apocalyptic disappointments.

My first brush with doomsday came when I was eight years old, standing in the grocery store checkout line. There it was, staring at me from the tabloid rack like a neon sign of terror: "World Will End Tuesday!" The exclamation point really sold it. Little 8-year-old me was absolutely shook. I spent the weekend convinced I'd never see my 9th birthday, which seemed particularly unfair since I hadn't even gotten to experience the joys of puberty yet.

My parents were so concerned about my existential crisis that they scheduled a meeting with our children's minister. This sweet lady calmly explained that if the world was truly ending, there would be signs—like water turning to blood, plagues of locusts, that sort of thing. Biblical stuff. Big, obvious, can't-miss-it stuff.

For the next couple of years, whenever the fear crept back in, I'd sneak to the bathroom and turn on the faucet. Clear water? We're good. The world gets to keep spinning for another day.

Looking back, my early evangelical paranoia wasn't really my parents' fault or even our church's fault. We were comfortably Methodist and the topic of the end times never really came up. No, I blame Robert Tilton. That man spent years trying to get me to put my grubby little hand on the TV screen at 6:30 a.m., send him money, and threatened me with Hell and the end times if I didn't comply. Nothing quite prepares you for adult anxiety disorders like a televangelist screaming about damnation before you head off to school each morning. Fortunately, a competing channel started playing Woody Woodpecker when I got a little older. I preferred his antics to Pastor Profit Prophet.

In 1997, the Heaven's Gate cult decided the world was ending and planned to hitch a ride on the Hale-Bopp comet. I hope they packed their towels and had a particularly satisfying book with the words "Don't Panic" inscribed on the cover. But alas, 39 people in matching sneakers proved that sometimes the end of the world is really just the end of common sense. The rest of us kept going to work on Monday.

Y2K was my personal favorite apocalypse. We were all going to die because computers couldn't handle the year 2000. ATMs would explode, planes would fall from the sky, and civilization would crumble because of a date format issue. Back then, before the smartphone, when only half the adults in the country had Internet access, and when half the department stores in this great nation were still running credit cards through a metal machine that went ca-CHONK whenever you made a purchase, we thought society was too dependent on computers to function if they all went on the fritz. Society was prepared for that potential catastrophe and time marched on.

At the stroke of midnight on Jan. 1, 2000 the lights stayed on, the banks still operated, the Internet didn't go down, and a bunch of people were left with a basement full of stockpiled bottled water. It was clear, by the way, not red.

After 9/11, the doomsday crowd pivoted to dirty bombs. Somewhere, somehow, terrorists were going to detonate a radioactive device and end life as we know it. We were all going to glow in the dark, assuming we survived long enough to glow.

Then came 2003 and the Nibiru scare—a rogue planet supposedly on a collision course with Earth. Apparently, the ancient Sumerians knew all about it, but somehow forgot to leave better directions. Nibiru was going to destroy us all, except it didn't exist. Minor detail.

I had a coworker who was absolutely convinced the world would end on June 6, 2006—6/6/06, the number of the beast. She didn't understand why we were all working so hard to put out a newspaper that day when there would be nobody around to read it on June 7. Maybe she believed it wholeheartedly, maybe she just wanted to take the rest of the day off, but the papers got delivered on June 7 and the world kept turning, despite its better judgment.

Throughout the early 2000s, scientists at CERN were apparently going to destroy the universe with their Large Hadron Collider. Doomsdayers were convinced it would rip a hole in spacetime or create a new Big Bang. Because apparently, humans—who are basically ants swimming in the ocean of the universe—have the power to unravel the fabric of reality itself. The hubris was impressive. So was the world's insistence on continuing to spin.

Then came 2012 and the Mayan calendar apocalypse. By that point, I wasn't scared anymore. I was ready for it. I wanted to sit in my lawn chair, drink a Coke, and watch the world come to its spectacular end. I was looking forward to having a front-row seat to the end of all days. I didn't even get a single firework.

In 2020, y'all insisted on trying to stand brooms upright in the middle of rooms and opened a portal to Hell. That's the year that brought us COVID, murder hornets, wildfires that turned the sky orange, economic collapse, and neighbors turning against neighbors over toilet paper and face masks. It genuinely felt like we were living through the Book of Revelation. Surely this was it—the final chapter of Earth.

But it wasn't. We're still here, still arguing about everything, still linking every headline to the end times.

And now we have Dr. Loeb and his alien comet theory. Oh, and the rapture crowd is already saying the comet is a distraction sent by the devil to keep us from noticing that the rapture is coming in November. They think the government will blame Aliens instead of acknowledging the Return of Christ. There's always a demon behind every bush and always a conspiracy that all these groups and countries who can't get along to save their lives are somehow in on. This is no different than Heaven's Gate. Now there's a group of folks who thinks they'll be hitching a ride on this new comet.

I'm sure November will come and go, and we'll all still be here, wondering what the next end-of-the-world scare will be.

Here's what I've learned from a lifetime of apocalyptic false alarms: It's never the end of the world. It never is. The world is remarkably resilient, humans are surprisingly adaptable, and doomsday prophets have a perfect track record—of being wrong.

So go ahead, pay your taxes. Get up and go to work. Make plans for next year. You're not escaping this mortal coil that easily. And if Dr. Loeb is right and the aliens are coming? Maybe there will be enough Bubba's with shotguns to show E.T. who's boss.

I'll be sitting in my lawn chair, drinking a Coke, and waiting for the water to turn red.
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Welp, we’re still here. Despite dire declarations from doomsday disciples, Tuesday trudged along like every other Tuesday. No trumpet, no cloud-chariot, not even a polite postcard from Heaven. The only mysterious vanishing act at my house was my laundry, which I briefly mistook for divine intervention before realizing my children had raided the dresser again.

In case you're completely in the dark about what I'm talking about—we had ourselves another predicted rapture fall through. This was supposed to be a two day event, straddling September 23 and 24th.

If you had your heart set on hovering above the current havoc, I am sorry. I know the world is weary and escape is enticing. But perhaps it’s time for a little rapture reality check.

First, the rapture as popularly preached is a fairly fresh phenomenon. Nobody in the first 1,800 years of Christianity was clutching charts and scanning the skies. It didn’t really get traction until about 1830—in Scotland, of all places. (You’d think they’d have had enough on their hands with the bagpipes.)

Second, even if you do buy into it, your own scriptures say no one knows the day or the hour. So why were you treating Tuesday like it had a cosmic “reserved” sign? That’s like scheduling a surprise party for yourself and getting mad when nobody jumps out from behind the sofa.

Third—and here’s the clincher—the real rescue already happened. Redemption is done. Salvation is sealed. What’s left is not waiting for Heaven’s helicopter but walking into the world’s wreckage with work gloves on.

See, Jesus never told us to treat this planet like a bus stop. He told us to treat it like a blueprint. The church isn’t supposed to be gazing at the clouds; it’s supposed to be grinding in the gutters. Loving the neighbor. Feeding the famished. Clothing the cold. Welcoming the wanderer. Giving to the poor. He gave us a checklist, not a calendar.

And yet—the Venn diagram of those who eagerly expected to be airlifted this week and those who skip those very commands is a perfect circle. Instead of practicing compassion, they’re perfecting countdowns. Instead of doing the hard, holy labor of loving, they’re doodling timelines and hoping the world burns.

I get it. I once walked those same shores. I devoured the Left Behind books, I trembled at the Antichrist, I fell for a rapture hoax when I was eight. But the Jesus of Scripture is not the God of the easy out. He doesn’t hand out cloud tickets. He hands out callings.

There is no rescue. There is only responsibility. And, if we take Him seriously, there is also relentless, redemptive, roll-up-your-sleeves work that makes this broken world a little more like Heaven.

So hang up the prophecy charts. Put away the cloud-gazing binoculars. Pick up a casserole dish, a coat, a kind word. Heaven isn’t hovering in the distance—it’s supposed to be leaking out of us right here, right now. You know, that whole find the workers in the fields bit. 

If you're expecting a rapture while hoping for havoc on those left behind, you missed the whole message. Maybe go back to Sunday School—and this time, read the red letters.
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I don't believe in New Year's resolutions. I also don't believe in low-fat ice cream, honest politicians, or the idea that my tires are really low on air when my car keeps insisting they are. Yet every year, sometime between when the clock strikes midnight and I’m halfway through my ham and black-eyed peas, my wife insists that we need resolutions.

She loves resolutions. She says they give us purpose, structure, and direction. I counter that they give us guilt, anxiety, and the sense of failure we were so looking forward to leaving behind with last year’s taxes. But marriage is about compromise—or so I’ve been told repeatedly—so this year, I’ve resolved to make some resolutions.

I resolve not to mansplain. For those of you who have been living under a rock, mansplaining is when a man explains something to a woman in a condescending tone, usually about a topic she already knows more about. It’s annoying, insulting, and, according to my favorite former co-worker, something I do with Olympic-level precision.

So, starting this year, no more mansplaining. Instead, I’ll simply offer detailed clarifications with helpful diagrams, because nothing says respect like a well-drawn pie chart.

I resolve to be nicer. Apparently, I have a tendency to express my opinions in a way that others might find… abrasive. I disagree entirely, but in the spirit of growth, I’ll try to soften my edges. So the next time someone uses the phrase "fake news," I will resist the urge to question their literacy and simply nod understandingly—before suggesting they take off their tinfoil hat and try reading something other than bumper stickers and social media posts from their cave-dwelling friends.

I resolve to tolerate fools better. Let’s face it, the world is teeming with people whose decision-making abilities range somewhere between 'questionable' and 'please stop reproducing.' But this year, instead of sighing dramatically and muttering under my breath, I’ll take a deep breath and smile—unless, of course, someone starts explaining how gravity is just a government conspiracy to keep us from jumping too high and hitting the dome. 

I resolve to exercise more. And by 'more,' I mean I’ll take the stairs at least once this year and maybe park farther away at the grocery store—provided it’s not raining, snowing, or a day ending in "y."

I resolve to stop procrastinating. Of course, I was supposed to write this column yesterday, so maybe we can take this resolution out for a spin next year.

I resolve to put my phone down. My wife says I spend too much time on my phone and not enough time being present. I explained that I was researching vital information, like whether a hot dog is technically a sandwich (it is). She said that’s mansplaining, and we were suddenly back to the first resolution.

I resolve to eat healthier. This means fewer fried foods, less sugar, and more vegetables. It also means keeping an open mind about hot wings, which, when you think about it, combine lean protein and essential spices, making them practically a health supplement—especially when paired with celery sticks, which I’ve decided now count as salad. Oh, I don't intend to actually eat the celery, but it looks nice on my plate.

I resolve to be less stubborn. I've been working on this one for a while. Honestly, I’m flexible—just as soon as everyone else admits they’re wrong first. That seems fair.

I resolve to be less sarcastic. No more sharp remarks, biting comments, or dry humor—unless, of course, someone hands me a kale smoothie and calls it a meal, in which case all bets are off.

I resolve not to read the comments. That’s a slippery slope that starts with curiosity, spirals into righteous indignation, and ends with me drafting a 2,000-word response complete with citations, a bibliography, and footnotes—none of which anyone will actually read.

So, there you have it, my New Year's resolutions. On second-thought, maybe I'll just resolve to sit in my chair and be quiet.
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Camping isn’t for me. I am not a camping type of person. Put another way, I am not a happy camper. Anyone who has ever met me would be able to tell within about nine seconds that when someone says “Let’s go camping,” I am the type who is going to schedule a root canal.

Believe it or not, I was once a boy scout. Boy scouts, as part of the inherent insanity of their craft, must go camping. The first time I attempted this, my friend and I pitched our tent and then I excused myself to the nearest pay phone and called my mom for an emergency evac.

Eventually, I did make it through a full night of camping, and I swore I would never do it again.

Then I met the girl. About six or seven weeks into dating Honey Doodle, she invited me to go camping with her family. I didn’t want to go camping. I adamantly wanted nothing to do with the idea and had sworn off of it entirely at the ripe old age of nine. However instead of saying, “Hell no, that’s not who I am as a person,” I figured, if the girl was able to camp, I suppose I could give it one more shot. Besides, the relationship was too new for me to be refusing to participate.

What I really didn’t understand was why my future mother-in-law went along with this camping scheme. I soon found out. Shortly after pitching my tent on an ant hill—because that’s how I roll—I was informed that my future mother-in-law and her three daughters would like to start a fire. However, none of them had any clue as to how to do this, and that’s something a man should know how to do.

Not this man. My history with attempting to start fires is a column in and of itself. But, within about 20 minutes we had the finest toilet paper fire at the camp sight blazing. For about 10 minutes.

If we’re judging manliness by one’s ability to start fires, pump iron or operate heavy machinery, I will willingly give up my man card.

Honey Doodle is a much better sport than I am. However, she is not now and never has been aware of her limitations. Once we had two wild boys, I begrudgingly realized that there would be camping in our future.

My lovely wife suggested we camp out in the back yard a few years ago. It was simple and we could escape if we needed to. I am pleased to report that I made it through the night. Honey Doodle was sleeping peacefully in her bed by 4 a.m.

Most recently, Honey Doodle suggested we pack up the kids in the ‘ol minivan and trek to Kentucky to spend two nights in a Conestoga wagon. It had air conditioning, beds, and would by most accounts be considered glamping. The campsite was beautiful. We were right smack in front of a pond, the area we were in was set off from the rest of the camp, and we would have a perfect opportunity to see the stars and commune with nature. In August. In Kentucky.

Let me tell you about nature in August in Kentucky. Nature consists of air so humid and thick that the second you walk outside you’re pouring with sweat. Everything you drink comes straight out the pours in your head. I was not aware that the humidity in Kentucky can be worse than in Georgia—I thought Georgia was the worst. The nature we were attempting to commune with also consists of mosquitoes, flies, and a hornet that made its way into our humble abode overnight. Did I mention camping isn’t for me?

In addition to all of that, our wagon didn’t have a bathroom and shower. Those were in an outbuilding. If there’s an outbuilding that ain’t glamping. If I have to walk more than three feet to take a shower, well, it’s time for that root canal again. I tried to be a good sport. I’d like to think I did a good job blending in with the camping crowd. After my shower, I was walking around shirtless just like all the other fine people in the great state of Kentucky. On one of my visits to the bath house, there were two people showering and one person in one of the toilet stalls doing something most people would find unpleasant whilst they are trying to get clean.

Honey Doodle is chronically ill. Chronically ill people don’t handle heat and humidity well at all. God love her, she tried so hard to press on and make it through both nights, but by noon on day two, her body was like a car on the side of the road with thick black smoke pouring out. They have a lot of those in Kentucky, too.

So, faced with an overheating wife and two kids who could neither stand the heat nor find something to do in a small Conestoga wagon, we did what any other sensible grownups would do. We packed up the van and drove 200 miles north to a hotel with air conditioning and a television. This is much more our style, and I don’t think we’ve ever been so happy to leave a place.

From the outset, my lovely wife—ever the teacher at heart—wanted this to be a learning experience. What we all learned is that we’re glad we weren’t born in the 1800s.

It’s funny how you can try your best to give things second and third chances only to come to the same conclusions. In my 40s, much like when I was nine, my conclusion on camping is the same. I want my Mommy.
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Last Tuesday, like most journalists, I took part in the time honored tradition of covering election night. I have been covering elections since 2000, and I've covered them under every title and setting imaginable. I've covered elections in the roles of a political correspondent, a reporter, an editor, a managing editor, and a digital director. I've covered them from a dorm room, a newsroom, a copydesk, and from my own home.

 Just like I’ve done since 2000, I pulled together my best “Election Night Survival” kit and set up camp with a mountain of snacks, enough Coca-Cola to fill a semi truck, whatever chocolate was left over from Halloween and the knowledge that it was entirely possible I would spend the night waiting on votes to roll in at the same pace as a snail crossing through molasses.

