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THE LAST ROUND-UP
once in a while i wish there were a god, 
mainly so that he could preside, 
as vengefully as possible,
over a real lollapalooza of a last judgment.
it's not that i consider my soul to be stainless, 
hardly.
i'm quite aware of the commandments i have broken, 
and the people, often loved ones, 
i have hurt.
if there does prove to be a deity,
i indeed expect that i'll be serving some hard time 
for a good long sentence 
if not (worst case scenario) 
for eternity.
but it would be worth it just to see 
the smug ones get their come-uppance, 
not just the big criminals,
the serial killers, and savings-and-loans crooks, 
and the harry limes,
but all the petty bullshitters, 
the shuck-'n-jivers, 
the slip-'n-sliders,
all those who seem able to go through life 
not only lying to everyone else 
but even kidding themselves, 
never experiencing the slightest self-doubt 
or pang or remorse.
i really would love to see those fuckers 
and fuckeresses
as they wake up from their complacent sleeps 
to find themselves being stared down by 
a tribunal of righteousness and wrath.
i'd also get a kick out of witnessing
the looks on the faces of those
who have presumed to put HIM in a dress.
you know, i never realized jonathan edwards and i 
had so much in common.



HOW IS, INCIDENTALLY, THE NEW WORLD SHAPING UP?

sometimes i want to tell my daughters,
"I'd like you to read some books by 
Jim harrison and thomas mc guane, 
cormac mc earthy, Charles bowden,
James crumley, maybe even philip roth. 
maybe then you'd have a better idea 
of what sort of life a young man led, 
and why, when i was a young man."
i know better than to bother suggesting 
ernest hemingway or norman mailer.
i know from those occasions when 
works of my own have fallen into 
their hands that the result has been, 
to put it mildly, counter-productive;
no books are going to help, though; 
nothing is going to help, 
for now, at least, they have been 
convinced that the life i and my 
friends lived was Just plain and 
simple downright prima facie all 
wrong. we drank and smoked and 
gambled and ate steak and watched 
stag films and went to bullfights 
and got into fights and brought home 
the bacon (which they loved but have now 
learned was bad for them) and left the 
housework and children to the women and 
worst of all we were unfaithful, 
unremittingly and prolifically 
so, to our wives (their mothers) and 
our girlfriends.
and then some of us had the effrontery 
to write about it, in a far from 
apologetic manner.
and, of course, a lot of what they 
say is true. no point in explaining 
the exceptions, sometimes rather gaping 
ones, no point in linking many of the 
fights to honor, self-defense, defense 
of women and the weak, no point 
in analyzing the nutritional value 
of prime rib, baked potato salad, 
or that the women may have done a 
better Job bringing up the kids than 
we did. no point in quietly discoursing 
upon ritual deaths in the dusty afternoons
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or that in those days a man was not a 
man without a reasonably wide experience 
of women. no need to expect them to 
believe we ever felt guilt (although 
i'm not sure that we should have). no 
point in reminding them that our "other 
women" usually had husbands and boyfrields 
of their own. no point in alluding 
to fun, freedom, sociobiology.
no, no apologia for that man's world 
need expect a sympathetic hearing, 
not from our daughters; not now. 
their fathers, who doted upon them and 
whom they once idolized, are reduced 
to mug shots illustrating a sorry 
chapter in that dark pre-history before 
they and their mothers were allowed to 
have a man's life. the world of their 
fathers is to be ridiculed, vilified, 
expunged, extirpated, irreversibly 
reversed.
they cannot even allow themselves to 
remember how their fathers once loved 
them beyond all love, including that 
of self, and still do.

I AM NOT GERALD LOCKLIN
i have always hated the name "gerald." 
i used "gerald" when i was first writing 
because i thought a writer was supposed 
to use a formal name. i even, as only 
marvin malone and a handful of others 
remember, sometimes stooped to "gerald 
ivan locklin" to lend a spurious poeticism 
to my fledgling literary productions. today 
i still use "gerald i. locklin" on official 
documents because there are obviously so many 
"gerald locklins" running all over the place.
i was named after an uncle gerald who 
died young, before i was born, of 
tuberculosis. he was supposedly a 
very nice man, but, even aside from 
the consumption, i never wanted to be him. 
as a child i didn't even want to be "gerry": 
i was given that name in school. at home 
i was "jodie," a name i personally garbled 
for myself in the crib, presumably i did

