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A LITTLE EDGE

Keep pocket knife 
I always carry 
sharp. It's not 
so large it'll 
wear a hole in 
my pocket or 
chafe my leg.
It has a lock 
back blade which 
hints at meanness. 
A little edge 
to hold against 
tough times.

PAIR

My son likes 
to ride his 
motorcycle in 
off-road parks —  
let machine 
& terrain 
challenge 
his wits.
Like him, 
but older,
I ride an 
exercycle, 
challenging 
a speed-bump 
under my shirt.
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HALF THE TIME

At breakfast, in Tahoe 
City, I crushed 
a yellow jacket 
that was buzzing 
our table. In the 
afternoon, I saved 
one from drowning 
in our bird bath.
What does this 
tell me about 
myself? That I'm 
inconsistent? Yes. 
That I'm kind?
Only half the time.

DOCTORS' ADVICE

First doctor said 
one drink 
keep it to one 
drink a night. 
Second doctor said 
two drinks 
limit it to 
two drinks 
a night.
I take second 
doctor's advice 
& bend it 
a little on 
days that end 
in darkness.

IT'S HIS MIND

He's feeling uneasy. 
It's too early 
to go to bed.
He's got a good 
book to read 
but right now 
isn't interested.
He switches on 
the radio, listens,
& looks closely 
at the blue & 
purple veins showing 
near the inside 
of his left knee.
His body has 
been good to him.
No serious problems 
for over 50 years. 
It's his mind 
that fucks him 
up, dumps him 
in odd &
unforgiving places.
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RODY, JOHNNY & ME COW TIPPING

Hot rodding down gravel 
road in '37 Ford, 
skidding sideways 
around haystack 
blind corner, I lost 
wheel, car hit ditch 
& rolled over.
Back seat flew 
into front, but 
soft part must 
have hit us.
We crawled out 
dr iver's window 
unmarked, laughing, 
positive (for the 
moment) we 
were invulnerable.

The latest boredom 
squelcher for Sam 
& other young dudes 
at Loma Vista 
is cow tipping.
Idea is catch 
a standing cow 
asleep & tip 
it over with 
a shoulder slam.

MERLE'S MESSAGE

My uncle Merle 
is sending out 
a xeroxed message: 
People need to 
be assured that 
they are remembered 
in prayers.
He's 84.
Last year he 
had part of his 
jaw removed.
But doctors 
couldn't stop 
the cancer.
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38 SPECIAL

Before he retired, 
while he still 
had the money, 
he bought a 
stub-nosed 
38 special.
He bought it 
for two reasons: 
to protect his 
wife & himself in 
a tough neighborhood 
& as a tool 
to release him 
to heaven.

CITY LIMITS

When he's home he 
keeps a loaded Government 
Model 380 holstered 
inside his pants, 
behind a loose shirt, 
easy to reach. Five 
unlucky persons have 
been beaten or shot 
to death within a 
mile of his home.
The feel of deadly 
steel close to his 
genitals ironically 
relieves his anxiety.
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TUESDAY SKI

Bear & I went 
cross-country skiing 
early afternoon.
Six inches of 
fluffy virgin snow 
& no one around.
Just a silent white 
meadow, snow-mantled 
pine trees at meadow 
edge & slate gray, 
snow-patched peaks 
50 miles east. 
Paradise to someone 
retired, healthy 
& accompanied by 
a favorite dog.

THUNDER

Bear's a muscle dog. 
Part wolf, he has 
strong jaws & a 
strong heart. He's 
not afraid of dogs 
or men. But he 
has a weakness.
When he hears 
thunder, he shudders 
& whines & turns 
to me for help.
I put him in my 
pickup, his favorite 
retreat, where he 
pulls himself together 
& toughs it out.
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PRUNINGS

WHERE ARE THE BUFFALO?

Tonight I have the 
energy of a bull!
I yell at Bear:
Great dog! Great dog! 
Let's go out, battle 
snow & cold, track 
down a beast!
He’s ready. Ten years 
old, but he’s ready. 
Out we go. It's 
dark. Where are the 
buffalo? We stagger 
around, filled with 
a great urgency to 
set our world right. 
Finally, in blowing 
snow, we find tracks 
& follow them 
into our cabin.