Yes, after over two decades in this game, I’ve learned a thing or two about election nights. I’ve watched votes trickle in, recounts fizzle out, and, occasionally, Fulton County make such a mess of things that even the term “hanging chad” feels nostalgic. 

Here are a few things all those nights have taught me:

It's a Waiting Game

Election night isn’t the sprint to the finish that civics class and television networks led us to believe. Most of it is waiting, and I assure you, it’s as dull for the journalists as it is for everyone else. By 10 p.m., we’re all just staring at screens, waiting for those numbers to move as if we’re hypnotizing a pet turtle to make it race.

Back in the day, we were just waiting for enough votes to come in that one of the candidates would put their campaign out of its misery and concede. That makes covering elections a lot easier for local journalists, because then we don't have to make predictions or do the required math to call a race.

In the post-concession speech era, we're more careful on the local level about making race calls, because again—we aren't that good at math.

Junk Food Is Not Optional

We start with good intentions, and election night pizza, but by hour four, Election Night devolves into a junk-food frenzy. Newsrooms transform into an unofficial snack bar, with everyone digging into their bags or their desks, or in some cases walking to the nearest gas station to refuel on  salt and sugar. If you’re a voter watching results at home, know that we’re all in this together—bonded by a mutual craving for caffeine and chips.

There Are More Elections Than You Think

Did you think election coverage was just every fourth November? While most voters only focus on presidential elections, there’s an election somewhere every year—whether it’s the big show in a presidential year or a vote on the local coroner.

I've seen elections that were decided by just one vote. In local races on off-year elections, we're talking about a couple hundred people deciding who the mayor is—which is kinda sad because most of the stuff you complain about isn't handled by Washington D.C. If you care about street lights and potholes, a little bit of voting can cure your irritation.

Fulton County: Forever in Chaos

After the 2020 election, reporters from across the globe centered on Fulton County. Were there suitcases full of ballots? Why did they call it a night and try to go home early? Did anything unusual or fraudulent happen?

Folks, I've covered Fulton County elections for roughly 20 of the 24 years I've covered elections. Let me let you in on a little intel from a guy who's covered their elections for longer than some of you have been alive: Elections in Fulton County have always been a disaster. This is not intentional, nor a conspiracy, nor anything more than the following two things. 

1.) Fulton County is a huge county. It can take two hours to drive from one end of the county to the other, which is what some of the poll workers have to do to get the votes from the precinct to the central office.

2.) As Georgia's largest county that also includes the massive city of Atlanta, it is also Georgia's most bureaucratic county. Imagine if the DMV counted votes.

People who were surprised by their 2020 performance must not know Fulton very well. Around here, “election night” and “Fulton County” go together like “barbecue" and "milk."

Your Vote is Counted. And Counted Again. And Again.

You might imagine your vote as a precious piece of cargo that’s counted with all the gravitas of a NASA launch. In reality, it’s more like a package that keeps getting rerouted—overseen, checked, and re-checked. It’s counted so many times I’m convinced they know your voting history better than you do.

The precinct you vote in tallies your votes and then posts them on the door. Then they go to election headquarters where the number of ballots are checked and officially counted.

After that the votes are certified and once again, the number of votes is verified yet again. We say every vote gets counted, but really every vote gets counted in some form or fashion repeatedly—and that doesn't even count recounts.

Recounts Are the New "Refresh"

Shortly after election night, someone usually demands a recount, hoping to shift the outcome by some miracle. Also, in many counties, if the vote count is less than 1% difference in candidates, there's an automatic recount.

Spoiler alert: recounts rarely make a difference, it may move a vote from column A into column B and a vote from column B into column A, but the chances of a recount changing the result are about as good as one's chances of finding a clean bathroom in New Jersey.

After decades of covering recounts, I’m here to tell you they’re about as useful as adding another coat of paint to a chipped wall. Necessary, maybe, but it rarely changes the view.

It Really Does Take a Week (or More)

Yes, your local TV station and local news organization will call the race. Journalists know you want to be informed and we will either tell you who has won based on how the count is going and how many votes are left to count, or we will tell you who "appears to be winning." Words and phrasing matter.

If you go to the Secretary of State's website on election night to view the results as they come in (which is what journalists are doing, by the way) you'll notice in big letters at the top of the screen it says "unofficial." Why is it unofficial? Because every vote—every early vote, every election day vote, every absentee vote, and every overseas ballot—must be counted, checked more times than Santa checks his list, and then certified by an election board.

The official count has never been finished on election night. So why have you never heard of certification? It is largely procedural and most news organizations don't cover it because there haven't been changes to the overall count and nothing puts someone to sleep faster in a news article or newscast than words that exceed three syllables. See, your eyes just glazed over because there were too many multisyllabic words in this paragraph.

Election Eve: Voters’ Cram Session

If web traffic is anything to go by, a lot of voters do their research the night before the election, cramming in candidate bios like they’re finals notes for a test.

Every year since 2010, I've seen a spike in web traffic to election stories on the day before the election and the beginning of the day on Election Day. The candidates run for months—and in the case of presidential candidates, years—but there are a ton of voters who pay as much attention to the campaign itself as my six-year-old pays to his napkin at dinner. It just doesn't come to mind.

For a surprising number of voters, the decision on who to vote for is made at the last minute. But we definitely thank you for the web traffic.
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Every once in a while, I check the comment section under a news article and wonder if maybe the Internet should come with a breathalyzer. Because the things people say to journalists—often to local, small-town, barely-making-it print journalists—should honestly come with a warning: "Might cause hair loss and a sudden craving to live off-grid."

Print journalists in particular are talked to like they’re wayward puppies who peed on the rug. Not mad, just disappointed. And always ending with: “Shame on you!”

Do you know who says “shame on you” the most? Not our mothers. Not our pastors. Not even a disapproving Aunt Doris. No, the reigning champion of moral finger-wagging is... news readers. Bonus points if they send it in ALL CAPS, preferably via fax machine.

Before there were online comments, there were letters, emails, and phone calls. We have been blessed with voicemails that begin with "I just read your little story..." and end with "...you should be fired." Occasionally, there's a biblical quote in there for good measure.

I used to have a guy who would call me every other Thursday to rant about something he read in the newspaper. I never could get him to identify himself, and he would just rant at me until the booze wore off or his wife got home. Eventually, I saved his number in the phone as "Thursday" and stopped answering his calls. I'm about 80% certain he was an elected official, and to this day I don't know what he was going through that made him so lonely that he would want to call and rage-bomb me twice a month.

Sometimes I wonder, who has the time? Who wakes up, reads the morning paper, and thinks, "You know what would really round out my Thursday? Calling the editor to inform them that their front-page teaser about a crossword puzzle was a personal attack on my HVAC situation."

There are so many better ways to spend a day. Start a garden. Write haiku. Take up basket weaving, go clean people's septic tanks. Just... not the telephone to berate someone over a missing puzzle or comic.

But trolls—like mold and in-laws—used to thrive in the shadows. The Internet didn’t invent them, it just turned on the floodlights and gave them usernames, avatars, and the unearned confidence of a thousand keyboard warriors.

But see, journalists are a different breed. I once heard of a journalist who was writing a book and pinned each rejection letter on the wall until one wall of his living room was rejection letters. Most of us have skin that is thicker than the skulls of our readers and we consider these rants and attacks on our character to be badges of honor.

Once, in the same week, for the same edition of the newspaper I was editor of, I was told that I was a commie pinko and an ignorant gun-loving redneck by two different readers. We live for weeks like that. It means we told the truth and did our jobs.

Also, nobody's going to call a journalist to tell us what a good job we're doing. No, we just catch whatever gets thrown at us in rage, so most of us keep a file or a wall of shame where we put our love notes from the public. Here are a few of my favorites—or at least what I was able to round up while preparing this column.

"Pathetic excuse for a human being and article. Shame on you for even publishing this absolute garbage." (Thanks, Anonymous Commenter. We treasure your input. By the way, your IP address matches your user account, so even though you tried to be anonymous—I know who you are.)


The saga of Ethel and the Missing Crossword Puzzle, which unfolded over roughly 27 emails and included the phrase "I may be crazy, but I'm not stupid!" and ended with an offer to deliver newspapers if it would fix delivery issues and emotional trauma. Oh, her first email also ended with "Shame on you!" Ashamed, I was not. Also, she probably spent more time and got more entertainment out of over two-dozen emails than she would have if she had gotten that puzzle.


Then there are the readers who can't distinguish news articles from opinion pieces. This used to drive me crazy until I got to know more of these people and realized they can't distinguish between fact and fiction or reality and fantasy. Case in point, one of many readers who equated a mildly left-leaning op-ed with the demise of the Republic and demanded an editorial from someone who "honors its past!"—presumably that time when half the country was at war with the other half over whether or not it was proper to own other people and make them do all your work for you. But, it's the newspaper that should be ashamed somehow.


And of course, there was the parent outraged over an article describing their child as anything short of a future Rhodes Scholar. Her email included a motivational quote, a demand that we retract the entire article, and a firm belief that the newspaper and a sports program for low income children are apparently in a conspiracy cahoots to libel her entire family tree. The article was what most would call a "fluff piece" on how a local sports program was helping children in the community. Apparently, that is something we should be ashamed to tell people about.

I share these to point out: Journalism is not for the faint of heart. We're not only trying to inform the public, we're doing it while being yelled at by bottom-feeders who read at a sixth grade level and comprehend at a third grade level, all the while insisting that they are the brightest of the bunch.

So the next time you're tempted to shout "Shame on you!" at a local journalist, consider this: we're just trying to survive, report the news, and maybe, someday, get a full lunch break. Be kind. Or at least be entertaining. We'll take either. Also, keep in mind, what you send us will be kept for ages and passed around in newsrooms. Some of your grandparents are still being mocked in newsrooms to this day for letters they wrote in a fit of rage over a word usage choice they didn't think was proper because their third grade teacher taught them differently.
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As a journalist, I have an inquisitive mind. Naturally, that means I have a ton of questions that hit me during the course of an ordinary week. Some of them are about current events, some of them disturb me to the point of sleeplessness, and some of them are the trivial existential navel-pondering that often comes with an ADHD brain with a hyperactive imagination.

Anyway, here are my questions. If any of you have answers, drop me a line in the comments. I just hope the answer isn't 42.

	If the Trump administration is cutting government funding and the GOP believes all these federal services should be turned over to the states, how is Georgia planning to eliminate the state income tax? Is the plan to just not have any government services?



	Why did we decide that in the 80s, Uncle Ned was just a drunk crazy guy with PTSD, but now that he is on TikTok he speaks the undeniable truth?



	If the Epstein files were created by Biden, Obama, and Comey, to embarrass Trump, why were they not released when Obama or Biden were president? Also, how did they exist, then not exist, then exist again?



	Why does it start storming every time I am about to take a shower in the summer?



	Why does everyone care so much about the CEO of Astronomer, whom nobody had ever heard of last week getting caught sucking face with his HR person at a Coldplay concert. Sure, the memes have been hilarious, but is this really the thing we've decided to focus our time and energy on?



	What is the point of buying my children birthday gifts when everyone in the house knows they are going to destroy them within 24 hours?



	Why is it that every time someone says “Do your own research,” what they really mean is “Watch this 3-hour YouTube video made by a guy in his truck with no shirt on?”



	If Jesus came back today, would we even recognize him, or would he get labeled a “suspicious vagrant” and reported on Nextdoor?




	Why is it that the more someone insists they “don’t do politics,” the more likely they are to have a 14-part political theory involving shape shifters and the price of eggs?




	Why does every political argument on Facebook end with someone shouting “READ THE CONSTITUTION,” followed immediately by a comment that proves they’ve definitely never read the Constitution?



	Why do grocery stores put the milk in the back, the eggs on the side, and the bread nowhere near either one? Is this a scavenger hunt or breakfast? Think how much easier it would be to stock up in Georgia when it snows if these things were closer together.



	Why is the IRS the only government agency allowed to say “We know how much you owe, but we’re not telling you—guess wrong and we ruin your life?



	Why does every online recipe start with a 12-paragraph essay about someone’s grandmother’s emotional journey through soup?



	Why is it considered “lazy” to not work 60 hours a week but “visionary” to make money off other people doing it for you?



	Why does my phone know where I’m going before I do, but autocorrect thinks I want to talk about a ducking nightmare?



	Why do I need a separate login, password, two-factor authentication, and blood sample just to check my own medical records—but my data was leaked to hackers in 12 third world countries before I even finished typing this sentence?
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It appears that in our haste to travel back in time to the glory days of 2017, we’ve all agreed to pretend that a global pandemic never happened. The masks are gone, the hand sanitizer stations are empty, and if you bring up “those unprecedented times,” people look at you like you just asked if Blockbuster is still open. It’s as if we all collectively decided that millions of people didn’t die, the vaccine was just a group placebo, and nothing at all was actually happening—except, of course, for the glaring fact that prices are sky high, customer service is completely dead, and nobody is around to take out the trash anymore.

If I have to swipe a crumpled napkin across another sticky restaurant table myself, I’m starting a support group. We’ll meet in the parking lot of your nearest understaffed eatery, where I’ll distribute hand sanitizer and rage.

I don’t know when it became acceptable for a restaurant to look like the aftermath of a toddler’s birthday party, but here we are. First, it was “Sorry, we’re short-staffed because of COVID.” Then it was, “Nobody wants to work anymore.” Now, five years later, the only thing working is my gag reflex when I see the ketchup crusted to the table.

Case in point: I recently visited a restaurant that had solved the trash problem by simply removing all the trash cans. Genius! The tables weren’t clean either, mind you, but when we finished our meal, there was nowhere to put our trash. I looked around for a sign—maybe a scavenger hunt clue? Was I supposed to take my tray out back and toss it in the dumpster? Flush it down the toilet? Or perhaps, in a bold new twist, just leave it on the table as a gift for the next customer, like a reverse tip? Somewhere after the pandemic-that-shall-not-be-brought-up we went from sanitizing everything to just being filthy and being fine with it.

As if that weren't bad enough, not only do the restaurants want us to clean our own tables and take our trash to our cars, they want us to tip more for the self-service. I’m all for rewarding good service, but if you’re working behind a counter and your only interaction with me is handing over a muffin, I’m not sure that warrants a 25% gratuity. The other day, I bought a bottle of water and the screen asked if I wanted to tip. For what? The privilege of not having to break into the cooler myself? What exactly are the workers being paid to do? And I won't even mention the ever-declining health scores at restaurants—that's another column for another time.

It’s not just restaurants that have changed since the pandemic we're all forgetting. Try calling a business these days. You’ll get a voicemail that says, “Your call is very important to us,” which is corporate-speak for, “We will never return this call. Please hang up and try screaming into the void.” I left a message for my doctor last week and I’m pretty sure it’s now being used as a training tool for new AI robots learning how to ignore humans. 

A similar post-pandemic business trend is having just one employee in the entire building. I walked into a store recently and found a single, frazzled worker running the register, stocking shelves, and possibly performing minor dental work in the back. My wife went to get some bloodwork done and found that the lab had closed 30 minutes early because the lone worker there needed 30 minutes to close up shop since she was by herself. If you’re going to have a brick-and-mortar business, you need more than one warm body. At a minimum you need one person to do the work and another to answer the phone or handle the customer-facing tasks. And that is the bare minimum.

Look, I get it. Hiring people costs money. But if you can’t pay your employees enough to keep them around, maybe the problem isn’t “nobody wants to work”—maybe it’s “nobody wants to work for you.” If you can't hire workers, you and your family members need to be at the shop doing the jobs. Your customers shouldn’t have to suffer because you’re trying to run a business on the same budget as a lemonade stand and failing miserably.