99



not also give myself the female spelling 
of the name, but that never bothered me,
today only two people still call me "jodie": 
my only surviving aunt and ron koertge. 
sometimes ron calls me "bear," which was 
given me by my first and only good karate 
teacher twenty-five years ago, just before 
he got busted in a hot car. "bear" is 
flattering, so of course I don't mind it. 
sometimes my wife also calls me "jodie," 
but there is mockery in her voice. i call 
myself "toad" sometimes, especially in 
poems, although that toad is not always 
myself. John owen also calls me that, 
loudly, when i run into him in public, 
george carroll does too. and paul the 
bartender. they call me that affectionately, 
i think.
i guess my favorite nowadays is simply "ger." 
when people call me that they seem to be 
really getting a kick out of it. i have always 
enjoyed being a source of amusement for people, 
frankly, i often find myself rather amusing, 
and "ger" sounds youthful, boyish, as i frequently 
wish i still were. yes, just call me "ger," and i 
promise to spare you all tales of white whales.

ANARCHY, SI; CHAOS, NO
for years cars piled up 
on the traffic circle, 
the legend was that the designer 
of it was killed driving it 
on the day that it opened, 
the city constantly re-aligned the 
lanes, and motorcycle cops wrote 
reams of tickets attempting to 
reinforce each new configuration, 
but nothing could stem the tide 
of vehicular blood.

things went on this way for decades.
then one day the lane markings 
were paved over and the old 
directional signs came down, no 
doubt in preparatuon for new mandates.
motorists immediately made those adjustments 
that made sense and the collision rate
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declined dramatically, the traffic 
flowed smoothly, efficiency and 
safety both flourished. all the 
attempts at human engineering had 
proved not only unnecessary but 
downright counter-productive.

TO GET WHAT YOU PAY FOR IS THE BEST YOU CAN EXPECT

i overheard how bukowski had these 
incredibly reasonable mortgage payments 
on his very nice house in san pedro 
and yet he had this constant worry that 
he wouldn’t always be able to make them.
i can understand that, he didn't, after all, 
have a steady job, and who would not be a fool 
to count on the continuance of literary income, 
especially anyone who'd known the years when 
royalties were zilch.
so he knew well the way employers and the government 
can get you by the balls, and now he had a chance 
to learn, before dying, the way s-and-ls can 
get their claws into you.
so why did he do it? 
no doubt partly for his wife, 
a woman whom he loved and who was giving him 
a better life than he had ever known,

but he also enjoyed the place, 
the garden and the view, 
a good place to raise cats, 
a bit of spaciousnesss, a little privacy, 
room to garden, room for a narrow lap-pool, 
some shelves to keep his books on, 
improved audio for bruckner and ludwig b., 
some neighbors and some distance from them, 
a little girl across the street who 
brought out the grandfather in him.
and who really wants to end up living in the gutter, 
dying in humiliation?
so, a little mortgage-worry wasn't all that bad a

 trade-off.
and anyone who thinks that you don't pay for 
what you get in life 
is either an old fool 
or a very young one.
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I DON'T THINK THEY’RE DRAWN BY MY REPUTATION AS 
A LEADING MALE FEMINIST
i noticed the other night that,
out of a literature class of twenty-one,
i only have three male students.
maybe this is the result of some demographic accident
of which i am unaware,
but i suspect it has something to do
with feminist criticism, with literature
becoming once again the domain of
the militant, the romantic, and the effete,
as was its condition to a great extent
when hemingway found it
and from which he rescued it.
and as much as i love my women students,
and look forward with joy to teaching them
for many years to come,
one of the things i liked best
about public education over the years
was that it was not the exclusive club
of one sex or the other.

OLD MEN TALK TO WAITRESSES
i never used to flirt with waitresses.
i never used to flirt with anybody.
i used to hit on women,
but when i did i meant it
and when i didn't i didn't.
i was always kind of embarrassed by
the way older men would kid around with
waitresses in the corniest of manners, often
in front of their wives, their families.
i didn't blame their wives
if they became a trifle nonplussed,
although most of them seemed able
to shine it on graciously
in the same good spirit
with which the waitresses generally
accepted it.
no, as a young man i was fucking 
waitresses, not flirting with them.
now it's been a while
since i slept with a waitress
and it begins to dawn on me
that the ones i might be interested
in sleeping with, just might find
the notion ludicrous.
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so i've begun —  slowly, because 
i'm only learning how —  
to flirt with them.