He prunes the mulberry 
tree each February 
using a step ladder, 
pruning shears & 
a small saw.
He's afraid to 
allow the branches 
to stretch out of reach 
or grow too big.
He cuts the prunings 
to fireplace length 
& piles them up 
for use next winter.
He wonders about 
the tree, now 12 
years old. He believes 
it has feelings.
He decides to talk 
to it, explain himself, 
but does it whispering 
in secrecy of dark.

WEEDS

He lives in suburbia 
& lets dandelions 
grow in his lawn 
& weeds grow 
in cracks of his 
driveway. He's 
not lazy. Maybe 
he's confused.
He respects all 
plants. Trusts them, 
Believes he needs 
them growing 
around him to 
keep him alive.
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CHANGE OF HEART

The tiny pine grew 
in the flower bed, 
so mumbling a 
broken prayer he 
yanked it out & 
threw it toward 
the garbage can . . . 
then had a change 
of heart, quickly 
picked it up & 
tucked it back 
in the ground.
Two weeks later it 
was turning brown.

MIKE'S CALLING

Mike, tying down 
a load of dry 
pine limbs to use 
later in his sculptures, 
said I sure 
like making art.
I wasn't made 
to be a priest.
I don't read much, 
but at least I 
know what I 
was made to do.
Making art's 
my calling.

SACRAMENTO NIGHT

Riding home from dinner 
out she said 
I think I saw 
a falling star, 
unless it was 
an airplane.
It's a broken 
sky he said,
& the wind's 
been blowing.
I want it to 
be a star she 
said & gently 
pulled the hair 
at the back 
of his head.
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31st ANNIVERSARY

She teaches 1st grade. 
He sends her a 
dozen carnations. 
During 31 years of 
marriage he's never 
sent her flowers.
He likes to be 
unpredictable 
because he feels 
so ordinary.
With the bouquet 
he sends a love 
note on one of 
those decorated 
cards printed by 
the thousands.

FORGIVENESS

They're eating dinner, 
watching the national news. 
He feels cheated by 
the lack of depth 
& says we should 
watch the Neil/MacLehr.
He's had three glasses 
of wine & a sneaked 
swallow of vodka.
She says MacNeil/Lehrer.
He hates making mistakes 
& targets her for his 
anger but holds it in.
He keeps watching 
the pictures & listening 
to the voices, which 
are illustrating horror 
stories, & soon forgives 
her for his mistake.
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OUT OF REACH

He wants one more 
shot of vodka, but 
he's resting easy, 
reading a Hillerman 
mystery & may not 
need it. He puts book 
down. From front room 
he hears a tv voice 
describe another murder, 
then the disappearance 
of a four-year-old girl. 
One more drink will 
put him out of 
reach he thinks.
It's pain (or is 
it fear?) that pushes 
him to his feet.

A PRAYER

When I was 14 I wanted 
to be a prize fighter.
I was about five foot 
four & weighed 98 pounds. 
I was really just scared 
& prayed every night to 
that vast benevolent 
consciousness I hoped 
was out there to hurry 
my growth to six feet 
& 180 pounds. Then 
I'd be able to handle 
anything. I boxed in 
high school & had one 
amateur bout which I 
lost by split decision. 
But I did grow to six 
feet, & today I'm 
nine pounds over 180.
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COOL CUSTOMER

Before we painted 
our old house 
I let spiders 
hang around front 
porch making a 
jungle of webs.
Now I squash those 
I can reach.
Ones out of reach 
I deal Black Flag. 
I've become a 
cool customer 
& it troubles me.

RETIRED

He's cracking pecans, 
painstakingly separating 
bits of meat from 
shattered shells.
It is slow going 
but keeps him busy.
When he has 
nothing to do 
he slowly slips 
into a panic.

SPLINTER

Got a wood splinter 
under nail of right 
index finger. Finger's 
been hurting so I 
sit in good light, 
put on my new 
glasses & go after 
it left handed with 
a pin. Get it 
out with about 
the 20th try.
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A LITTLE MORE PAIN

Driving by Lucky's 
in heavy traffic 
after work 
I see this guy 
sporting red beard 
& soiled baseball cap 
holding up cardboard 
sign that reads: 
work for food.
& of course 
no one stops.
Traffic is heavy.

RAY

In January, after 
surgery, he 
wrote he'd be 
ok, then died 
in August, not 
yet 51. So?
So I read his 
poems, his stories 
& hurt & learn.
His work will 
raise him up.