Last, but certainly not least, if we're going to insist that there was absolutely nothing at all bad that happened five years ago, can we please stop jacking up prices every time the wind changes direction? If we’re going to pretend there never was a pandemic, let’s stop using it as an excuse for “greedflation.” 

If you are a  business owner and you can’t keep your prices reasonable and pay your employees, you don’t deserve to have a business. That's not just me ranting, by the way. Back when this country had integrity and values and was just recovering from a time of unchecked greed, Franklin Roosevelt said the following to business owners, “No business which depends for existence on paying less than living wages to its workers has any right to continue in this country.” (He also probably would have insisted on a clean table, but history is silent on that point.)

So here’s my plea: If we’re going to act like the pandemic never happened, that's fine, but we also need to get back to functioning like we did before the pandemic. Clean the tables, answer the phones, and hire enough staff to keep the trash from piling up. Customers are getting tired of feeding greed, getting less in return, and literally being left holding the bag—of trash.
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Charlie Kirk was assassinated this week. A man with a microphone in his hand and an audience in front of him was cut down mid-sentence. Whatever you thought of him, the shock should have stopped us cold. Instead, before the echoes of the gunshot faded, too many people sprinted for their political jerseys.

If you are cheering for this man’s death, you have lost your humanity. A man is dead. Whatever you thought about his politics, he was a son, a friend, a neighbor to someone. If your first reaction is to celebrate, you’ve let politics devour the part of you that makes you human.

If you are trying to make a political issue out of this, you have lost your soul. We live in a country where grief barely gets a moment of silence before someone finds a way to spin it into campaign material. When a body is still warm and the first instinct is “How does this help my side?”—something deep inside us is broken.

If you see people who disagree with you as evil, you have lost your ability to love. Disagreement is not damnation. But the louder the shouting gets, the more we seem to forget that. Neighbors aren’t demons. They’re people. They cut their grass, they buy groceries, they love their kids. And so do you.

If you were hoping the shooter was on the other side of the political spectrum from you, you have traded your humanity for politics. That reflex—hoping tragedy falls neatly into your preferred narrative—isn’t strategy. It’s sickness.

And make no mistake, this is exactly what power structures love. A divided house is easy to control. The longer we see each other as enemies, the safer the powerful and the greedy remain at the top. They keep their grip because we’re too busy tearing at each other to notice who’s really pulling the strings.

But here’s the truth we keep forgetting. We actually want the same things. We all want affordable groceries that don’t drain the paycheck. We all want safe neighborhoods where kids can play without fear. We all want schools where the biggest worry is homework, not lockdowns. We all want to go to work, make enough to cover the bills, and still have a little left for a Friday night pizza.

Think about that. When the waitress refills your coffee, you don’t stop to ask her views on gun control. When the owner of the diner unlocks the doors at dawn, nobody wonders about his opinion on tariffs. When your pastor prays with you after a hard week, you don’t ask him where he stands on farm subsidies. When your doctor walks into the exam room, you don’t care what box he checks on the ballot—you care that he knows how to heal. Real life is built on neighbors and community, not political positions. It’s about the people who show up for you and the people you show up for.

And if we ever remembered that, if we ever came together, we could make the world a better place. And that is exactly what the wealthy and powerful fear—not left, not right, but people who finally realize they’re on the same side and are being hindered not by each other but by power structures that benefit the powerful by keeping them divided.

Charlie Kirk’s death is a tragedy. But if our only response is to cheer or to weaponize it, then the bullet didn’t just kill him—it ripped through our shared humanity.

We are neighbors before we are members of a political party. Americans before we are partisans. Humans before we are hashtags.

And if we can’t remember that, maybe we were never as free as we thought.
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The government is shut down again. Federal workers aren't getting paychecks. National parks are closed. And somewhere in Washington, our elected officials are pointing fingers at each other like toddlers fighting over the last juice box.

Since one Georgia congresswoman has called for a national divorce, I've been thinking: maybe what Congress really needs isn't a divorce lawyer, but a good marriage counselor. Preferably one who specializes in couples who communicate exclusively through social media posts and cable news shouting matches.

I've been married long enough to know that when things get tough, you don't just throw in the towel and split the china. You sit down, you talk it out, and you remember that you made a commitment to be together for life. Elected people in congress don't even have "til death do us part" stamped on their commitment. They just have 4 to 6 year terms.

My wife and I have weathered our share of storms. We've survived furniture assembly, GPS disagreements, and the battle over the thermostat. Honey Doodle likes to save energy and not run the heat or the air until fall has firmly turned to winter. I, on the other hand, prefer comfort at the push of a button. I have agreed to attempt to layer my clothing before turning on the heat. Our compromise was simple. We don't run the heat until my wife gets tired of seeing me roam around the house in a tattered bathrobe all day long.

If we can make it through those trials, surely our elected officials can figure out how to keep the government running.

So in the spirit of keeping this dysfunctional American family together, I'd like to offer some time-tested marriage advice that Congress might want to consider. You know, before they lawyer up and start dividing custody of the Smithsonian. We will ignore, for the purposes of this column, that one of the parties involved has a serious personality disorder.

Don't Let the Sun Set on Your Anger

This is Marriage 101, straight from the book of Ephesians. When you're mad at your spouse, you don't storm out of the house, hop on a plane, and spend the weekend fundraising while the problem festers.

Yet somehow, Congress thinks it's perfectly acceptable to leave town while the government is shut down. "Sorry, America, we know you're not getting paid and national parks are closed, but we've got donors to schmooze and constituents to avoid."

Here's a wild idea: stay in Washington until you fix it. Order some pizza, brew some coffee, and don't leave until you've figured it out. 

Attack the Problem, Not the Person

In marriage, you're supposed to say things like "I feel frustrated when the dishes don't get done" instead of "You're a lazy slob who doesn't care about our home." It's called using "I" statements, and therapists charge $250 an hour to teach you this.

Congress, on the other hand, prefers the "You're a socialist/fascist/spineless warthog who wants to destroy America" approach. Which, shockingly, doesn't lead to productive conversations.

Here's the thing: your spouse isn't the enemy. The dirty dishes are the enemy. The overdrawn bank account is the enemy. The weird noise the car is making that you've both been ignoring for three weeks is the enemy.

Similarly, Democrats aren't the enemy. Republicans aren't the enemy. The actual problems—the budget, the debt ceiling, health care, unemployment, prescription drug prices, immigration—those are the enemies.

But it's easier to demonize the person across the aisle than to tackle the complicated, nuanced issues that require actual work. It's the political equivalent of yelling "You disgust me!" instead of calmly explaining what you need. And just like in marriage, it solves exactly nothing.

Find a Compromise

Marriage is the art of compromise. My wife loves Mexican food and likes to have Taco Tuesday. She has never been big on pizza or movie night. If I never step foot in a Mexican restaurant again, I'd be fine with it, and Pizza and a movie is my version of bonding. So, every Tuesday I tolerate food I could live without and every Friday she sits down for pizza and a movie.

The point is, nobody gets everything they want. That's not how relationships work. That's not how governing works either, despite what the loudest voices on both sides seem to think.

Compromise isn't weakness. It's not betraying your principles. It's recognizing that you live in a house with other people who also have opinions, needs, and the occasional good idea you didn't think of first. Burning the house down because you don't want to hear differing opinions isn't an option.

I've watched Congress in recent years dig in their heels over every issue. The only thing they can seem to agree on is that they want to be reelected. 

Don't Play the Blame Game

Nothing kills a marriage faster than keeping score. "Well, I took out the trash three times this week, so you should..." Stop. Just stop.

The blame game is exhausting, unproductive, and makes everyone miserable. Yet it's Congress's favorite pastime.

"The Republicans shut down the government!" "No, the Democrats refused to negotiate!" "No, YOU!" "No, YOU!"

Meanwhile, federal workers are checking their bank accounts and doing math on how long they can stretch their groceries, and the rest of us are watching this circus wondering if we should just elect a council of golden retrievers instead. At least they'd be happy to see each other.

In marriage, blame doesn't solve problems. It just creates resentment and a mental spreadsheet of grievances that will definitely come up during your next argument. What solves problems is saying, "Okay, we're in this mess together. How do we get out of it?"

I don't care whose fault it is that the government shut down. I care that it's shut down and nobody seems particularly motivated to fix it. Stop pointing fingers and start solving problems.

Work Together

Here's a revolutionary concept: you're on the same team.

I know, I know. Republicans and Democrats have different philosophies, different priorities, different ideas about the role of government. But you're all Americans. You all took an oath to serve this country. You're all supposed to be working toward the same basic goal: making life better for the people you represent.

My wife and I don't agree on everything. But when something important comes up—a family crisis, a financial decision, a major life change—we work together. Because we're a team. Because that's what you do when you're committed to something bigger than your own comfort.

Congress used to understand this. There used to be bipartisan friendships, cross-aisle collaborations, and a general sense that we're all in this together. Now it feels like two rival gangs who happen to share a building and a deep, mutual contempt.

You don't have to like each other. You don't have to be best friends. You don't even have to follow each other on social media. But you do have to work together. That's literally the job description.

Remember, We're All One Family

This is the big one. The one that matters most.

In marriage, when things get really tough, you have to set aside your differences and your preferences to do what is best for your family.

America isn't a marriage, but it is a family. A big, messy, dysfunctional family that argues at Thanksgiving and has wildly different opinions about everything from politics to barbecue sauce to whether "y'all" is a proper word. (It is.)

But it's still a family.

We have to figure out how to live together, work together, and govern together. Not because it's easy, but because it's necessary. Because the alternative is chaos, dysfunction, and federal workers wondering how they're going to pay rent.

I've been married long enough to know that the hard times don't last forever. The arguments fade. The frustrations ease. You remember why you're together in the first place, and you keep going. Not because everything is perfect, but because you're committed to something bigger than your own ego.

Congress could learn something from that.

So here's my advice to our elected officials: Stop threatening divorce. Stop playing games with people's livelihoods. Stop treating governance like a reality TV show where the goal is to create drama and eliminate your opponents.

Instead, try acting like adults in a committed relationship. Communicate. Compromise. Work together. Remember that you're all part of the same family, even if you don't always like each other. And for the love of all that is holy, don't leave town until you fix this mess.

My wife and I have made it through years of marriage by following these principles. We've survived job losses, family tragedies, and that time I thought I could use power tools. (I could not.) If we can do it, Congress can too.

Oh, and one more thing: In a marriage, when you can't agree on how to spend money, you can't just stop paying the bills. If it isn't an option for the citizens of this country, it shouldn't be an option for Congress.
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Earlier this month, 1.2 million Georgians were able to log into Georgia Access to check their 2026 health insurance premiums.

A family of four in Chatham County discovered they'd be paying nearly $20,000 more per year for the lowest cost plan. Not $20,000 total. Twenty thousand dollars more than last year.

That's a used car. That's a year of college tuition. That's rent. That's choosing between health insurance and literally everything else in your budget.

While this was a shock to Georgia families, it is something your elected officials have been aware of all year. Everybody in power knew this was going to happen once the Affordable Care Act's extended tax subsidies expired.

The Georgia Sun reached out to both the governor's office and the insurance commissioner's office multiple times this year, asking what the state planned to do about premiums doubling for over a million Georgians.

We got nothing. Not "we're working on it." Not "no comment." Not even "go away." Just silence. The kind of silence that tells you everything you need to know about how much your elected officials care about whether you live or die.

Maybe they were busy. Maybe they had more important things to deal with. Or maybe—and I'm just spitballing here—they don't give a damn.

Before we go any further, let's clear something up. The Affordable Care Act isn't for "illegal immigrants" or "people who don't want to work" or whatever your uncle posted on Facebook last week.

The ACA is how small business owners get insurance. It's how contract workers, gig workers, and freelancers get coverage. There are also some companies with more than 100 employees who use it. Your Uber driver? Probably on Georgia Access. That person who runs the boutique downtown? Georgia Access. The freelance graphic designer who did your company's logo. The independent contractor who fixed your roof. The grocery store clerk. Your waitress. The person who cleans your house.

These aren't people waiting for a handout. These are people working—often multiple jobs—trying to stay alive in a state that seems determined to make that as expensive as possible.

And here's something that should tell you everything: There's an entire organization called The Georgia Health Initiative that exists solely to find solutions to problems our state leaders refuse to address. They're working to "advance bold ideas to improve the health of Georgians" by "building bridges and creating coalitions of solution-seekers across sectors, communities, and regions."

The Georgia Health Initiative wouldn't need to exist if our governor and legislature were doing what we pay them to do. But here we are, with volunteers trying to solve a crisis while our elected officials—who, by the way, enjoy the state health benefits plan and don't have to buy insurance off Georgia Access—sit in their offices pretending everything is fine. Meanwhile, their constituents try to pick up the pieces after poor healthcare took the lives of their loved ones during childbirth.

Other states have their own subsidies. Other states have programs that make sure every child in the state is insured. Other states have laws governing what insurance companies must cover and what they must pay.

Georgia? We handed the insurance companies the keys and said, "Do whatever you want."

Premiums doubled.

Shocked? Me neither.

Georgia politicians love to talk about "protecting lives and livelihoods." Sounds great in a campaign ad, doesn't it? But let me translate what "lives and livelihoods" actually means when it comes out of a politician's mouth:

We'll protect lives—but not if it costs businesses money. Not if it cuts into insurance company profits. Not if it means we have to regulate anything or help people.

"Lives and livelihoods" means your life matters right up until the point where saving it might inconvenience someone's bottom line. After that? You're on your own. Might I suggest a GoFundMe? It's become America's healthcare system anyway.

The press has been covering Georgia's healthcare failures for years. Our abysmal maternal mortality rates. Our infant death rates. Rural hospitals closing. Mental health care deserts. The fact that Georgia ranks 48th in healthcare quality. Georgia's high rate of early births that earned us a grade of F. The fact that Georgia was named the worst state for healthcare. Our bottom-of-the-barrel ranking in women's health.

Every time we report these facts—and they are facts, backed by data and studies and the lived experiences of Georgians—some of you call us fake news. You tell us to move to California if we don't like it here. You send emails that start with "I just read your little story," and end with "shame on you."

But facts don't care about what your grandpappy thought about doctors or what you read on social media about being injected with 5G. Georgia's healthcare system is in crisis. That's not opinion. That's reality.

St. Mary's Sacred Heart Hospital in Northeast Georgia announced plans to close its labor and delivery unit last month. They're looking at a $3.3 million budget shortfall due to recent medicaid cuts. When people can't afford insurance, they don't go to the doctor until it's an emergency. Then they show up at the ER, can't pay their bills, and hospitals—especially rural hospitals—have to absorb those costs.

Eventually, they can't. So they close. Or they cut services.

And then people die.

This isn't theoretical. This is happening right now.

The thing is, the person who dies due to lack of health insurance, or not having a nearby hospital, will not be listed as "died due to poor health care." The death certificate will say whatever their final symptom was. There is no way to document the number of lives lost to Georgia's neglect of the health of its citizens.

Whenever these issues are mentioned, some ignoramus named Bubba shouts, "Get a job! Don't waste your money on iPones and Avocados." Well, I've already shown you that the people using the Affordable Care Act often work harder than you do. But let's talk about the big 'ol greedy elephant in the room.

Should a life and death issue like health care be tied to your job? Should your boss get to decide the quality of health care that you have? Should white collar workers have better insurance than blue-collar workers? Should people who work for large corporations get better care at the hospital than people who work for a small business or who work for themselves?

Should health care be based on where you work and what you can afford?

I will say it plainly: if you believe that people should only get healthcare if they can afford it, I have serious questions about your morality. And you should, too.

We're not talking about luxury goods. We're talking about insulin. Cancer treatment. Prenatal care. The ability to see a doctor when you're sick instead of hoping it goes away on its own.

Women in Georgia are dying during childbirth. Their babies are dying. Your neighbors are rationing medication. People at your church are choosing between rent and prescriptions.