BUT IRISH, ALSO
i read in andrea lee's review 
of i, fellini in the new yorker:
" ... the concerns behind his art were 
profoundly Italian: the contrast between
the morality preached by the catholic 
church and the pleasures of the flesh, linked, 
if only imaginatively, to a pagan past: 
the profound nostalgia for a recently 
vanished way of life; the obsessive 
desire for and fear of women, who 
are characterized with precision as 
either whores or good wives: the search 
for individual honor in a world of 
compromise and equivocation."
for years i've quipped to gene dinielli 
that i've always wanted to be an italian. 
suddenly i discover that 
i always was.

ON A WING AND A PRAYER
never fly the american beagle unless you desire 
the thrill of true flight.
the aircraft has a capacity of twenty passengers, 
every seat is a window seat and every seat 
is an aisle seat. almost on your hands 
and knees, as if in a submarine, you squeeze 
your way up what calls itself an aisle. you 
do not carry your carry-on luggage on the 
plane —  you leave it at the boarding ladder 
and someone stuffs it in a hollow in the 
side of the fusilage. there are no restrooms 
and no flight attendants, so of course there 
are no cocktails, although alcohol has never 
been more desperately needed, a recording 
tells you where the safety gear is stored, 
and it may be the first time you have ever 
paid attention, but you can't hear them 
out because the turbo props have begun 
warming up. all the passengers are laughing, 
but it is the laughter of a theatre audience 
premiering dr. strangelove. above Stockton the
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plane begins to etch tight circles and the 
pilot announces it will be a while before the 
san jose traffic controllers can "sequence" 
you into a loading pattern. a breeze arrives 
off the sierra. it slams the aircraft 
sideways and drops you a few fathoms beneath 
your stomach. eventually you do hit the runway. 
you are not the proverbial ton of bricks, but 
the runway is. passengers are already pencilling 
in appointments with their chiropractors.
you suggest that what the flight needs 
is a chaplain.
you have never had a more appreciative audience.

THERE IS STILL BEAUTY IN OUR WORLD
like most things that are good for you, 
racking up one's laps at the ymca pool 
is just the matter of getting onself there 
and into the water in the first place, 
easing into the groove of a stroke, 
and then enjoying one's virtue 
for what remains of the day afterwards, 
a bonus, though, is the lifeguards in 
their two-piece bathing suits. most of 
them are junior college girls who have 
been on swim teams or are stilll swimming 
competitively. in other words, they're 
all, in their splendidly different ways, 
good-looking. their sunbleached hair 
and tans don't hurt their appearances 
either. because i swim a lot of sidestroke, 
always facing their chairs, i get a pretty 
good, casual view of them, 
without any need to ogle, 
as i coast up and down the chlorine.
i never flirt with them 
and, not surprisingly, 
they never flirt with me. 
but when spoken to,
they are invariably polite and pleasant.
although they are much better looking than 
most movie stars or, certainly, what you 
would find in a topless bar, it's really 
not a matter of sexual arousal at all: 
it's much more analogous to that aesthetic 
contemplation of beauty, that stasis, 
that Stephen daedalus experienced
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observing the girl upon the strand, 
the moment that confirmed his commitment 
to the priesthood of art 
over that of religion.
i guess i made that choice 
a long time ago also.
and whatever my priestly talents might have been, 
not to mention my obvious limitations 
as a poet,
my engagement with beauty at the ymca
is a good indication
that i made the right decision.

BANGERS
the day before thanksgiving 
there's this story on the news 
about the misguided genetic engineering 
of turkeys, how they're being fattened 
to the point where their legs can't support 
enormous breasts of the coveted white meat, 
and, if not caged securely, they literally 
fall on their faces.
what's more, they can't even breed
by natural intercourse anymore.
the hens have to be artificially inseminated.
the shocking thing, though, is that 
a representative of the british poultry board 
comes on to defend the practice with an 
ingenious glance over his shoulder at the feminists
he says it's actually much kinder to the hens 
this way, because the toms are notoriously 
aggressive and ungentle in their lovemaking.
i'm sure the day is not far off
when human males will only be raised
for their potential as sausages and me nuggets.