PETER WEIDMAN

My great grandfather Peter 
lived to be 81.
He had long white 
hair & beard.
My grandmother told 
me he went to sleep 
in his rocking chair 
& never woke up.
I never met him but,
I see him every day.
I have a life-like 
pencil drawing my father 
made of him in 1917.
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RIP & RUN

Rip & run 
is getting serious 
in Sacramento.
Four persons trying 
to stop store thefts 
have been shot 
in the past month.
Two died.
Police say don't 
get physically involved. 
Just be a 
good witness.

CHRIST AS HIS WITNESS

He bought a hand gun 
because he's 
getting old 
& feels vulnerable. 
No smart-ass 
son-of-a-bitch 
is going to 
invade his home 
looking for easy 
money or kicks.
He's ready to 
meet violence 
with violence.
Christ as 
his witness.
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WE DANCE DAILY

Coco, our lean 
Siamese, delivered 
a live squirrel 
to the back door.
It looked like 
the golden-mantled 
ground squirrel that 
lives in our wood 
pile. I forced 
Coco to give it 
up but got bit 
in the struggle. 
Wife, very shook-up 
(the squirrel was 
loose in the house) 
yells you'll need 
a rabies shot.
I'm not taking 
any shots in the 
gut I say.
Worry's no stranger 
to me. We 
dance daily.

BAGGED

Our cat Coco 
escaped & ran 
up tree to roof. 
Couldn't get her 
down by coaxing 
or chasing so 
tried to trick her. 
Laid an empty brown 
paper grocery bag 
on edge of roof 
& sure enough 
she raced straight 
into it feeling 
(I believe) she 
was protected.
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NEW YEAR'S MORNING

Their two grown 
children have gone 
their separate ways.
The sky outside is 
gray, trees barren.
Within reach, his wife 
gently removes ornaments 
from the tree & 
places them in boxes. 
Their two dogs 
are moping, 
prisoners of a 
common melancholy.
Only Coco, their Siamese, 
is unaffected.
She dashes around 
their house, stops 
to scrutinize the 
flashy balls & bells, 
then jumps, following 
angels into a box.

LISTENING

When this other 
voice starts in 
I listen, some 
times taking notes. 
There's a subtle 
authority, a 
certain wisdom 
in this voice,
& I'm curious 
to know what 
it knows & if 
I can use it.

IN THEIR NUMBER

He's aware 
of the homeless 
in his city & 
it scares him.
He sees them 
unshaven, unbathed, 
begging just 
up the street. 
Sometimes he 
gives them a 
few dollars. 
Sometimes he 
ignores them. 
Sometimes, in 
dreams, he sees 
himself in 
their number.
He never invites 
them in. Not 
even the children. 
Instead he mails 
checks, small ones, 
to the Salvation 
Army. To ease 
his conscience.

DEEP WATERING

This summer I'm 
deep watering the 
trees around our 
cabin. Last year 
beetles took two 
pines. Now their 
figures, without needles 
are bone-like 
& threatening.
Watering is a 
kind of prayer.
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WHISTLER NEW HOUSES

What he wants 
is to be able 
to whistle.
An innocent 
request compared 
to other
pressing desires.
He just wants 
to be able 
to whistle 
a tune —  
any tune.
His mom, who's 
still alive, 
can pucker 
but laughs instead 
of whistles.
He's a little better. 
Fragments. He 
whistles pieces 
& parts, 
that's all.

RIDDLE

He's old enough 
to be wise, but 
wisdom eludes 
him. What he's 
good at can be 
counted on a three 
fingered hand. 
Expert at nothing 
he's kept going 
by the tilt 
of the earth 
or something just 
as unlikely.

There's no field 
behind our house.
Just more houses.
For miles, it seems. 
There used to 
be grain fields 
up Elkhorn Blvd 
where Lucky Market 
is now. There was 
one huge oak tree 
on a hill & 
a trail thru the 
grain up to a 
small brick structure 
with a large peace 
symbol painted on 
it in green & white. 
New houses cover 
that area now.

IN THE MIRROR

He continues to 
scrutinize himself 
in the mirror.
An old habit.
He read some 
where you should 
smile at yourself 
& say I love 
you. To boost 
self-image.
But he's in it 
for the long haul 
& checks for wear.
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BAR FLY

Today Bukowski made 
Sacramento Bee. 
Photo of him 
was fuzzy & gentle. 
Sad thing is 
his poetry 
wasn't enough.
It took a few 
novels & a movie 
to mainstream 
his voice this 
far north.