And our elected officials have chosen to do absolutely nothing.

Healthcare should never be a political issue. It's a human issue. A moral issue. A "do we care if our neighbors live or die" issue.

The Constitution promises us the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Life comes first. Not life if you can afford it. Not life if you have a good job with benefits. Not life if you're wealthy enough to pay cash for medical care.

Just life.

So here's my final thought, and I want you to sit with this one:

If you voted for someone who claimed to be pro-life, but they think only the wealthy should have healthcare, they ain't pro-life and you got played.

Your state leaders could find ways to fix these problems. They simply don't want to because they care more about businesses than they do about whether or not you live or die. And they've convinced a significant number of you that when business profits, you profit. 

How's that working out for you?
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Before I had kids, I was what parenting veterans might call “delightfully naive.” I had a long list of things I swore I’d never allow my hypothetical children to do. 

Now, as a proud parent, I look back on that list and laugh the kind of laugh that says, “Bless your darling heart, child.” Here’s a rundown of my grandiose pre-kid promises and how they’ve spectacularly crumbled in the face of pint-sized reality.

Elf on a Shelf

I once mocked people for willingly inviting a high-maintenance holiday spy into their homes to make messes that parents have to clean up. “Not me,” I said. “I’ll stick to classic traditions like cookies and carols.” Fast forward: our elf, Alabaster, now has his own Instagram-worthy adventures and even has a nemesis who comes a couple times each Christmas season to try to give the kids coal.

Eat Tons of Candy in One Day

“Moderation!” I preached. “My kids will savor their treats.” Turns out, Halloween doesn’t care about moderation, and neither do my kids. Watching them sort their loot like sugar-crazed accountants is now an annual tradition. And yes, I may have eaten the Reese’s while the children were nestled all snug in their beds.

I once watched my youngest devour all of his Easter candy on Easter Sunday. Then he wondered why his brother had candy for days and he had none left.

Climb the Walls

This one felt figurative when I said it, but now it’s shockingly accurate. Whether it’s scaling the door frames or bouncing off furniture like caffeinated lemurs, “the floor is lava” is not just a game—it’s their lifestyle. 

I used to believe walls were for hanging art. Turns out I was wrong. They're clearly a jungle gym. And don't get me started on the fingerprints on the ceiling.

Jump on Furniture

Silly me. I told myself that my children would always be under control and would never jump on my furniture. I didn't count on the role ADHD would play in my life. We had an old couch that we not only put in our playroom, but that the oldest Wild Thing referred to as his "jumping couch" much to the chagrin of his mother.

Then one day, I got a text from my lovely Honey Doodle that said, "Should we just give in and let the kids destroy the couch?" I immediately went to check her temperature as these words clearly couldn't have come from my reserved and rational wife.

About two weeks later, the couch was destroyed and the Wild Things began asking for a "new jumping couch." I was shocked at their audacity, but even more shocked to learn that there are a strikingly high number of parents who own a jumping couch.

Play With a Whoopee Cushion

Before kids: “Why would anyone buy that? It’s so immature.” After kids: I bought two. The Chaos Brigade destroyed both of them within an hour. Did I say, "That's what happens when we play rough, now you'll need to procure one with your own funds?" 

Of course not. I scoured the aisles of Target for replacements because, apparently, the sound of simulated flatulence is the cornerstone of childhood joy.

Get a Dog Before They Turn 10

I had a clear vision: no puppy chaos until the kids were responsible. The oldest Wild Thing has wanted a dog since our beloved Shih-Tzu died in 2018. But, Honey Doodle and I weren't ready for the destruction a puppy would bring upon our once-peaceful home. 

Enter Sunny, our Aussie doodle, who arrived a few months before the oldest Wild Thing's 10th birthday and has in no particular order managed to destroy two pillows, one dog bed, one pair of airpods, a windowsill, 18 shoes, three dishes, and a partridge in a pear tree. 

Spoiler alert: Sunny is mostly my responsibility. But the kids love her, and, as it turns out, I do too.

Have a Trampoline Outside

“Too dangerous,” I said. “Not in my backyard.” Guess what’s now in my backyard, much to the chagrin of my home insurance company?

This was a particularly surprising development considering that Honey Doodle and I had agreed to the trampoline prohibition whilst we were still dating on account of the fact that she had injured herself quite severely on her childhood trampoline.

However, when one has two bouncing baby boys, one must allow them to, well, bounce.

Have a Trampoline Inside

We also have a trampoline inside. Actually, that's not entirely accurate. We've had five trampolines inside. Some were used, some were new, and one was actually a rebounder Honey Doodle thought she would use daily about two decades ago.

After years of trying to find a small inside trampoline that the kids couldn't destroy, we enlisted the aid of a rather rotund resident of the North Pole. He brought a trampoline that they have yet to destroy—but now hardly use. I guess it isn't fun unless you can trash it.

Install an Indoor Swing

Once upon a time, I thought ceilings were for lights and fans, not swings.  Once we learned that we were parents to the types of children that swing from chandeliers, Honey Doodle suggested we get a swing to hang from one of the ceilings. Now, there’s a swing in my spare room, and no one blinks when I say, “Please don't sit on your brother while he's pretending the swing is a cocoon."

Get a Bow and Arrow Set

Because why in the world would a parent of two wild boys allow them to have projectiles?

But alas, we attempted to get a kids' bow and arrow set for them. Fortunately, this is yet another among the growing list of "toys my children have destroyed."

“Allow” My Kids to Be Wild

I envisioned raising serene little philosophers. What I got were mini tornadoes who wear underwear on their heads and invent games like “Who can set Daddy's last nerve on fire before bedtime.” 

And honestly? I wouldn’t have it any other way. Don't tell the Wild Things this—they think I don't like how wild they are—but I love them both from tip to tail.

So here’s to my younger, more idealistic self. You tried, but you didn’t know. Kids have a way of making your principles do backflips—sometimes literally. And while my house may be chaos and my promises in shambles, it’s the happiest mess I’ve ever made.
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Last weekend, I took my family to see the Dog Man movie, an event that had been a year in the making. You see, my children have been addicted to the Dog Man books for twelve solid months. They read them, re-read them, quote them, and act out scenes in the living room. I, meanwhile, have spent those same twelve months grumbling about how Dav Pilkey—if that is his real name—has corrupted the minds of American youth with crude jokes, potty humor, and a steadfast refusal to use traditional spelling.

If I ever meet Mr. Pilkey, I will have some words for him, and none of them will be “thank you.” I will tell him that I, a once-respectable parent, now know more about anthropomorphic toilet villains than I ever wanted. I will tell him that I can no longer have a serious conversation with my children without them interjecting a phrase like “flippy the fish” or “supa buddies.” And I will ask him, with all due respect, what kind of name is Dav? Did the “e” go missing? Did he reject it on purpose? Is he trying to start a trend? Because I swear, if my kids come home one day and tell me their friend Steve is now going by “Stev,” I'm going to start a petition for immediate parental intervention.

For those uninitiated in the lore of Dog Man, allow me to educate you. The titular character is a half-dog, half-man police officer. This happened because a police officer and his canine partner were injured in an explosion, and some genius in the medical field decided to sew the dog’s head onto the man’s body. Thus, Dog Man was born—a hero to children and a menace to parents who were hoping their offspring would be drawn to books with slightly less bodily function-related content.

Despite my misgivings, I, being the benevolent patriarch that I am, took the family to see the film adaptation. And much to my surprise (and begrudging admission), it was—good. The animation was well done, the plot was engaging, and—most shockingly of all—the toilet humor was kept to a minimum. This, for a Dog Man property, is a monumental achievement. In the books, there are no fewer than five bathroom jokes per page, so the fact that the movie featured only a handful meant that it was practically a Jane Austen adaptation by comparison.

Even more surprising, the movie had actual themes. Themes about friendship, about overcoming differences, and about how what unites us is greater than what divides us. At one point, I caught myself genuinely invested in the fate of a talking cat with a father wound. I don’t know who I am anymore.

I also have to give a standing ovation to the filmmakers for including a reporter in the story. Finally, some proper representation for the truly overworked and under appreciated: journalists. We don’t ask for much, just a little acknowledgment that it takes true courage to chase down stories while running solely on caffeine and existential dread. We'll forget her flirtations with the police chief, though it isn't all that unheard of.

After the credits rolled and the popcorn dust settled, I turned to my children, looked them in their hopeful, joy-filled eyes, and, like the responsible and decent parent I am, I admitted that I was wrong. The movie was enjoyable. Dav Pilkey—whose name I still take issue with—had not entirely ruined storytelling. My kids were right.

Will I now embrace the Dog Man fandom? Will I eagerly await the sequel? Will I stop grimacing when my children quote the books at the dinner table? No, no, and absolutely not. But I will take solace in the fact that, at least for one afternoon, I was entertained and not bombarded with potty jokes. And for that, I suppose, I should say: Well played, Dav. Well played.
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They say small children believe their parents wake up each morning, stretch, and casually release the sun into the sky like it’s a golden retriever. This is the generous interpretation of parental omnipotence. The darker truth? Parents are also the designated scapegoats for every cosmic injustice, from missing socks to global pandemics.

My initiation into this sacred duty came when my oldest was two. His mother, upon discovering an empty box of cookies, asked him—with the gentle tone of a detective knowing the suspect is hiding crumbs in his onesie—where the treats had gone. His reply? “It was Dada. I think Dada was the stoler.”

Let me be clear: I was at work that day. Miles away. Surrounded by witnesses. Yet there I was, convicted of cookie grand larceny by a toddler with frosting on his breath.

When I got home ,I knelt to his eye level, sighed, and explained, “Buddy, I get thrown under the bus enough at the office. I don’t need it here too.”

This, of course, backfired. For weeks, he asked if my job involved “hiding under buses” and whether I’d brought any “bus friends” home for dinner. My attempts to clarify fell on deaf ears.

Since then, my wife and I have served as the blame magnets of the house. Lost shoes? “Mama moved them!” Stomach bug? “Dada didn't cook the burgers enough!” A surprise thunderstorm canceling pool day? “But you promised!” (Note to self: Look into controlling weather. Could be a lucrative side hustle.)

Parental blame is an art form. It’s creative, relentless, and often weirdly specific. I once got accused of making the wifi go out "because Dada doesn't like when we have fun." Another time, I was blamed for a chick that died mid-hatch and was told my middle name was "evil" and there were acorns nicer than me.

And yet—despite the constant drum beat of parental blame, there’s a kind of pride in it. When your child looks you dead in the eye and claims you caused them to slip and fall because they ran in a mud puddle, you realize: To them, you’re both a deity and a dartboard. You control their universe, but also its hiccups. It’s the world’s least glamorous superhero gig.

So, to all parents currently being blamed for skinned knees, melted ice cream, missing crayons, or not knowing where their favorite socks are despite being at work all day, take heart, one day, they’ll move out, pay taxes, and finally grasp that you’re not the puppet master of life’s chaos.

Until then, I’ll be in the garage, practicing my cloud-whispering. Just in case.
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Several of you enjoyed hearing the chaotic tales about my children last week and asked for more, so this week I've decided to hit you again with some more of the bizarre scenes one could observe if they were a fly on the wall in our home.

As you may have guessed from my previous column, life in a house with two wild boys and a remarkably patient wife is an endless parade of absurdity, humor, and moments of unexpected wisdom. My wife, affectionately known as Honey Doodle, is the glue that holds this circus together. Our sons, whom we will refer to as The Elder Wild Thing and The Younger Wild Thing, provide the material. Here’s a curated collection of some of our finest chaos.

The Candy Cane Conundrum

The first thing you need to know about my wife is that she is an angelic soul who would give our kids her left kidney and her right eye if they asked. She's a softie. A true Hufflepuff. Unfortunately this often leads to allowing the children to have sweets at inconvenient times.

This very morning we were getting the kids ready for a Christmas party. The party prep included a bath. Prior to said bath, Honey Doodle said yes to a request for candy canes. Because red dye is the perfect thing for kids to have prior to a social event.

Once the bath commenced, I heard the following words escape Honey Doodle's mouth: “Why would you bring a candy cane into the bathtub?”

I don’t know who the culprit was, but I have a strong suspicion it’s the same person who once tried to eat a waffle with their feet.

Faith vs. Furniture

One afternoon, a loud banging reverberated through the house. Honey Doodle called out, “What’s that?”

The Elder Wild Thing replied from the other room, “My brother is trying to get something off the shelf.”

“Can you help him?” she asked, already sensing resistance.

“I don’t want to help him,” he said, in the kind of solemn tone reserved for martyrs. “I’m reading my Bible.”

Without hesitation, Honey Doodle responded, “Stop reading your Bible and get up and help someone.”

Faith, as they say, without works is dead—and if your brother is in need you should lend him a hand. There won't be any pew warmers in this house, that's for sure.

Fork Around and Find Out

During dinner one night, Honey Doodle noticed The Younger Wild Thing was eating sans fork.

“Did you give your brother a fork when you set the table?" she asked The Elder Wild Thing.

“Ummmm, no,” he admitted, his expression a masterclass in poorly feigned innocence.

“Why not?”

“He was being mean to me, so he didn’t get a fork.”

Revenge is a dish best served forkless, apparently.

More Forgiveness Issues

One evening, The Younger Wild Thing walked up and smacked his older brother because apparently one’s brother needs an occasional smacking. After Honey Doodle convinced the young offender to apologize, the Elder Wild Thing, ever the stickler for righteousness, said “I’ll forgive you in two days.”

Not sure where he plucked that time period from, but needless to say they had made amends by the end of the hour. They can try, but they just can't stay mad at each other.

Daddy as Modern Art

While baking cookies together, The Elder Wild Thing pointed to a misshapen blob of dough. “What’s that?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Honey Doodle replied. “Some funny-looking creature.”

Without skipping a beat, The Elder Wild Thing nodded, a grin already forming on his face. “Was it Daddy?”

In the words of Rodney Dangerfield, "I get no respect."

The Captain’s Command

The Older Wild Thing went through a four year pirate phase. He referred to the house as a ship and believed himself to be the captain. For four years. It was one of the most fun times in our lives—and he was quite dedicated to his craft.

One morning During The Pirate Era, The Younger Wild Thing slipped on the bathroom floor and, in true sibling fashion, decided to blame The Elder Wild Thing. A retaliatory shove followed. Without flinching, The Elder Wild Thing puffed up his chest and declared, “Don’t you ever push the captain!”

I suppose it’s comforting to know our family operates on a strict pirate hierarchy.

In Other Pirate News:

One day during this same four-year time period, I was minding my business in my office when I heard the following dulcet tones coming from my wife in the adjacent room: “We are not making our brother walk the plank.”

I think at this point in time the Younger Wild Thing wasn't old enough to talk yet and his older tormentor was essentially using him as a real-life toy.

Snack Time Sagas

This one happened when The Elder Wild Thing wasn't very eld at all. He wasn't even speaking in sentences and his younger brother had yet to take the stage.

After a day filled with snacks thrown and left uneaten, Honey Doodle was preparing dinner with the aforementioned bundle of wildness strapped to her chest. In his most innocent voice, he looked up at his Mama and said "San?" which was his word for "snack" at the time.

“No,” she replied firmly. “I’m not giving you another snack because every time I’ve given you one today, you’ve thrown it and not eaten it.”

He nodded, deep in thought, and simply said, “Yeah.”

Our little pirate captain has been self-aware from a young age.

Brotherly Bonds

Every now and then, the Wild Things remind us they aren’t always at each other’s throats. One evening, shortly after the Younger Wild Thing had learned to walk, the two brothers decided to walk up the hill in the back yard together. Sensing his younger brother’s nervousness, The Elder Wild Thing gently offered, “If you get scared, hold my hand. I’m here for you.”

Despite all the chaos and wildness, we must be doing something right on this pirate ship.

