Edgar Lee Masters (1868-1950). Spoon River Anthology. 1916.

SUPPOSE you stood just five feet two,

And had worked your way as a grocery clerk,
Studying law by candle light

Until you became an attorney at law?

And then suppose through your diligence, And regular church attendance,
You became attorney for Thomas Rhodes,
Collecting notes and mortgages,

And representing all the widows

In the Probate Court? And through it all

They jeered at your size, and laughed at your clothes
And your polished boots? And then suppose

You became the County Judge?

And Jefferson Howard and Kinsey Keene,

And Harmon Whitney, and all the giants

Who had sneered at you, were forced to stand
Before the bar and say “Your Honor”

Well, don't you think it was natural

That I made it hard for them?

WHY did Albert Schirding kill himself

Trying to be County Superintendent of Schools,
Blest as he was with the means of life

And wonderful children, bringing him honor

Ere he was sixty?

If even one of my boys could have run a news-stand,
Or one of my girls could have married a decent man,
I should not have walked in the rain

And jumped into bed with clothes all wet,

Refusing medical aid.
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JONAS KEENE thought his lot a hard one

Because his children were all failures.

But I know of a fate more trying than that:

It is to be a failure while your children are successes.

For I raised a brood of eagles

Who flew away at last, leaving me

A crow on the abandoned bough.

Then, with the ambition to prefix Honorable to my name,
And thus to win my children's admiration,

I ran for County Superintendent of Schools,

Spending my accumulations to win and lost.

That fall my daughter received first prize in Paris

For her picture, entitled, “The Old Mill”

(It was of the water mill before Henry Wilkin put in steam.)
The feeling that I was not worthy of her finished me.

OVER and over they used to ask me,

While buying the wine or the beer,

In Peoria first, and later in Chicago,

Denver, Frisco, New York, wherever I lived,

How I happened to lead the life,

And what was the start of it.

Well, I told them a silk dress,

And a promise of marriage from a rich man,

(It was Lucius Atherton).

But that was not really it at all.

Suppose a boy steals an apple

From the tray at the grocery store,

And they all begin to call him a thief,

The editor, minister, judge, and all the people,

“A thief”, “a thief”, “a thief”’, wherever he goes. s
And he can't get work, and he can't get bread
Without stealing it, why the boy will steal.

It's the way the people regard the theft of the apple
That makes the boy what he is.
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