UNDERGROUND

I sometimes feel 
like a grizzled 
old mole I been 
underground so 
long, but I don't 
mind. Some hungry 
ones out there hear 
me, & a few listen 
closely. Still, no 
is knocking 
down my door.

SO HE COULD BE NEAR PEOPLE AFTER A MOVIE

He stayed at their 
cabin with three dogs 
while his wife toured 
Europe. The first week 
he kept busy hiking, 
reading, splitting rounds, 
planting flowers, watching 
birds & sleeping.
After the first week 
he was sleeping too 
much. One of the dogs 
died & he was lonely. 
Sometimes he drove 
his pickup to town 
in the afternoon 
& walked around 
in the grocery store 
so he could 
be near people.

Both past 50 
they struggle 
passionately in bed 
after dinner & 
a movie & try 
to satisfy each 
other. He runs 
out of spit 
& she, after 
a good run 
gives up. She 
uses her breasts 
& hands to 
finish him. 
Afterwards she 
makes coffee 
& he pets 
the dogs.

one
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TWO RINGS COOLING

Two months ago,
after watching local news,
he separated his keys.
Two key rings 
instead of one.
Separating house 
from car just 
in case some 
armed crazy 
jacks him out 
of his car.

ED & LARRY

Ed & Larry 
both in their 50s, 
were friends. 
Trouble started 
after they drank 
a good deal 
of port wine 
& vodka. They 
argued over a 
misunderstanding 
once buried 
in their past. 
Larry grabbed a 
knife & Ed 
killed him with 
a 25 he always 
carried. At his 
trial Ed said 
he wished there 
was some way 
to take it back.

A finely crafted 
revolver in one's 
hand rivals a 
desirable woman 
for choice but 
only if one is 
past the fire & 
into the cooling 
of late middle life.

DAD'S SCARF

I have my father's 
wool scarf. He died 
in 1974 & now 
my mother, who is 
moving to a rest 
home, is giving 
her possessions away 
to surviving members 
of our family.
It’s a loom-woven 
scarf in three colors: 
light orange, tan & 
brown. He brought it 
with him from Santa 
Barbara to Alturas 
before I was born.
I never use scarves, 
but I'll use this 
one in Truckee where 
it gets cold in winter.
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HIS GOD

His god is Dionysus. 
Most of each day 
he does what's 
expected of him.
But at 5 pm 
he turns to wine.
It makes him happy, 
pushes each day's 
distress into 
accepting shadows.
Not only that, 
if he listens closely, 
Dionysus answers his 
heart-felt questions. 
Each morning he 
rediscovers himself 
painfully alone.

DAISIES

White, long-stemmed 
daisies surround our 
small mountain house.
Last August we 
scattered seeds from 
daisies that bloomed here 
near the road.
Waiting patiently 
under a blanket 
of snow, these seeds 
took hold, springing 
up in May, necks 
straining toward 
the sun. Now, in 
late June, they prance 
full bloom in a 
light breeze as if 
inspired by an 
inbred confidence.

59



CHRISTMAS LIGHT

We got to our 
cabin late, two 
days after Christmas. 
I strung our 
outdoor, multicolored 
lights on a small 
pine anyway, trying,
I suppose, to salvage 
the merciful mood 
of the season. 
Rekindle some 
original light.

HEIDI

Our new lop-eared dobie 
was abandoned, 
locked in the backyard 
of an empty house 
for nearly two weeks.
The woman who rescued 
her said it took five 
of us nearly an 
hour to catch her.
Heidi was very thin, 
suffering from dysentery, 
eyes sunken & infected, 
but she licked our 
hands, stump of a 
tail wagging, knowing 
somehow, or maybe 
just hoping, we 
could be trusted.
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FROM OUR PORCH BUFFER WAITS

Sitting on our sunny 
mountain porch with 
our cat, my mind 
slips a cog & I 
see she & I 
as brother & sister. 
It is peaceful 
a little snow 
on the ground, 
a smell of wood smoke 
in the clear air, 
the whine of a dog 
anxious to join us.

Buffer waits patiently. 
His eyes don't 
leave me. Right 
now he's lying 
on his bellie 
behind my rocking 
chair, eyes drilling 
my back. He's 
getting old but 
still harbors hope 
for one more great 
adventure with 
his human friend.