BONUS: A Dog's Tale

Years ago, before we had kids, our dog was preparing to do what dogs do best—vomit dramatically on the carpet. Honey Doodle stared him down and said, “Find something else to do.”

Shockingly, he did. To this day, I marvel at her ability to calm a hacking dog.

Life in this house is never dull. Between the candy canes, Bible lessons, and pirate mutinies, it’s an adventure I wouldn’t trade for the world—though I might consider a little more quiet time now and then.



  
    How a Birthday Party Turned Our Backyard Into Toddler WrestleMania
    

  
  How a Birthday Party Turned Our Backyard Into Toddler WrestleMania

If I had to make a list of parenting lessons I've learned the hard way, it would be longer than a CVS receipt and twice as painful to read. But somewhere near the top of that list, right between "toddlers can open childproof locks faster than adults" and "never trust a two-year-old who says they don't need to use the bathroom," sits this gem: there is such a thing as "too much birthday."

I discovered this phenomenon at my oldest son's second birthday party. It was a day that taught me that perfectly normal things—like cake, balloons, and the simple act of unwrapping presents—can overwhelm small children faster than you can say "Happy Birthday."

In fact, before the party even began, he had caused a small disaster. Sweet Honey Doodle had worked so hard all morning to make little pumpkin-shaped sandwiches that we were going to serve during the party. About five minutes after she set them out, our favorite monkey decided to give the tablecloth a little pull. Down came the sandwiches and the glass plate they were sitting on. The party began with us sweeping up glass and cleaning up a mess as the first guests were arriving.

Now let's talk about the party itself. Picture it: We're in full party mode. The backyard looks like a Hallmark store exploded. There are balloons tied to every surface, cake crumbs dotting the grass like confetti, and that particular brand of chaos that only comes from combining sugar, small children, and the acoustic nightmare that is "Five Little Monkeys" blaring from a Bluetooth speaker.

My son had already endured two hours of birthday festivities. He'd been sung to, photographed more than a Kardashian, and forced to smile while relatives pinched his cheeks and declared how much he'd grown. The kid was running on fumes and frosting.

But we weren't done yet. Oh no. We still had the grand finale: gift opening.

Spoiler alert: it was not fun.

About three gifts in, I could see the warning signs. His little face had that glazed-over look that said, "I have reached my maximum capacity for birthday-related stimulation." But like  fools, we pressed on. "One more present, buddy! Look at this pretty wrapping paper!"

That's when it happened.

My sweet, normally gentle two-year-old picked up the next gift—a nicely wrapped box with a cheerful bow—and proceeded to use it as a weapon. In one swift motion that would have made The Rock proud, he raised that present above his head, turned and brought it down like a birthday-themed steel chair right onto another kid's noggin.,

The party went silent. Then came the crying. Not just from the victim, but from several other children who apparently decided this was their cue to have emotional breakdowns of their own. My mother stood behind everyone scowling at our child's ill-behavior. It was like someone had pulled the fire alarm at a daycare center. 

As we scrambled to comfort the injured party-goer and restore order to what had become a toddler battle royal, my son stood there holding the weapon—I mean, gift—with the satisfied expression of someone who had just solved a very complicated problem.

When the chaos finally calmed down and we convinced him to actually open the present instead of using it for blunt force trauma, we discovered the ultimate irony: it was a wooden puzzle. That's right—our child had just bludgeoned someone with a 2-inch-thick piece of wood.

The family of the child our son had inadvertently inducted into his birthday wrestling match was very gracious about the whole thing, despite the growing lump on their child's head. They laughed it off, said these things happen, and assured us their little one was fine. Then they promptly moved away.

The whole experience taught me that we often forget how overwhelming perfectly normal things can be for children. What seems like innocent fun to us—a backyard full of people, loud singing, and bright decorations—can cause sensory overload to a two-year-old.

It's like expecting someone to enjoy a concert while they're having a migraine. Sure, the music is lovely, but all they really want is for everyone to stop making noise and turn off the lights.

Since then, we've implemented what I call the "No WrestleMania Zone" policy at birthday parties. Gifts get opened later, in private, when the birthday child can actually focus on and appreciate each one without feeling like they're performing in a circus.

So if you're ever at one of our birthday parties and wonder why we don't open gifts at the party, there's a very good reason. It's not because we're ungrateful or antisocial. It's because we've learned that sometimes the best gift you can give a child is protecting them from having "too much birthday."
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When my wife and I first became parents, the bedtime routine was a Pinterest-perfect dream: bath, story, prayers, bed. Four simple steps that took maybe 30 minutes and ended with angelic children drifting peacefully off to dreamland.

Fast forward a few years, and what was once a gentle bedtime waltz has morphed into something closely resembling a hostage negotiation.

The bath—once a simple transfer of child to water—now requires the diplomatic skills of a UN peacekeeper. "It's bath time" has become the household equivalent of declaring war. There's bargaining, counting, an existential crisis, possibly a fit, and me muttering under my breath about kids being tiny terrorists while I retreat to the kitchen to regroup once the children finally enter the tub.

Then there's the constant reminding that they and the water need to stay in the tub. I don't know when exactly my bathroom became SeaWorld, but I'm pretty sure I didn't sign up to be in the splash zone every night.

By the time we've survived the bath, I'm already exhausted, but like a marathon runner who's just passed the first mile marker, I know the real challenge lies ahead.

Next comes the Great Pajama Hunt. Despite having dressers full of clothes, every night is like a scavenger hunt for the Holy Grail of sleepwear. I'm not sure if they are somehow managing to lose their pajamas during the day or if their pajamas are running away from the bedtime routine the same way I want to, but despite having 6 pairs of pajamas each, they can't seem to find them on any given night.

Then it's snack time, which should be simple: eat something while Daddy reads a story. 

But nooooooooooooooo.

We have to negotiate over the snack with frequent reminders that "sugar isn't a bedtime snack" and "if you choose a bag of goldfish, you should expect not to finish it because you can't just sit and savor them at the rate of one cracker every three minutes." I'm pretty sure my children could filibuster Congress with their bedtime stalling tactics.

By the time we get to the actual story, my eyes are crossing, and I'm struggling to read coherently. Words start to blur together, and I begin to read at a fourth grade level instead of like a seasoned journalist. They love story time, and I wouldn't trade those moments for the world, but I'm so exhausted at this point that I cannot reliably string two sentences together.

Then comes what we optimistically call "15 minutes of cool-down time." We decided to help our kids adjust to bedtime by giving them 15 minutes to prepare for sleep, hoping that this would make bedtime a little more peaceful. Some nights they draw or read quietly, and I think, "Maybe we're finally getting the hang of this parenting thing!"

Other nights, they use those 15 minutes to reenact scenes from "American Ninja Warrior" on their bedroom furniture while simultaneously testing the structural integrity of our drywall. I don't know when getting ready for bed included an epic sword fight, but sometimes it does.

After the 15 minutes (or sometimes before, depending on how the snacking went), we brush our teeth. This annoys the absolute life out of me. We got them really nice electric toothbrushes that go for the prescribed two minutes, which is approximately one minute and 45 seconds longer than my patience lasts at this point in the evening.

This is where I often get accused of being mean, the worst dad ever, and yelling for no reason. This is where it all comes unraveled. My son takes two additional minutes to stop goofing off, which is precisely when I start telling him he will be losing privileges. After that threat, the only thing he actually ends up losing is his mind.

Once the brushing and gnashing of teeth is over, we say our prayers. It's the standard "Now I lay me," with the "God bless everyone and everything in the household" tacked onto the end. I'm pretty sure last night God was asked to bless the dust bunnies under the bed and a half-eaten apple from three days ago.

Lastly, we turn out the lights, and they play while they're supposed to be sleeping. I don't care because I'm officially off duty now. The sounds of giggling and thumping from upstairs could indicate they're building a rocket ship or planning a coup—either way, it's tomorrow's problem.

Currently, they're trying very hard to make "30 minutes of outside time" a requirement before their bath. I'm not sure if this is a genuine desire for fresh air or just another brilliant delay tactic in their ever-expanding arsenal to make it impossible to ever get to bed on time.

At the time of this writing, I'm considering investing in tranquilizer darts or perhaps just moving bedtime up to noon.
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At the end of a recent hotel stay—the kind where you're supposed to come home rested and rejuvenated—we climbed into our car and were instantly greeted by a smell that can only be described as "rotting fruit meets hot garbage in a sauna." It was not the sort of scent that inspires a peaceful drive. As we gagged our way through the initial stench, we also noticed we were no longer alone. The car was swarming with gnats. A quick investigation revealed that the youngest of our wild things had taken two bites of an apple—two! —and then lovingly stored the rest in the door pocket of his car seat. For two days. In the August sun.

The apple was immediately discarded. The gnats and the smell took a little longer to clear. I think the car finally got back to normal after about 57 “when will we get there’s.”

If you’re a parent, messes like this are not new. They happen all the time and you grin and bear it—maybe even laugh—and figure out a strategy to clean it. It isn’t the first time a mess like this has happened, and it won’t be the last.

The rotten apple in the car is far from the worst mess I have ever cleaned as a parent. One day, one of my children—and I won’t say which one to protect the guilty party’s future chances of getting married—decided to remove his diaper and relieve himself all over his bedroom during naptime. This was a code brown emergency. The child was not content to contain his mess to the carpet or a bed. Oh no—several toys were casualties of this doodie disaster.

My child beshat a toy guitar, a Daniel Tiger trolley, several action figures, and a couple other toys that I was too traumatized to remember. Now, there are some kind and gentle fathers out there who are the type who would tell their child all is well and lovingly clean their toys and return everything to its proper place like nothing ever happened.

Not this disgusted dad.

In what was not one of my better moments, I decided that the trash can outside was the best place for these turd-totaled toys. I was having no part of anything that involved trying to preserve poo-peppered playthings. I wanted my child to experience the consequences of crappy decisions.

After disposing of the toys, I moved on to cleaning the scene of the crime. In a classic case of piling on, it turns out we did not have any carpet cleaner in the house. Well, wasn’t that just the cherry on top of the whole odoriferous ordeal?

Still livid, I decided that my child—who really wasn’t old enough to be processing any of this—needed to go with me to buy the carpet cleaner. After all, why should he get to play while I was on a quest to clean his befouled bedroom?

On the way to the store, I asked him why in the world he did that. His only explanation was “I’m really good at pooping.”

That he was.

That was the worst mess I have had to clean up. It was not graceful and neither was I. But it is nothing compared to the messes I know are coming. I hope I am able to meet them with more grace and better preparation.

I know there will be greater messes to clean up. There will be shattered dreams, broken hearts, burst bubbles about friendships and how cruel the world is outside of the safe zone we’ve created for them.

There will be tears to dry, heartaches to heal, and wounds of the soul that can’t be fixed with a kiss and a bandaid. My kids haven’t hit the teen years or early adulthood yet. They haven’t faced the things we all know are ahead of them. These will be the real messes that these smaller messes have prepared us for.

As a parent, I’m getting better. I handled the apple incident a lot better than I did the naptime desecration. But, I am well aware that in the future, messes will be cleaned by time and effort instead of carpet cleaner, paper towels, and bug spray.



  
    Tales of a Van Cleaning Expedition: The Guts, the Glory, and the Goldfish
    

  
  Tales of a Van Cleaning Expedition: The Guts, the Glory, and the Goldfish

There comes a time in every family’s life when the family van must be cleaned. And by "cleaned," I mean exorcised. For us, that moment arrived just before Christmas, when we foolishly decided we couldn’t endure another family road trip with an unidentified smell and the lurking threat of tetanus.

We approached the van like archaeologists stumbling upon an ancient burial site—armed with gloves, trash bags, and a healthy fear of what we might uncover. The van did not disappoint.

The first discovery was a gooey yellow thing. We still don’t know what it was. My best guess was it was bubble gum (which my kids don't even chew) or it is quite possible one of my children has developed a nasty lung infection. Whatever it was had the tenacity of super glue, and it required a crowbar and a heartfelt prayer to remove.

Next, we unearthed enough lollipop sticks to construct a small log cabin. Now, lest you think Honey Doodle and I are just feeding these children lollipops every time we get in the car, they only get one lollipop a couple times each month when we visit Trader Joe's.

Then, I had to climb all the way into the third row—where no one ever sits—and immediately regretted it. Someone had mashed something unidentifiable into the console and drink holder. My oldest child simply said it was probably his apple from who knows when. It was not an apple. It was a shriveled, horrifying object that had guts. Actual guts. 

As we pushed deeper into the van’s cavernous depths, we hit pay dirt—or perhaps pay crumbs. There were leaves, rocks, sticks, pine cones, and sand. Was it from a beach, a sandbox, or the inside of a shoe? No one will ever know.

Stickers adorned every possible surface—windows, seats, the floor—like some chaotic scrapbook project gone horribly wrong. Broken color pencils rattled in door pockets, accompanied by half-completed masterpieces (of art, not food, mind you.)

Once we removed The Littlest Wild Thing's Booster seat, we found enough goldfish crackers to fill the Atlantic, along with a half-eaten hamburger and four chicken nuggets, each missing precisely one bite. Clearly, we are raising a family of highly discerning food critics.

Among the archaeological treasures, we also found:

	Mario characters engaged in what appeared to be a turf war with candy canes.

	A DVD that somehow ended up underneath the center console.

	Enough peanuts and cashews to make trail mix, provided one was comfortable with the "may contain floor dirt" label.



When the dust (and the chicken nugget crumbs) finally settled, we had filled three trash bags, one donation box, and a therapy appointment request form for the sheer emotional toll. But the van was clean—or at least, cleaner—and we were ready for our Christmas road trip.

As we drove off into the holiday sunset—with a stick we somehow missed stuck in the door and dragging on the road—we vowed to keep the van spotless this time. However, about two minutes into the trip, I heard a box of crayons bust onto the floor. At the five minute-mark, we stopped for some Jesus chicken at Chick-fil-A, and within seconds the youngest Wild Thing proclaimed he only wanted the chicken and promptly stuffed the biscuit in the door pocket.

Bless our darling hearts, we tried.
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Thanksgiving is upon us once again. Though, with the unseasonably warm weather it doesn't feel like it is quite time for Thanksgiving. That is to say, Turkey Day snuck up on me this year, but as many columnist have done in the past, it's time to dust off the tired trope of things I'm thankful for. Here we go:

I am thankful to the first person who ever looked at a coffee bean and thought: "Let's grind this up, run boiling water over it, and drink it." Whoever you are, I am forever in your debt.

I'm thankful that my dog has become so skilled at communicating her discontent. Now if I could just get her to communicate what specifically she is unhappy about.

I'm thankful I haven't been subjected to the song "Christmas Shoes" for about five years now.

I'm thankful for my HOA for providing me with this extra layer of government I so desperately need in order to keep me from making poor choices with the property I own. Without their wise guidance I might have more disposable income, I might paint my house neon green or build a fence out of old computer parts. Worst of all, I might leave my trash can out 45 minutes longer than necessary.

I'm thankful for my belly button. (It's an outie.)

I'm so thankful for the creepy talking snowman my wife puts in our bathroom every year at Christmas. Nothing can prepare you for opening a bathroom door and hearing a gruff voice sing "Ho Ho Ho, Who's gotta go..."

I'm thankful for all of the foul-mouthed blunt people in my life. We all know that the perky morning people are hiding something. Probably something completely depraved that they should be deeply ashamed of.

I'm thankful I do not shop at Walmart. I am further thankful I do not shop at Walmart on Black Friday. I am even more thankful I do not get trampled shopping at Walmart on Black Friday.

I am thankful that my children give me so many opportunities to hear my own voice by repeating myself over and over again. Kids who listen and follow instructions are overrated.

I'm thankful for social media. Thank you Facebook and TikTok for ridding me of that nasty habit I used to have of being able to concentrate for hours on a single task. I appreciate this new-found loss of focus and inner-peace.

