Tick Tock
I entered the unfamiliar place and looked around the expanse of the large building. The others were already gathered and enjoying refreshments and pleasant conversation. The organizer of the group looked up. Her smile was wide and friendly as she greeted me. 

Her friendliness helped me calm down a little. She leaned close to my ear. "I think this is everyone. Is there anything else I need to tell them besides what is in your bio?"

"No, nothing more...thank you," I said.

The introduction sounded flowery and a little overdone in my ears. Did I actually write those words on my biography?

At times like these, there was a mental recording with words that other people had said to me throughout my life playing loudly in my head. Most of them were made by my mother. 
Not all of the sound bites were negative, but I tend not to remember the positive words so much. "Just who do you think you are? If they really knew you, they wouldn't have asked you to speak to their group?" 
I took a slow, deep breath to turn off the tape player that, by now had picked up speed and was threatening to drive me mad.

They were clapping. The woman nodded in my direction with a bit of panic in her eyes. She doesn't know if I am going to freak out and run out of here.

I stood behind the small podium and made eye contact with several of the club members. It was something I had learned from my short stint in my membership to Toastmasters. 

I smiled. I placed my note cards on the podium and remembered to thank the organizer. It was a good thing that I wrote her name on the first card because I had no recollection of her name at the moment.

The club had asked me to speak to them about growing a membership. Somehow, that was the topic of the year in my speaking rounds. 

The year before had been speeches about the epidemic of bullying. That was an uncomfortable, but necessary topic that needed to be exposed. I wasn't ready to let the subject go.

I began:

Tick tock, 

the game is locked,

and nobody else can play.

Hooray!

and if they do

we'll take off our shoe,

and beat them till

their black and blue.

The atmosphere in the room was so cold that I thought about breathing out to see if I could see my breath. I looked from one cold stare to the next.

"Yes, ladies, this was my first exposure to clubs. I learned this little rhyme by heart in the first month of first grade."

I scanned the room and saw some of the eyes soften. "Did you ever hear this when you were a kid?" I asked.

"Right off, I decided that I wasn't going to try to fit in to any of the clubs in first grade. That decision was made when one of my friends tried joining over and over. 

"Every time she approached a group of girls, they joined hands and swung their arms back and forth saying the sing-song rhyme."

Someone nodded knowingly. "I secretly wished I belonged to a 'club' so I could say those words, too. Then, I didn't like myself too much for wanting to keep good little girls out of the little 'club'."

"Ladies, your club membership numbers are down because of this very thing. There are many of us who have been 'locked out' of clubs all of our lives."
Tears threatened my eyes and I felt a large lump form in my throat. I needed to tell something funny to lighten the mood. I couldn't allow myself to be this transparent.

I took out the pictures of my grandchildren that I carry with me for all my speeches. They were good for a laugh because they were not the normal poses of perfect smiling kids, but pictures of them in their more unflattering poses. The group seemed relieved to laugh when they saw the four of them frowning and pouting into the camera. 

Good, the room warmed up some. The gravity of the message I had to bring to them drew me back. I had to be transparent. 

"Tick tock the game is locked happens not only in grade school or organized men and women's clubs. It happens in churches and in neighborhoods and everywhere people gather together."

"It is a form of bullying, in my opinion, because it turns a person against themselves. They wonder why they aren't good enough to belong."

I thought of the many times I stood before the mirror and spoke to the reflection saying, "I don't belong."

"It can happen in families. Tick tock the family is locked and no one else can stay.. or fit in...or ...matter. 

"Ladies, if you want your club to grow, open your arms. Don't lock them. Extend love and help. Think of ways to bless and your club will overflow. It won't be known as an 'exclusive club', but an inclusive one.

"Let's change the sing-song rhyme this time to say:

Tick tock

the game's not locked.

We need you to come and play.

If you do, you won't be blue

and we will help you find strength anew.

"You know, Jesus was locked out, too. There was no room for Him, either. If you have ever had 'tick tock' sung to you, I want you to realize that He understands. 

"He has never sung that song to anyone. In fact, He says, Come unto Me all you who are weary and heavy laden and I will give you rest. Come and learn of Me."
I sat in the seat next to the organizer, Mrs. Whats her name, and she gave me a hug. "I was locked out of a lot of clubs in grade school and everywhere. You gave a talk that we needed to hear," she said.

After the minutes were read and the treasurer's report approved, the ladies filled small paper plates with cookies. Someone brought me a plate and some hot apple cider. 

I could swallow again. I hadn't realized that my mouth had turned to cotton. One by one, they slipped up close and told me that they had experienced 'tick tock,'

I couldn't help but think, If we have all experienced being left out then, why oh why, do we leave other people out? Then, I remembered that I had wished that I could be one of the singers of the rhyme. God,  forgive me!