MARKS

Buffer rides to the track 
with me 7:30 most 
mornings. He stays in 
truck with a rawhide 
chewy while I walk 
three miles. He has an 
old parachute shroud 
to keep him warm.
Before the 12th lap 
I let him out & he 
runs around with me, 
stopping to mark 
a spot about 
every 50 yards.
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TWICE AROUND PANSIES & PETUNIAS

He hasn't had a year 
off to make art 
since they lived on 
Tartan Drive 27 
years ago. Now he 
has another chance.
He knows this opportunity 
is a gift, but no 
longer ambitious, he 
goes to work on a 
painting out of duty 
& as a way to 
shorten his day.

He planted pansies 
& petunias (yellow 
& Tamayo pink) 
in clay pots & 
placed them on 
the deck railing.
He knows very little 
about these flowers.
He has no green thumb. 
His impulse was 
to brighten up 
their viewing space. 
Add a touch of joy.

SURPRISE

My four lady friends 
at work took me 
to lunch & gave 
me a gift from 
Frederick's for 
my 55th birthday.
It was a tastefully 
wrapped scant, black 
jockstrap with a zipper. 
It caught me off 
balance & they 
kidded & laughed 
enjoying my 
embarrassment.



DREAMER

He drinks vodka 
half the night 
hoping (fruitlessly) 
to unravel a few 
personal mysteries, 
then sleeps half 
the next day, 
his dreams 
broken & chaotic, 
yet engaging, 
especially the 
erotic ones, & 
he doesn't want 
to wake up.

TRYING TO STOP

He's been swearing 
for 40 years 
& now he's 
trying to stop. 
Swearing used to 
give him momentary 
satisfaction.
Now he thinks of 
it as negative.
A form of pollution. 
But the habit 
is ingrained deep, 
like a scar.
So he catches 
himself saying 
Goddamn, followed 
by dang, dang!
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A HOME

Behind the car wash, 
past the vacuum stations 
where blacktop meets 
a field of dry weeds, 
there's a '65, grey Chevy 
pickup, bed filled 
with junk, cab windows 
covered with foil.
The man who lives 
there has fashioned 
a little room off 
the passenger side 
with plywood panels 
pocked with nail holes. 
The customers of the 
car wash go about 
their cleaning as 
if he weren't there.

DEAD TIME

In the morning he 
drives to Truckee for 
morning newspaper & 
walks their three dogs 
in national forest 
on his way home.
In the afternoon, 
about four, 
he splits fir rounds 
for an hour.
In between times 
his soul dances 
frantically inside his 
aging body, signalling 
futilely to be 
recognized.
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SUE'S PRINTS

RIENA'S WORK

My sister Riena 
writes wonderful 
poems, but very few 
persons see them.
She writes about 
her life in the 
wilds of Colombia.
For years she has 
slept in a hammock 
& neglected her 
health while teaching 
Guahibos to read 
& write their own 
language. In her 
spare time (was there 
any?) she helped 
her husband Vic 
translate the New 
Testament (20 years 
work) so the Guahibos 
could enjoy the promise 
& marvels of Christ.

Sue crafted the Seven 
Deadly Sins in lino-cuts. 
Stark black & white. 
They're large & 
powerful & transform 
sin into elegant 
visual statements.
She offered me one
as a gift when
I retired & I
gratefully chose Anger —
an emotion I've
paid dues to
all my life.

EVERYTHING EXCEPT PETS

Ernie, my grandfather, 
always carried 
a Hi Standard 22 
in his jocky box.
A cattle rancher, 
he used to shoot 
at coyotes. I 
never saw him kill 
one, but at the time 
I thought it was 
exciting. Killing of 
animals, everything 
except pets, was 
accepted in the 40s.
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A GIFT

Thane shot two 
wood ducks on 
their ranch for 
Christmas. Clean 
shots, out of 
the air. His 
mother said he 
regretted shooting 
them, but after 
dinner (the ducks 
were so delicious) 
he decided it 
would be ok to 
shoot wood ducks 
once a year.

FOLLOWING HER WISHES

He's sitting in a hospital room 
with his beloved mother, 81, 
who is dying.
Her eyes are closed.
Her breathing is labored.
She is fighting pneumonia.
One lung is hemorrhaging.
She doesn't seem to be in pain. 
But he is.
By power of attorney 
he's ordered her off 
life-support systems.
He wants her to die . . . 
enter the kingdom 
of her God.