I'm thankful to whoever the first person was who thought: "Let's uproot a fir tree from the yard, bring it into the house, throw some lights on it, and put a random assortment of stuff on it as a way to celebrate the holiday."

I'm thankful for Comic Sans and Papyrus. These two infamous fonts have a way of separating the truly intelligent from the dimwitted.

I'm thankful that I have a friend in the diamond business.

I'm thankful to be rid of whatever unnecessary car part it was that flew out on the highway earlier this week. I am also thankful my car is paid off.

I am thankful for Netflix, Hulu, Disney+, Peacock and HBO Max. Productivity is often oversold.

I am thankful for doorknobs and deodorant.

I am thankful I live in a state where I am allowed to pump my own gas.

I'm thankful for my beautiful and angelic wife. I'm convinced she is the only woman on the planet who can put up with all my shenanigans and I'm amazed she has stuck around for this long.

I'm thankful that another election season is behind us. Now we can go back to loving our neighbors, lending a hand in our communities, and not trying to analyze everyone's words and deeds through a political lens. At least, that's what we should get back to doing.

Last but not least, I'm thankful for the absolute gluttony that marks this time of year. For the next several weeks I will be making incredibly poor choices with regards to my diet and I encourage everyone else to do the same. Life is both too short and too long not to feast during festive times without feelings of guilt or dread.
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I awoke on the morning of my birthday to the text message every son and daughter dreads. It was from my dad. “Son, your mom may not make it through the day.”

The end has been near for two months, but my mom has always been a fighter. Alas, one can only battle the sands of time for so long.

My dad told me to go ahead with my birthday and not to worry—but I couldn’t do that. This was after all the woman who gave birth to me. So, I went to her.

We made a day of it. In my mind, I was getting an opportunity to spend one last birthday with my mom. We had an impromptu party, complete with pizza and a cookie cake. Her grandchildren played with her dog in the backyard while the rest of the family shared memories and told Mom how much she meant to us.

We said our goodbyes, and I know she heard us and knew what was going on. We all cried—even Mom.

Her childhood wasn’t easy. She never said much about it and claimed she couldn’t remember the details—but she carried the scars for her entire life. Her early adulthood also wasn’t easy—until she met my dad. They had their tense moments, and they related to each other through ceaseless banter—but their love story was real and undeniable.

They built a life together that was far from perfect, but it was theirs. And in the middle of all the ordinary days—raising me, paying bills, navigating the ups and downs—she found small pockets of joy that were entirely her own. Reading, collecting shells on the beach, any type of craft that involved a hot glue gun.

At some point in the late 80s and early 90s, my mom drove a blue Corsica. Her favorite thing to do when she started the car was to put in a cassette tape of Sandi Patty singing hymns. If that Corsica had 75,000 miles on it, I swear that tape spun 80,000 miles. She’d get in the car, and sing along or conduct the music—a majestic, sweeping orchestra. No matter what had happened to her in her childhood, or on that day, that music always soothed her soul.

You can tell a lot about a person by the music that touches them. You can read an obituary, or listen to what other people say about those who have left us—you can ask a person to tell their story—but the music penetrates deeper. The music tells you the cry of a person’s heart.

On that old tape, were familiar songs like “Because He Lives,” “It is Well With My Soul,” and “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.” Now, when my mom listened to these hymns, I was at the age where hymns weren’t exactly my jam. My mom was being greatly blessed, while I was being annoyed, oblivious to what the songs meant to her.

But in reflecting on those songs, and knowing the person she was, I can see what my mom deeply desired.

Thomas Merton once famously said “I don’t know how to please you Lord, but I think the fact that I want to please you pleases you,” and that was my mom’s story. She wasn’t the most religious person. She wasn’t always a picture of faith—but she wanted to please her God.

The songs she played over and over as she rode in that old car reveal the story of a woman with a troubled past who wanted peace—a place she could feel loved and at home. She wanted to be loved unconditionally, she wanted to never be afraid. For her entire life, her greatest longing was to experience what she is experiencing today in—as Sandy Patti so eloquently put it—another time and another place.
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April is National Infertility Awareness Month, and before we go any further, let me say this upfront: infertility is not funny. It is painful. It is isolating. It is traumatizing. It makes you question everything—your body, your faith, your marriage, your worth. And yet, if you live through it long enough, there comes a point when the only thing left to do is laugh. Not because it’s funny, but because if you don’t laugh, you’ll break. And Lord knows, we were already in pieces.

My wife and I spent ten years in the trenches of infertility. We are now the proud, grateful parents of two boys and have a daughter on the way through surrogacy. But that decade-long journey? It was full of humiliation, desperation, and more specimen cups than I ever want to see again.

Let’s start with the public shame. If you’ve never been infertile, let me give you a taste: every barbecue, wedding, church gathering, and casual work meeting is just another chance for someone to ask, "When are y’all gonna have kids?" If you don't answer with a baby announcement and a confetti cannon, you're met with confused stares, awkward silence, or worse—advice. Oh, the advice.

We were told to eat pineapple cores, soak our feet in Epsom salt, use essential oils, adopt and then "just wait," and of course, "try relaxing." Yes, because stress is the spermicide of the soul, apparently.

My wife endured a pharmaceutical parade of hormones that hijacked her body, scrambled her emotions, and made her feel like she was trapped inside a rollercoaster that only goes faster, never stops, and has no seatbelts. She swallowed pills that messed with her mood, endured injections of medications that bruised her belly and spirit, and walked into every doctor’s appointment with a folder full of charts and a heart full of hope that would almost always be crushed by the time we got back to the parking lot.

But the men? Oh, we have our own walk of shame. Gentlemen, let’s talk about the specimen cup. It’s handed to you like it’s no big deal. But then you're ushered into The Room. You know what happens there. Everyone knows what happens there. The nurses know. The janitor knows. The guy sitting outside in the waiting room knows. It's the most awkward square footage in any medical facility on earth.

They offer you "materials" to help, but that doesn't change the fact that it is a command performance like no other. It goes way beyond performance anxiety.  The pressure is immense, the cost is high and all of it has to happen in a creepy room that smells like antiseptic and shame.

And then there was the fundraiser. That’s right. We sat outside an ice cream shop with a handmade sign asking for donations and got some of the proceeds from the shop's sales to help us pay for fertility treatments. Nothing makes you question your dignity quite like offering sprinkles and your sob story in exchange for twenty bucks.

Infertility stripped us of our privacy, our plans, and our pride. But it also showed us who our friends were, how deep love can run, and showed me how strong my wife is. It forged our family in a fire I wouldn't wish on anyone.

If you know someone who's trying to have a child and can't, do not offer remedies or platitudes. Offer love. Offer silence. Offer your presence. The rest is just noise.

And to those still in the fight: you're not alone. You are seen. You are loved. And your dignity? It may feel like it's gone, but I promise you—it's just in hiding. It'll come back. Probably right around the time your baby throws up on your shoulder at Walmart.

Infertility takes nearly everything from you, but if you're lucky, it eventually gives you everything back in a form more beautiful and chaotic than you ever imagined. It doesn't feel fair, and it certainly isn't easy—but it's real, it's raw, and it's love, multiplied.
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Eliza,

I cannot begin to tell you how much I would have liked to know you. Words cannot express how much I wanted to have a little girl.

I loved you long before you were created. I’ll love you long after you’re gone. I never knew you—but I had so many hopes and dreams for you. I never got to hear you laugh, or see you smile, or tell you a story.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way. I was supposed to rock you to sleep, hold your hand, comfort you, give you wisdom, laugh with you, and show you all the things that matter in this world.

I was supposed to watch you grow, delight in your accomplishments, tell you how proud I was, watch you graduate, walk you down the aisle, and go before you in death.

I was supposed to dance with you, protect you, and tease you in front of your boyfriends. I was looking forward to getting to know you, hearing your voice, and even being on the receiving end of your inevitable eyerolls.

I don’t know what you would have become or what your dreams would have been, but I would have supported you in each and every one. You would have made me so proud and so happy—just by being you.

I don’t understand why this happened. I will never know why the Hand of Providence has dealt this blow. But I believe that somewhere—over the rainbow, across the universe, beyond time and space—we will meet again.

I waited half my life for you—and you were so close. Just a few short months away. I know this isn’t goodbye. I just have to wait longer to finally be with you. Until then, know that your Mama and I will always love you, and though we cannot hold your hand, we will always hold you in our hearts.

All my love,

Daddy



    The Things We Do for Love
    

  
  The Things We Do for Love

In last week’s column, I begrudgingly admitted that I took my kids to see the Dog Man movie—an experience that I would not have chosen for myself but did anyway, because the things we do for love know no bounds. Parenthood is full of these moments, where you willingly indulge in things that make you question your life choices, all in the name of seeing your kids happy.

For instance, I have purchased no fewer than five indoor trampolines for my wild monkey child to use to get his energy out. He has managed to break all of them but the most recent one, which currently resides in his bedroom. This is in addition to the outdoor trampoline, which I had foolishly assumed would be sufficient. But no, the once peaceful indoors must also be filled with bouncing and chaos—at bedtime. 
Love is not easily angered.

Then there’s the swing hanging from the corner of our library. Yes, our library. Some families dedicate a cozy, peaceful nook to the joy of reading. My children have instead decided that reading must be a full-body experience—one that involves constant motion, mid-air page turns, and a few well-timed crashes into walls. It’s hard to maintain an air of refined literary appreciation when a child swings past your head like a flying teddy bear. 
Love is patient.

Speaking of boundless enthusiasm, one of my children was obsessed with pirates for four years. Not “I like pirates” obsessed—no, no, this was a full-blown lifestyle commitment. He legitimately believed he was the captain of a ship, and our house was his vessel. I lived in a constant state of mutiny, wherein everyone was reminded who the captain of the ship was by a precocious pint-sized pirate. You think Elon Musk's kid likes to take charge—he's got nothing on my little pirate. I love that kid, but I was one fake treasure map away from walking the plank myself. 
Love keeps no record of wrongs.

My youngest child loves music. At first this was exciting news, he actually appeared to have good taste in music, such as classical and tunes from Baby Einstein. We were under the impression he was growing a deep musical appreciation. However, much like all forms of twaddle and brain rot, video games entered the picture and soured his musical tastes. Now he fills our house with video game music and the dulcet tones of the Bluey soundtrack. He comes to us with his puppy-dog eyes and says "Can I pwease wisten to moo-sic?" Unfortunately, his idea of "moo-sic" now is cringe at best and torture at worst. We aren't even talking actual songs. We're talking 10 second soundbites that he puts on repeat. Some mornings I come down the stairs to find my wife descending into madness because she's heard the same eight notes on a loop for the last 45 minutes. 
Love bears all things.

Of course, it’s not just the kids. Love, in all its forms, demands sacrifice. My dear wife has Crohn’s disease—a condition that, for the sake of everyone’s dignity, I won’t explain in great detail. But suffice it to say, before we had kids, I spent many a night beside her in hospitals. If you ever need someone to tell you which hospitals in Georgia have the best cafeteria food, I am your guy. I have developed strong opinions on which institutions do chicken tenders justice and which ones should be ashamed of what they think are mashed potatoes. 
Love always protects.

That kind of love and protection is how I ended up standing on a bed attacking a giant spider with a vacuum cleaner. My dear wife Honey Doodle was sick last week and was trying to rest in the bed when she noticed it—a terrorizing gigantic fiend with eight legs threatening her life. Okay, not her life, but certainly her sanity. She didn't want to risk an air assault from an arachnid, so she asked me to come to her rescue. Folks, I'm short and we have vaulted ceilings. I'm also clumsy, so trying to swat the sinister silken spinner with a broom or a very large fly-swatter would never work. No sir, my weapon of choice was the vacuum cleaner. There I am, standing on the bed with a vacuum cleaner, hose extended as far is it will go, ready to suck up the wicked weaving wanderer, and as I am concentrating my hardest to make sure the perilous predatory prowler goes into the vacuum instead of falling to the floor or the bed, I look over at Honey Doodle—and she is laughing her fool head off at me and taking a picture. 
Love is not proud.

To have our family at all, we went through several rounds of IVF. Again, I will spare you the finer points, but let’s just say that infertility treatments strip away any and all dignity you thought you had. No part of the process is romantic, magical, or befitting of a tender montage in a Hallmark movie. It’s clinical, expensive, and full of moments where you and your spouse exchange uncomfortable glances as medical professionals casually discuss your reproductive capabilities like they’re ordering from a fast-food menu. And don't get me started on the plastic cup. 
Love always hopes, it always perseveres.

As I've mentioned before, we also homeschool. Because clearly, in this house, love also means spending every waking moment with your children. We chose to homeschool to make sure our kids get the best education they can from my wife, who was a teacher before she was diagnosed. What this really means is that we now dedicate our time, money, and remaining shreds of sanity to curriculum selection, lesson planning, and keeping a small army of educational manipulatives from taking over the living room.

For instance, have you ever tried to explain long division to a seven-year-old while their sibling swings wildly from the library corner? It’s a test of patience that even Bluey’s dad would fail. But hey, at least we get to dodge school drop-off lines and PTA meetings, so maybe it evens out. 
Love is not self-seeking.

At the end of the day, though, you do it. You sit through the Dog Man movie. You buy yet another trampoline. You listen to endless hours of Bluey background music even though you now hear the theme song in your dreams. You do it because love, at its core, is about joy—whether it’s your own or the joy of the people who mean the most to you.

And honestly, if putting up with pirate rule and library swings is the price I pay for a happy, chaotic, laughter-filled home, I suppose it’s worth every bit of it. But if another trampoline breaks, somebody is walking the plank. It's me. I'm somebody.
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There are moments in life that cut a person to their core. Moments that shake their very sense of identity. Moments that leave them staring into the existential abyss, questioning everything they once believed.

For some, it’s the first gray hair. For others, it’s realizing they now make involuntary noises when getting out of a chair. For me, it happened when my oldest child—my pride and joy—looked at a movie from my childhood, wrinkled his little Gen Alpha nose, and declared:

“Wow. This is old. The year starts with a 19.”

It took every ounce of self-control not to collapse into a heap on the floor. Old? The movie in question came out when I was in high school. It wasn’t some black-and-white relic from the silent film era—it had color! It had dialogue! It had soul!

But no. According to my son, it was a relic. A dusty, prehistoric artifact from a bygone age.

It was bad enough when “bruh” and “skibbidi” entered my home like uninvited houseguests, taking up residence in my child’s vocabulary. I tolerated the absurdity of Dog Man, I endured the brain-melting antics of my children's favorite video-gaming Youtubers. But this? This was too far.

Let’s talk about actual cultural drivel, shall we? The 80s and 90s weren’t just decades; they were an era of substance. Our movies had heart. Our TV shows had actual plots. Our culture wasn't built around an army of "influencers" with imbecilic vocabularies and questionable conspiratorial views about the shape of the earth.

And yet, despite this, I know the battle is lost. The sheer volume of absurdity flooding modern culture cannot be undone with mere nostalgia-fueled rants. My protests are drowned out by the relentless onslaught of social media trends, manufactured celebrities, and the repetitive brain rot of feeble minds.

We are living in a world where depth and artistry have been replaced by five-second videos of people eating cereal aggressively into a microphone. Where films that defined generations are now shrugged off as "mid" while influencer cash-grabs are deemed "iconic." A world where a TikTok dance is somehow a cultural achievement but a meticulously crafted screenplay is just "that old thing."

But I refuse to go down without a fight. If I must endure the vapid wasteland of modern entertainment, then I will do so with the righteous indignation of someone who actually remembers when stories mattered.

I will sing the praises of The Princess Bride until the internet collapses under the weight of its own stupidity. I will champion Back to the Future until time travel itself is a reality. And if anyone dares utter the word "cringe" in response, they will find themselves subjected to a mandatory screening of Citizen Kane and a lecture on why dialogue and framing matter.