FOLLOWING ADVICE

Les & Dale, retired 
teaching buddies, 
told me, before I 
retired, walking 
was the key 
to renewed health. 
They walk four miles 
a day. Dale has 
lost 40 pounds.
You'll be able to 
get off your pills 
Les said, adding: 
You'll love it!
So what do I do?
I walk, naturally.
I'm up to 2 1/2 miles 
on the Don Julio 
track & down to 
one pill a day.
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BRADLEY'S GUN

By time I was 10 
I loved guns & 
had several cast 
iron cap guns, a 
Red Ryder BB gun 
& a .30-06 training 
rifle. But my 
favorite was a 
stubby revolver a 
friend's dad had 
carved out of a 
thick piece of pine bark. 
Fragile & unorthodox 
as it was, it 
stimulated my 
imagination &
I tried to trade 
many a loved 
toy to own it.

SEPARATION

He loaded his blue 
38 with snap-caps 
& handed it to 
his wife. She dry 
fired it many 
times, both single 
& double action. 
Then he reloaded 
the revolver with 
live rounds & told 
her to use it 
if she had to.
She wouldn't use 
it he knew, but 
he felt less 
guilty leaving her 
with a choice.
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BAGGY

Al & Jane have 
a cat named 
Baggette. She's 
part Siamese 
& part who knows. 
When Jane & Al 
go on a trip 
so does Baggy.
House sitters never 
see her. But as 
soon as Al &
Jane return home 
Baggy arrives 
at their door.
No one knows 
where she goes.

GHOST DOG

I walk in early 
morning fog around 
& around a large 
oval watching for 
the ghost dog. Soon 
she lopes into view 
& starts checking out 
fresh gopher mounds.
I say hello girl 
& keep walking.
She stares straight 
ahead then cuts across 
my path to do 
more sniffing.
She is silver gray, 
looks like a wolf 
but is probably 
a Siberian husky.
She ignores me but 
perks up & does 
a little dance 
if I bring Bear.
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WARS

When he was 
six he prayed 
each night to 
stop the world war. 
No longer innocent, 
but unwilling 
to give up faith, 
he prays to 
stop the wars 
inside himself.

CALL OF THE NIGHT TRAIN

Lying in bed
after another disheartening 
day, he hears the 
night train whistle 
loud & clear.
0, Jesus, if 
it weren't for 
his wife & 
two children, 
who love him, 
he'd hop that 
train tonight & 
face the Man.

SIGHT

I wear trifocals. 
Lining up sights 
on a pistol range 
can be confusing. 
None of the lenses 
gives me a clear 
view of both sights 
& the target.
Same thing with God. 
Can't sight 
him in.
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FULL-SIZE

Just bought full-size 
4-wheel-drive 
Chevy pickup 
out of fear.
Fear of driving 
narrow roads to 
my mother's home 
in Paradise.
Keep imagining 
on-coming 
cars darting 
into my lane.

WORKING AROUND THE HOUSE

He sticks his right 
hand into an empty 
bread bag & pulls 
on a rubberband 
to hold it tight.
He grabs a brown 
grocery bag & steps 
out back to pick 
up the dog shit. 
Afterwards he washes 
his clean hands.

PAYBACK

He thought he was 
too old, but spicy 
thoughts of a 
sensuous woman 
seduced him.
Feeling twice guilty 
he masturbated 
& got paid back 
with a cramp 
in the arch of 
his right foot.
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SWITCH TO SPORTS

Coffee this morning 
has made me too 
shaky to paint 
so I stretch out 
on bed, call up 
the dogs (Heidi puts 
her chin on my chest), 
& read San Francisco 
paper. Front page 
is mostly bad news 
so switch to sports 
only to be reminded 
there's no money 
in my kind 
of talent.

CLIMB

He's afraid to 
climb onto their 
cabin roof & 
clean the chimney.
He's deathly afraid 
he'll fall. Last year 
he didn't clean it.
But there is a 
fire danger & 
this year, with his 
wife's support (she 
held the ladder 
& yelled encouragement), 
he did it.
When he reached 
the ground he was 
quivering, but smiled, 
hugged his wife 
& said a silent 
thank you.

71



VIGNETTES

He keeps visualizing 
violent endings. 
Vignettes in which 
he's forced 
to fight or die. 
Driving home from 
work he loses 
himself & goes 
into battle, his 
mind a tangle 
of despair.
His body, like 
a good old 
horse, guides 
him home.