Yes, I was born in the last century. Does that make me a relic? No. It makes me a classic—a finely aged bottle of wisdom in a sea of artificially flavored energy drinks, a vinyl record in a world of auto-tuned noise, a well-worn novel in a wasteland of clickbait headlines. I am not outdated; I am timeless. 

And in case you were wondering how I responded to my child's insult upon my age, I simply hit him with "Bruh. You know both your mom and I were born in years that start with 19." To which he replied with a simple "Oh" and went off to do something he deemed more important.
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They say history repeats itself, usually because we’re too stubborn to learn from it the first time. But in today’s case, history is less about collapsing empires and more about collapsing comment sections.

If we’d listened to Grandma, half of the nonsense online wouldn’t exist. Our grandmothers may not have had Wi-Fi, but they knew a thing or two about human nature—and those sayings they repeated over meatloaf still apply in the digital world.

Somehow, in the Internet age, keyboard warriors and TikTok influencers have forgotten the social norms that guide people as they have replaced human interaction with their screens—however, it is still another human behind your little iPhone screen.

So, since you forgot what granny taught you, I'll give you a quick crash course:

“If you don’t have something nice to say, don’t say anything at all.”

Translation: Twitter/X wouldn’t be a battlefield if we followed this. Half of political arguments online start because someone thought “snark” was a civic duty and went too far.

“Think before you speak.”

Or in modern terms, think before you tweet. Just because you can post your hot take in real time doesn’t mean the world needs to read it. The dopamine rush you feel from being "first" with your political screed isn't worth the deterioration of polite society.

“You catch more flies with honey than vinegar.”

Grandma’s point still stands: kindness works better than cruelty. On the internet, it means you’ll get an actual conversation instead of a comment war that looks like a middle school food fight.

“Don’t burn your bridges.”

That Facebook fight with your old classmate over politics? Yeah, one day you may need that connection for a job opportunity or a new roof. Screenshots are forever, and so is the evidence of your late-night rant.

“Treat others the way you want to be treated.”

Yes, even the stranger in the Reddit thread who is clearly trying to bait you. This isn’t about trivial debates at all—it’s about the Golden Rule, the one line of Grandma’s wisdom that should stop us cold before we hit “send.” If you want respect, you have to give it first. Grandma and Jesus never said "Earn respect by trolling strangers and 'owning the libs.'"

“Don’t judge a book by its cover.”

Or by a username or avatar. That faceless account might belong to someone with real influence—or someone closer to you than you realize. Either way, best not to assume. Also, people are three dimensional, even if they don't act like it all the time. Stop seeing everyone as friend and enemy, good and evil.

“Mind your own business.”

No, you don’t need to comment on that neighbor’s vacation photo to remind them carbon emissions are bad. Sometimes scrolling past is the greatest act of love.

“Walk a mile in someone else’s shoes.”

It’s harder to type “snowflake” when you’ve stopped to consider what the other person is actually going through offline.

“Don’t make a mountain out of a molehill.”

Every minor typo doesn’t need a 200-comment pile-on. Yes, people who can't navigate your and you're are annoying, but when you correct them, you shift all that assholic energy onto yourself. That person is already down in life because of their lack of education and intellect, there's no need to make a big deal of it and kick them when they're down.

“A man is known by the company he keeps.”

Full stop. The people you surround yourself with, the people you support, the viewpoints you champion, are a megaphone screaming to the world what is important to you. If you don't like how you're being perceived, you may want to do a little pruning of your sources of influence.

“Better to keep your mouth shut and be thought a fool than to open it and remove all doubt.”

Silence is golden, friends. Just because you can notify everyone in your life all at once about your most recent conspiracy theory doesn't mean you have to. You can keep thoughts to yourself. You can spend time marinating on those thoughts before you  make them public. Touch grass. Take a walk. Hide your crazy.

“You can’t unring a bell.”

Once it’s out there, it’s out there. Ask every politician who thought they could erase a tweet or unsend that picture they texted at 3 a.m.

“Respect is earned, but manners are free.”

A “please” and “thank you” online won’t kill you. Neither will a civil disagreement.

The truth is, Grandma didn’t need to see TikTok to know how people behave when they forget their manners. She lived long enough to know that people don’t change much—just the platforms they use to bicker. If we’d followed her advice, maybe our newsfeeds wouldn’t look like history repeating itself. Grandma warned us, and the internet proved her right.
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Legend has it that every Christmas evening, after the wrapping paper carnage had settled, the ham had been devoured, and everyone was sprawled out in a gravy-induced stupor, my great-grandfather would rise from his recliner, stretch dramatically, and proclaim, "Well, Christmas is as far away as ever." And then he’d shuffle off to bed.

But here’s the thing—it doesn’t have to be that way. Not in my household, anyway. For us, Christmas isn’t over when the last gift is unwrapped or our bellies are stuffed beyond the point of no return. No, we celebrate what I like to call "The Pause." Otherwise known as the 12 Days of Christmas, or if you want to sound fancy, Christmastide.

The Pause is a refuge at a time when the world collectively decides to jump back onto the hamster wheel of life. As everyone around us is getting back to the crazy ping pong schedule of carpool, ball parks, gym memberships, and new diets that involve kale and sadness—we linger just a little longer in our cozy cocoon of holiday cheer.

While others are boxing up decorations and muttering about New Year’s resolutions, we’re still drinking eggnog, watching Hallmark movies, and trying to figure out if "partridge in a pear tree" is supposed to be a metaphor for something or just a weirdly specific bird request.

It’s cozy time. The house is still glowing with lights, and the scent of pine (or a reasonable facsimile courtesy of a scented candle) fills the air. The Pause is when you can wear pajamas until 3 p.m. without shame, as long as you occasionally shuffle to the kitchen to retrieve another cookie. It’s family time—perfect for board games that end in accusations of cheating and discussions that start with “Remember when?” and quickly devolve into arguments over who left the Monopoly money where the dog could get it.

It’s also rest time. As a homeschool family with parents who work from home, we have cleared the calendar and don't have anywhere to be outside of the weekly trip to the grocery store and an occasional jaunt to a restaurant. Need a nap? Take it. Want to eat breakfast and go back to bed? Go for it. This is our downtime.

This pause embraces the Danish concept of hygge (pronounced hoo-gah)—that magical, cozy feeling of warmth, comfort, and togetherness. It’s about leaning into soft blankets, fuzzy socks, and candlelit evenings while sipping hot chocolate and pretending the outside world doesn’t exist. Hygge reminds us that it’s perfectly acceptable, even admirable, to prioritize coziness and connection over productivity and performance, at least for a little while.

But most importantly, The Pause is a reset. It’s a time to reflect on the old year and plot out the new one. Historically, Christmas was a season. It was called Christmastide, a time when people allowed themselves a slower-paced, more reflective start to the year—before productivity trackers, life coaches, and corporations tried to convince all of us that January 1st was the time to reinvent ourselves. Frankly, New Year’s resolutions just seem like a way for the weight loss and exercise companies to turn that elusive first-quarter profit at the expense of people who are already broke from all that Christmas shopping.

The Pause is a gentle transition, a way to tiptoe into the new year instead of hurtling into it headfirst with an Apple Watch strapped to one wrist and a kale smoothie in the other.

So, while the rest of the world is sprinting back to normal, my family will still be here—snuggled up, soaking in the Christmas glow, and eating leftover pie directly out of the tin. Because life isn’t meant to be lived on a hamster wheel. Sometimes, it’s okay to step off, take a breath, and just be.

And if you need me, I’ll be right here, finishing up my Christmas snacks by the fire and wondering why the neighbors are giving me funny looks for taking my tree down in mid January.
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If I had to make a list of the most dependable things in my life, it would be a pretty short list. I've lost a ton of faith in humanity over the years, my favorite TV shows keep getting canceled, and I'm pretty sure my smartphone is plotting against me. But there are two things that have never, ever let me down: Elvis Presley and barbecue.

Odd pairing? Maybe. But in a year when life felt like it was being written by John Steinbeck and directed by Tim Burton, they've been my lifelines. And what I've come to realize is that we all need something—some small, dependable comforting go-to—that can anchor us when everything else goes sideways.

This weekend, my dad and I made our third pilgrimage to a barbecue restaurant since my mom passed away. It's become our thing, I suppose – two guys who've been through the wringer, seeking solace in pulled pork and brisket. After losing my Mom and then having a stillborn daughter, if ever a family was searching for comfort, it's us. Barbecue is there for you when you don't have words. Sure, we made small talk and shared a few things that had been on our minds, but mostly, we just paused, took a breath, and had a light moment to enjoy something during a year that has been filled with darkness and sadness.

I'm convinced barbecue is the ultimate comfort food. When life decides to use you as a punching bag, barbecue doesn't judge. It doesn't offer unsolicited advice or tell you everything happens for a reason. It just sits there on your plate, reliable as sunrise, ready to remind you that some things in this world are still good and right.

Whether you're celebrating a promotion or mourning a loss, barbecue shows up. It's the friend who brings casseroles during tough times, except it's better because it's an older friend and it's much heartier. It shows up in the smokey, tangy, finger-licking moments that quietly insist, “You’re still here. Keep going.”

And then there's Elvis.

I've loved Elvis since second grade, when I discovered that sequins and pajamas make an excellent concert outfit for living room performances. My poor parents endured countless renditions of "Love Me Tender" and "Suspicious Minds" delivered with all the dramatic flair a seven-year-old could muster.

The first concert I ever attended was technically Elvis, despite the minor detail that he'd already been dead for a while before I was even born. It was one of those biographical shows at The Fox Theatre with impersonators singing his greatest hits. Sure, it wasn't the real deal, but when you're nine years old and hearing "Hound Dog" performed by a guy in a rhinestone jumpsuit, authenticity takes a backseat to pure entertainment.

I've always preferred the later Elvis – the one who'd been through a divorce, gained some weight, and could take any song and make a cover that sounded like he'd written it himself.

They say music is always more beautiful coming from a broken heart, and I'm a firm believer in that theory. Nothing has ever soothed my soul during tough times quite like listening to Elvis when he was clearly soothing his own.

There's something comforting about knowing that even the King of Rock and Roll had his struggles. When I'm having a rough day, I can put on "You Gave Me a Mountain" or "My Way" and know that Elvis gets it. He's been there, done that, and bought the jumpsuit.

In the chaos of grief, when words fail and well-meaning people say all the wrong things, Elvis croons what I can't express. And brisket speaks the language of stubborn, delicious survival. Together, they’ve become my unofficial emotional support system.

So here's to Elvis and barbecue – two constants that have carried me through life's most challenging periods. They may not solve all my problems, but they sure make them easier to swallow. And in a world where nothing seems certain anymore, I'll take all the reliability I can get.

Now if you'll excuse me, I need to go practice my Elvis moves. These sequined pajamas aren't going to wear themselves.
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Some kids memorized state capitals—I memorized ring entrances.

My first WrestleMania was WrestleMania III—and no, that doesn’t make me old, it makes me a seasoned veteran of spandex storytelling. I was there for Hogan vs. Andre, for Macho Man vs. Steamboat, and for the realization that nothing in the world feels quite as electrifying as a scripted sporting event played out live in front of thousands of people. I wasn't lucky enough to attend the event in Detroit, but I watched it live via closed circuit at The Fox in Atlanta.

While my interests have changed and I have grown over the years, wrestling—and WrestleMania in particular—has always captivated me. Even if I'm not actively watching wrestling, I will come back during WrestleMania season.

For those of you who don't know, WrestleMania season is upon us—just two weeks away. This year, Georgia's own Cody Rhodes, from May-Retta, is defending his world championship against John Cena. If you haven't been following wrestling in a few years, yes That Cody Rhodes. Dusty's little boy.

WrestleMania is a big deal in my house. It's the Super Bowl to me. And no, I don't let my kids watch it, but I do mark their growth each year by taking their pictures with replicas of the two most well-known championship belts in history. Then I commandeer the living room, turn the volume up just as loud as it was at The Fox for WrestleMania III and enjoy every minute of the greatest spectacle in the world.

My father was a car salesman and had somehow managed to convince his employer that sponsoring wrestling events and TV shows would be good for marketing. I didn't realize until I just wrote that sentence that my dad was a good salesman. He clearly had some skill at getting people to fall for—or go along with—wild ideas. For me, that meant I got tickets to wrestling events and backstage passes. I even had the opportunity to hear the Macho Man's real voice on one occasion.

But it wasn't always the big shows like WrestleMania. One of my dad's wrestling contacts, an exterminator by trade who donned wrestling tights on weekends as "The Bug Man," invited us to a local show at an armory somewhere—neither I nor my dad can remember where—and my dad got dragooned into being the ring announcer and interviewer.

There's a huge difference in going to a wrestling show put on by a million-dollar company and an independent show at a local armory. While the production value of the former can't be beat, the feeling and atmosphere of the latter is almost more intense. It's like going to a minor league baseball game.

Anyway, at one point during the night, my dad had the opportunity to interview future wrestling hall-of-famer Abdullah the Butcher. Abdullah's gimmick was that he was unhinged and his matches were a bloodbath that usually involved stabbing a fork into his opponents faces repeatedly. He also didn't speak, and roughed up interviewers instead.

My dad was warned that Abdullah doesn't break character and might get physical. The interview took place off to the side of the building in front of a white van. My dad stuck the microphone in The Butcher's face and—true to form—Abdullah picked him up and slammed him into the van.

I'm pretty sure this is where my dad's back problems began, but he wore the assault as a badge of honor. He had survived an attack by Abdullah The Butcher and it didn't involve a fork to his face.

 Wrestling taught me a lot over the years. That sometimes, the best heroes are flawed. That villains can become legends. That comebacks are always possible. And that no matter how scripted something may be, the feelings it sparks can be very, very real. My dad didn’t just sell cars—he sold me a lifelong love for this absurd spectacle. And I’ve been buying in ever since.
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On January 23, 1984, a 4-year-old boy padded downstairs in his pajamas to say goodnight to his Daddy. He stopped, mid-step, transfixed by the television. There, on the screen, was a man who looked larger than life—blonde, mustachioed, and holding a golden belt high above his head. The boy's Daddy patted the couch and said, “That’s Hulk Hogan and he just won the World Title. This is called wrestling.” And just like that, the boy was hooked.

I became a Hulkamaniac before I could spell “Hulkamania.” Together, Hulk Hogan and his Hulkamaniacs slammed Andre the Giant, toppled the Million Dollar Man, and rescued America from the nefarious Sergeant Slaughter. We slayed giants, vanquished villains, and flexed our way through adversity. Hogan made me feel like I could do anything. My hero made me feel like a hero.

My mother used to say I “ate, slept, and breathed wrestling.” She wasn’t wrong. My childhood bedroom looked like a Hulk Hogan gift shop exploded in it—shirts, coloring books, bed sheets, curtains, action figures in every conceivable pose, and a championship belt with a button that swapped out the faceplate for Hogan’s own mug. I had the Hulk Hogan workout set, several wrestling video tapes, video games, and even the two wrestling albums that were produced in the 1980s.

Thanks to my dad’s job at Timmer’s Chevrolet—a proud sponsor of Superstars of Wrestling with Joe Pedicino and Bonny Blackstone—I got to go backstage at the Omni before some of the wrestling shows. I met Hulk Hogan a few times and he was even larger in person. 

I was at The Fox Theatre for WrestleMania III and V, and at the Omni for WrestleMania IV. And even to this day I can go on and on with an endless stream of wrestling facts and trivia. Ask anyone who's ever worked with me, especially around Wrestlemania time.

But people age. Kids grow up. Childhood dreams fade. Hogan left the WWF, and I drifted toward other interests. My Hulkamania shirt got  sewn into a quilt. The action figures went into a box in the attic. Life moved on.