THE NEIGHBORHOOD IS QUIET

Their cat is perched 
on the couch arm. 
Their dog is asleep 
on the carpet.
His wife works on 
a crossword puzzle. 
The neighborhood 
is quiet.
The tv is
hardly a distraction 
as he tries to 
wend his way 
thru a maze 
of memories.
He has forgotten 
something, & 
his heart pounds.
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JIM’S GIFT

A few days after 
our Christmas party 
Jim made & delivered 
a persimmon pudding 
to each of us.
The presents we had 
exchanged were risque, 
downright dirty in 
some cases. I thought 
they were funny, 
so did others, 
but Jim didn't & 
acting wisely brought 
a delicious gift 
with his entreaty 
for next year.

PILOTS 

In war
murder is legal.
Always been that way. 
Yet it disturbs me 
to watch two 
pilots celebrate a 
kill as if it 
were a significant 
achievement, & 
it is, to some, 
once validated 
by superiors.

KID GAMES

My friend Ken 
still has fragments 
of a 22 slug 
in his left ankle. 
Happened when he 
was a kid playing 
games with guns.
He & his buddies 
liked to see how 
close they could 
come without 
hitting someone.
Ken said he 
shot a kid's 
hat off once.
Now he grins 
in disbelief.

LIVED THRU IT

Army noncoms 
used to say 
if a 45 round 
hit you in 
the hand it'd 
knock you down.
A student of mine 
got hit in the 
gut with one. 
Knocked him down 
all right, but 
he lived thru it.



A WINTER DAY

While Perry skied 
Bonner Summit I 
dressed for cold, 
packed a lunch 
& took our three 
dogs for a walk. 
Stopping just above 
Prosser Creek I 
sat on snow-free 
needles under a large 
pine & tried to 
eat my lunch.
Heidi stole half 
my sandwich while 
I was watching 
water cut under snow 
banks, over roots 
& stones heading 
east toward Nevada.
I cussed her & 
drank my wine, 
not really angry 
in such good company 
& comforted by a 
gracefully snowing 
winter day.

HE THINKS ABOUT LOVE

In his late years, 
bound by doubt & 
worry, he thinks 
about love —  how 
it tastes, how it 
feels, how freezing 
it is, & approaches 
his wife for the 
umpteenth time, 
weak in his knees, 
heart in his throat.

DECEMBER 31, 1989

It's New Year's Eve. 
My wife rents 
three movies to 
last until 12.
I get to bed 
at eight.
Movies I see 
in dreams move 
me much more.
I listen to Chopin 
& read poems by 
Nazim Hikmet.
He allows readers 
to enter his heart 
long after he 
has left us.
Starting tomorrow,
I promise myself, 
I'll try to pry 
open my heart.

PAT'S CAT

Coco's in our 
bathtub slipping 
& sliding, slapping 
a marble-size 
foil ball.
As her mind 
loses speed she 
lopes up to me 
humming & drops 
the ball at 
my feet.
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SATURDAY MORNING

I can't sit here long. 
I've got chores 
to do: kindling to 
cut, trees to water, 
dogs to walk.
I can't sit long.
I've got a woman 
to service, dirty 
underwear to wash 
& an aching head 
with a rip or 
two to suture.

GENE'S ART

Gene Oldfield's notebooks 
are filled with graphs, 
diagrams, equations, 
even words.
He's building a complex 
electronic network 
inside an aluminum 
housing on wheels.
It'll have a left 
& right brain, a 
motoheart, sonar eyes 
& infrared whiskers.
It'll be able to 
go to the kitchen 
or the bedroom 
& read your space 
like a far 
distant relative.

TIME TO LET GO

He's 74 & dying 
of cancer. He's 
so weak he can't 
sit up. His voice 
is a whisper.
It's time to let 
go, but he can't. 
He's afraid he'll 
be forgotten. Every 
thing he's done, 
everyone he 
loves, lost.

PHYLLIS' BLUES

Phyllis is blue. 
Bruise blue.
She's 45 & 
dreams have faded.
A talented artist, 
she has fallen 
into the trap 
of self-doubt.
She doesn't want 
to go anywhere, 
see anyone & 
can hardly get 
any art made.
She knows her 
toughness is 
being tested, 
but she doesn't 
know where to 
turn for strength.



A FAINT SADNESS TRAVEL BAG

Dozens of tiny black ants 
scout rim of bathtub.
A few search its canyon 
floor. I ignore them & 
turn hot-water handle 
rinsing stray hairs, bits 
of grit & scouts down 
drain as water slowly 
warms, then plug drain, 
add soap & wait for 
tub to fill, a faint sadness 
creeping into my day.

In his travel bag 
he carries long 
underwear, t-shirt, 
wool sweater, Levis, 
three revolvers, a 
flashlight, assorted 
pills & enough 
empty space to 
fill a lifetime.

LITTLE TIN BOX WRIST WRAP

He carries a 
little tin box 
in his pocket.
It's an Anacin 
tin worn down 
to metal except 
for a few odd 
shaped patches of 
yellow & white. 
Inside help waits 
to be swallowed.
This knowledge keeps 
him going when 
his will sinks 
into his socks.

My right wrist has 
been bothering me 
since October when 
Gene & I carried 
a heavy table down 
his steep stairs. 
Doctor Hussa said 
it's tendonitis.
Put heat on it.
I use an elastic 
wrist wrap when 
I drive or need 
my best hand for 
shooting or more 
intimate activities.
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BONES LILACS

A few of the sun 
bleached bones he 
finds walking these 
Truckee woods he keeps. 
He favors the 
least damaged ones 
& places them 
on the mantle 
above the stove 
at home. They 
act as vague 
reminders of 
an earlier time 
& events to come.

I love lilacs. 
Hell, I love 
most plants, 
but I love 
lilacs especially. 
They take me 
back to the 40s 
when I was 
a smart kid, 
made whistles out 
of their leaves 
(to show off)
& knew nothing 
about beauty.

LATE JULY IN TRUCKEE OUR THREE DOGS

The daisies that flourished 
in June are dying, 
but there's still a 
few survivors out back.
I take scissors & cut 
four that are bent over 
hugging the ground & 
stick them in a green 
wine bottle filled with 
cool water. They add 
color & an illusion of 
hope to our living room 
& hang on for five days.

The dogs follow me. 
We have three,
& they follow 
me room to room.
Pack animals 
I've been told.
I'm their leader 
neither wolf nor dog 
but dominant man. 
Feeling this 
responsibility,
I try to be fair.
I believe they 
love me or 
have me fooled.
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SERIOUS BUSINESS

Friends drinking Napa 
Valley wine & talking 
about art were interrupted 
by one of the fellas 
who blurted out 
I wake up every 
morning with a 
hard-on. That stopped em. 
Then one of the ladies 
said hell, that's just 
a piss hard-on, & 
all but one got back 
to the serious 
business of art.

COUNT

When he unloads 
his revolver he 
counts six, then 
counts cartridges again.
He checks cylinder 
for six holes of light, 
closes it up & 
locks revolver out 
of reach of grandkids. 
Grandkids he 
only imagines.

NICKED

The big C 
leveled my dad 
in 1973 
& a couple 
of months ago 
fired a shot 
in my direction 
but luckily 
just nicked me 
leaving a thin 
indented scar above 
& to the rear 
of my right eye.

ASHES

Pat cooked our dinner, 
a wonderful pasta 
with scallops & pine 
nuts. Afterwards I 
cleaned up —  putting 
uneaten food away 
& washing the dishes. 
We are in Sierras, 
far away from city 
fires & violence, yet 
we carry indigestible 
ashes in our bellies.
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TRANSGRESSION

Recently in Spain 
a bull (trained to 
be fierce) beat the 
matador & his 
sword to the punch, 
goring his assailant 
in the heart. 
Naturally, the bull 
was put to death 
for its transgression.

ON THE PHONE

When Lisa was five 
months old she 
became seriously ill.
I remember holding 
her, tiny lips bluing 
as she struggled 
to breathe. We called 
our doctor & met 
him at Enloe 
Hospital at 3 am. 
Nurses, following Dr 
Ely's instructions, 
bundled her up 
& placed her in 
an ice tent. Aided 
by antibiotics, they 
brought her around.
Now 29, she's on 
the phone chatting 
away a long-distance 
hour with her mom.

SOBER

Dr Sett looks after 
me. Sent me for 
a blood test to 
check condition 
of my liver.
To my surprise 
test came out ok. 
Stayed on wagon 
for two weeks 
out of gratitude 
& lost 5 pounds.
Now I have to 
decide how long 
I want to live 
in this troubled 
world & if I 
can do it sober.

IN OUR LUXURY

Life tests 
our mettle.
Everyday.
Unending.
Life is what 
the dying 
pray for.
What the 
healthy curse.



I n  

O u r  
L u x u r y  

P h i l  
W e i d m a n
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