Until college.

Hulk Hogan returned to the WWF. 

He was going to fight The Rock. At WrestleMania. On my birthday. Suddenly, I was eight years old again, glued to the TV, ready to tear my shirt in half (but, you know, laundry isn’t cheap in college.)

For 40 years, I watched Hulk Hogan bounce back from defeat. I watched him, in the direst of straits, “hulk up” and come back stronger than ever. If you grew up in the ‘80s or ‘90s, you know what I mean. Hogan taught us that no matter how hopeless things looked, you could always dig deep, say your prayers, eat your vitamins, and make a comeback.

Of course, real life is messier than a wrestling storyline. There were scandals—steroids, racism, the reality show that revealed a redneck lifestyle best left on the cutting room floor. I never confused Terry Bollea, the man, with Hulk Hogan, the character. I didn’t idealize the person. But the hero he brought to life? That guy was my childhood north star.

Today, Terry Bollea is gone. But Hulk Hogan—the larger-than-life hero who taught a generation of kids to believe in themselves, to fight the good fight, to never give up—lives on. The world may have lost a man, but the legend, the hope, the “Hulkamania” spirit? That’s immortal.

Before I end this column, I've just got one thing to say...

What'cha gonna do, when the 24-inch pythons and Hulkamania run wild in Heaven, Brother!
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If I never see another article about what Gen Z finds "cringe" again, it will be too soon.

Just when I thought the generational eye-rolls couldn't get any louder, a new 'cringe' declaration has entered the chat.

This latest tempest in a TikTok teapot involves Gen Z's apparent superhero-esque ability to detect AI-written articles by spotting an em dash. Yes—this perfectly innocent punctuation mark—the same punctuation mark that has been used by Emily Dickinson, Joan Didion, and countless award-winning journalists is now, according to 19-year-olds who have barely finished their freshman composition classes, irrefutable evidence of robot writing.

Readers, let me assure you: I am real, and I just used an em dash correctly. Please understand, I'm not knocking Gen Z. Our social media platforms depend on these occasional generational skirmishes to boost their engagement and provide content creators everything they need to make a perfect outrage omelet. Our news outlets also rely on these "kids these days" stories for a quick bump in ratings.

In fact, your friendly statewide columnist may or may not also write columns with "Gen Z" in the headline because these manufactured feuds drive revenue.

So no, I'm not knocking Gen Z, but a few folks my age or older seem like they could use a talking to. Because what's truly baffling isn't that Gen Z has opinions—it's that so many adults my age seem to care. Why are we, as experienced adults, so desperate for the approval of people who don't remember life before the iPhone?

Gen Z just finished high school, many of them are in college, and some have entered the workforce. They didn't learn the em dash in their grammar classes. They haven't read enough sophisticated writing to see the proper use of this punctuation mark of beauty. They're simply going on what they have been taught and their lack of experience in the written word is showing.

I don't have a problem with that. I do not spend my days lamenting about what people with less life experience think. What I have a problem with is the people in my age group who fret over whether or not they, personally, are "cringe."

Aside from proving once again that middle-aged anxiety and social media mix about as well as Justin Bieber and the law, this obsession with Gen Z approval also proves that many of us have forgotten what it means to be a confident adult.

Remember when Gen Z mocked "The Millennial Pause"—that brief hesitation before speaking in videos? We developed this habit because early video technology had a lag time and because we know from experience that a simple network glitch can cut off the beginning or end of a video. Gen Z wouldn't know this, of course.But what did Millennials do? Instead of laughing it off, countless think pieces emerged from writers my age, desperately explaining themselves to teenagers who have been on this Earth just long enough to drink a cup of coffee.

My grandmother was a member of the Greatest Generation and my parents were Baby Boomers. Say what you will about those two generations, but I don't recall them ever spending even two seconds worrying about what was groovy, cool, awesome, bad, radical, awesomesauce, or amazeballz when I was growing up.

My grandmother lived through The Great Depression and World War II. Not once did she ever ask teenage me if her cardigan was "cringe" or if her stories about rationing sugar during wartime were "giving main character energy." She simply lived her life, shared her wisdom, and let me figure out that she knew more than I did.

My parents never worried about whether their music choices or fashion sense met with my adolescent approval. They never hashtagged their struggles with #adulting—they just did the work of being adults. They paid bills, fixed what was broken, and somehow managed to do it all without seeking validation from people who were barely old enough to have their driver's license. 

Maybe that's what we're missing today—a quiet confidence that doesn't need a clap-back, a viral meme, or a comment section full of "likes" to feel validated.

Instead, we get grown adults nervously combing through TikTok trends, hoping they're not one em dash away from being digitally disowned.

Here's a radical idea: instead of seeking the approval of people half our age, maybe we should start acting like the adults we supposedly are. Maybe we should be good examples instead of erratic trend chasers and people-pleasers.
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Congratulations, Class of 2025! You’ve survived a global pandemic, a TikTok ban scare, and the existential threat of $8 iced coffee. You’ve weathered more “unprecedented times” than a meteorologist in Atlanta predicting snow. 

As you prepare to launch into adulthood, college, or that gap year you’re telling your parents is “for self-discovery,” allow me to offer 25 nuggets of wisdom to help you as you navigate what we like to not-so-fondly call "the real world."

1. Slow Down

Adulthood is not a competitive sport. You don’t get a medal for being the busiest. Take time to breathe, nap, and stare at the ceiling contemplating your next snack. Margin isn’t just for Word docs. It is a concept you should build into your adult life from the start.

2. Enjoy the Journey

You’ve spent years waiting for “the next thing.” Spoiler: there’s always a next thing. Don’t miss the magic of now while you’re busy chasing what’s next. Your future self will thank you for taking some time to take the scenic route.

3. Laugh. A Lot.

If you’re going to laugh about it in five years, start now. Laughter is cheaper than therapy and less awkward than crying in the campus dining hall.

4. Seek Wisdom

Find a few wise, wrinkled souls and ask them how they survived dial-up Internet, the post 9/11 world, and life before whatever-it-is-we're-living-now. Find the people who have sat where you sit now and learn from them and their mistakes.

5. Say “I Don’t Know”

It’s okay to admit you don’t have all the answers. In fact, it’s refreshing. “I don’t know” is the gateway to “Let’s find out,” and "Let's find out" is how you solve real-world problems.

6. Friends Will Come and Go

Some friends are for a season, some for a reason, and some just for the group project. Cherish them all, even if you only remember their usernames in 10 years.

7. Question Authority

You’ve spent 18 years following rules. Now’s the time to ask, “Why?” Just maybe not while your boss is explaining the dress code. Unless he's espousing the necessity of neckties. Those aren't now nor have they ever been a good idea.

8. Never Stop Learning

Your diploma is not a finish line. It’s a permission slip to keep asking questions, making mistakes, and Googling how to boil an egg. You should always be learning something. When you stop learning, you stop growing.

9. Be Careful With Information

Not everything you see online is true. (Except this column, obviously.) Check your sources. “I saw it on TikTok” and "I read an article in The Times," are not on the same level.

10. Avoid Extremes

The loudest voices are rarely the wisest. The truth is usually somewhere between “we're all gonna die” and “everything is fine.” For whatever reason, it is natural for human beings to gravitate toward extremes. Maybe we  haven't evolved beyond that habit yet—but while the extremes may be loud, either side of an extreme is willing to sacrifice its soul to be right. 

Making a difference isn't about being right. Making the world a better place isn't about being right. Doing any amount of good in this world is never about being right.

11. Pick Your Battles

Not every hill is worth dying on. Save your energy for the big stuff. The squeaky wheel does usually get the oil—until everyone just starts identifying it as the squeaky wheel and starts ignoring it or trying to replace it. When you pick your battles, people are more likely to listen when you say something is wrong.

12. Learn Nuance

Life is rarely black and white. Most of it is gray, with a splash of “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

13. Two Things Can Be Right at the Same Time

You can love your hometown and want to leave it. You can be nervous and excited. Something can be a good idea but also be extremely dangerous. You can be genuine and still hurt someone you love. Learn to hold space for both sides of every coin.

14. Treat Others With Dignity

Even if you disagree, remember that every person is a human being worthy of dignity. When you see people you disagree with as "less than," you lose all credibility and a piece of your own humanity.

15. Be Confident

Confidence is magnetic. Walk into a room like you own it, and view yourself as an asset. If you view yourself this way, so will others.

16. But Don’t Be Too Sure of Yourself

Confidence is great. Overconfidence is just embarrassing. Ask for feedback, and listen to it—even if it stings.

17. Don’t Let Others Define You

While you should listen to the critiques of others, don't let the opinion of others define you. You are beautiful the way God made you—let your light shine and don't let what other people think dim your inner light.

18. Do The Thing You Want to Do

Dream big, start small, and don’t wait for permission. The world needs your weird, wonderful ideas. If you have something you want to do or try, don't wait until after graduation or after you find a job or after you get married. Start small, but start now.

19. Tell People What They Mean to You

Life is too short for unspoken gratitude. Tell your friends you love them. Tell your parents thanks. Tell your dog he’s a good boy.

20. Mistakes Are How You Learn

Failure isn’t fatal. It’s just tuition for the school of life. Take it from someone who has been there—the only way to not fail is to become really good at failing first. Don't be afraid of it. Behind every good idea, behind every entrepreneur, behind every successful person you idolize is a string of failures that didn't make their biography.

21. People Don't Fit in Boxes

People are more than their Instagram bios. Give them room to surprise you. Every person has a story, and it usually blows the roof off your preconceived notions about them.

22. Prioritize Life Over Work

Your job is what you do, not who you are. Don’t let your LinkedIn profile become your personality.

23. Learn Your Rhythm

Some of us are morning people. Some of us are “don’t talk to me until I’ve had coffee” people. Know thyself—and schedule accordingly.

24. Unplug and Listen

Put down your phone and look someone in the eye. You’ll be amazed what you hear when you’re not checking your notifications.

25. Learn The Value of Context

Everything and everyone has context. What happened before will help you understand what is happening today. The plot makes no sense without the backstory. Unfortunately, the schools in this country have failed to give you context and what little context you had has been robbed by social media, but context is still vital to understanding the world you live in.

Class of 2025, the world is waiting. Go out there and make it a little kinder, a little weirder, and a lot more interesting. 
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My loyal dog, Sunny, graduated from dog training this week. There was a cap. There was an edible diploma, and there were hours spent over the course of the last two months teaching her new skills while stuffing her full of countless treats.

I sat there watching my golden doodle—who once ate an entire set of plastic dishware and showed zero remorse—demonstrate that she could now sit, stay, and wait on command. She touched my hand with her nose when instructed. She left things alone that didn't concern her. She dropped things she shouldn't have picked up in the first place.

And that's when it hit me: my dog now has better life skills than I do.

This is humbling in ways I'm not entirely prepared to process.

Somewhere between doomscrolling at 2 a.m. and getting frustrated by strangers on the Internet about things that will not matter in six months (or six minutes), I've apparently forgotten how to function like a well-adjusted mammal. If a dog who believes every squirrel is a personal nemesis and every person is a potential belly-rubber can learn these lessons, surely I can too.

(Spoiler alert: I'm not sure I can, but I'm going to try.)

The trainer went through several basic commands that are simple stuff for dogs, but nearly impossible for humans. Or at least for this human, who can't seem to focus on anything for more than 30 seconds unless it's a true crime documentary or a plate of barbecue.

Because here's the thing—every single one of those commands is something I desperately need to relearn.

Focus

"Focus" means getting Sunny to look at me instead of at every leaf, child, squirrel, and potential new best friend within a three-mile radius. This is harder than it sounds when you're a dog who believes every living creature is either a long-lost sibling or a threat to national security.

But we're not much better, are we?

We live in a world with approximately 47 million distractions at any given moment. Our phones buzz. Our emails ding. Our smart watches remind us to breathe because apparently we've forgotten how to do that on our own. Somewhere in the background, there's a notification telling us that someone we went to high school with just posted a photo of their lunch.

Focus has become a superpower.

The ability to look at what actually matters—your family, your goals, your mental health, that book you've been meaning to read since 2019—requires the same kind of intentional effort it takes to get a doodle to ignore a squirrel. Which is to say: it's nearly impossible, but worth attempting anyway.

Touch

"Touch" is when Sunny puts her nose to my hand. It's a redirect—a way to bring her back to me when the world gets overwhelming or she's fixated on something she shouldn't be.

We could all use a little more touch.

And I don't mean in a creepy way. I mean actual human contact. A hug. A handshake. Sitting next to someone without both of you staring at screens.

The virtual world is exhausting. It's a place where everyone is either outraged or performing happiness, where context is dead and nuance goes to die. Sometimes the best thing you can do is log off, walk away, and go find an actual human being to have an actual conversation with.

I'm as guilty as anyone. I've spent entire evenings "connecting" with people online while ignoring the person sitting right next to me on the couch. (Sorry, honey.) But there's something grounding about real human contact—something that reminds you that life exists beyond the glow of a screen.

Touch base with reality and the other human beings around you more.

Sit

This one seems simple, but it's actually the hardest in our fast-paced world.

Sit. Stay. Be still.

Sit with yourself. Sit with your thoughts. Sit without your phone, without a podcast, without any stimulation at all. Just sit and let your brain do whatever it is brains do when they're not being force-fed content every waking moment.

We all need to slow down sometimes and just sit with ourselves for a few minutes each day. Even if—especially if—it feels uncomfortable.

Wait

Sunny has learned to wait. She sits at the door and waits for permission to go outside. She sits in front of her food bowl and waits for the okay to eat.

This is a minor miracle, by the way. Have you ever seen a golden doodle wait for food? It's like watching a tornado practice patience.

Waiting is not our strong suit as a species either.

We want what we want, and we want it yesterday. We've been conditioned by two-day shipping, instant downloads, and microwaves to believe that waiting is a punishment rather than a discipline.

But some things are worth waiting for. Some things require waiting. You can't rush grief. You can't rush healing. You can't rush a good brisket. (Trust me on that last one.)

I've spent a lot of my life trying to skip ahead to the good parts, to fast-forward through the hard stuff and get to the resolution. But life doesn't work that way. Sometimes you just have to wait—for the right opportunity, for the right person, for the right time.

If my dog can sit in front of a bowl of food and wait for permission, surely I can wait for the things that actually matter.

Leave It

"Leave it" means don't touch that thing you really want to touch. For Sunny, it's usually a child's plushie or a bit of food that said child dropped.

For humans, it's usually other people's business.

If it doesn't concern you, keep your nose out of it.

This is advice I wish I'd learned about 20 years earlier. I've wasted so much time and energy worrying about things that had absolutely nothing to do with me. What someone else is doing. What someone else thinks. Drama that I had no stake in but somehow felt compelled to monitor.

Leave it.

Not your circus, not your monkeys. Not your marriage, not your problem. Not your kid, not your parenting decision to critique.

I'm not saying don't care about people. I'm saying don't insert yourself into situations where you're not needed, wanted, or helpful. There's a difference between being supportive and being nosy, and most of us could stand to learn it.

Drop It

And finally: "Drop it."

This is the command for when Sunny has already picked up something she shouldn't have. The chicken bone is in her mouth. The shoe is between her teeth. It's too late for "leave it." Now she has to let go.

There comes a time when you should just drop it and move on.

Drop the grudge. Drop the argument. Drop the need to be right. Drop the relationship that's been over for three years but you keep trying to resuscitate. Drop the idea of who you thought you'd be by now and accept who you actually are.

This might be the hardest command of all.

We hold onto things long past their expiration date. We clench our jaws and our fists around things that are actively hurting us because letting go feels like losing. But sometimes dropping it is the only way to move forward. This is especially true with arguments—political or otherwise.

Drop it and move on.

So there you have it. Six commands that can turn a chaotic doodle into a semi-fun