I'M SURE HAROLD IS GRATEFUL
i always wince when some writer tells me 
he's "given" his work to some editor to publish, 
"yeah," they say, "i decided to give that poem 
(or story or book) i was telling 
you about to harold."
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i notice that harold is usually the person 
they figure will have the hardest time, 
for personal reasons, rejecting it. 
they've taken, in other words, the path 
of least resistance, done their damnedest 
to minimize their chances of rejection.
i guess i shouldn't expect them to say,
"yeah, i submitted my work to harold 
because he owes me a favor" or 
"because he's too nice a guy to turn me down" 
or "because i was scared shitless of my work 
being judged with any modicum of 
objectivity, impartiality."
i know that's too much to ask,
but, please couldn't we just find
some other way of phrasing it, some formulation
that will remove the implication that we're
a bunch of fucking philanthropists?

SARTRE MISUNDERSTOOD
i frequently hear people saying,
"in the words of jean-paul sartre,
'hell is other people.'"
actually sartre never said that:
a character in his play no exit did.
and the three characters trapped together
in that little room are all in what sartre
would have called mauvaise foi, or
"bad faith." they are, in other words,
trying to deny their freedom, their
responsibility, and to blame their lives
on other people, they don't want to admit
that hell is a state of their own making,
and that while their self-deception
may make them hellish for others to deal with
as well, it all starts in the inferno
of their own self-absorption.
marlowe's faust learned this;
so did goethe's.
so, of course, did sartre.

DOWN TIME
my father would leave me in the car 
outside henner and bennett's bar and grill 
while he went inside for a few drinks
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with his friends. i don't remember whether
he told me not to tell my mother; probably he
did, since i don't remember ever ratting to
her, and i suspect she would have been furious.
i didn't like being left out there. in
those days it was safe enough, but it was
also boring. he may have left me with a
book and permission to use the car light,
but i've never been much good at reading to
kill time, although my own kids are. he may
have said it was all right to listen to the
radio, but there wouldn't have been much of interest
to a kid on our few stations, mostly i
remember sitting in the driver's seat, turning
the steering wheel, probably pretending i
was at the controls of a tank. i lived mainly
in my own head in those days, as i still do.
i don't know if my father had a girlfriend 
in the bar. kids would have been allowed 
inside, i think, so maybe he did. it would 
be fine with me if he did, but more likely 
he just wanted a few drinks with men his own 
age, people who had been through the same 
mill and were still going through it. i've 
never left my own kids in a car, because i hated 
it so myself, and, of course, it would be taking 
a big risk these days, but i don't hold it 
against my father —  we were usually on the way 
home from some ballgame that he’d taken me 
to —  he did lots of things with me and was 
(except when he tried to teach me to golf) 
generally a patient man. he deserved some 
life of his own —  god knows, my mother made 
plenty of time for her own clubs and classes, 
and i guess i learned how to tolerate boredom 
in such situations, learned that time does 
pass, albeit more slowly, when you have nothing 
to do but wish it along, not ever knowing exactly 
how much longer you will have to wait. i wonder 
if kids today can deal with it.

THE NUNS
everybody ridicules them, 
especially people who have only 
encountered them in the media 
and risque jokes.
i was educated by them from 
kindergarten through eighth grade, 
i received an excellent education
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from them. they drilled us daily 
in the basics; consequently, i still 
know my grammar and spelling and can do 
most of the basic arithmetic in 
my head. what i can't do there, 
i can do with a pencil and pad. i've 
never used a calculator or a spell 
check in my life.
i don't remember ever having my 
knuckles rapped with a ruler; i 
don't remember ever witnessing any 
form of capital punishment. if there 
was any, it must have been mild and 
infrequent and, no doubt, much less 
than deserved. because the nuns had 
the support of their superiors and of 
the parents, a trip to the principal's 
office and a call from the principal 
to the parent was usually more than 
sufficient deterrent to delinquency, 
of course, we still dared to pass notes 
and giggle and amuse ourselves 
sotto voce and behind their backs, 
at least in the later grades, 
but when we were caught we might have 
to stay after class and finish a 
practice test for the statewide regents' 
exams, or memorize a poem, or maybe 
just sit there in silence, with extra 
time added on if we lapsed. the 
discipline was no police state, but 
a classroom never got out of control, 
the truly disruptive were simply expelled.
we didn’t have movies or
any other audiovisual devices
other than our textbooks and
the blackboards and the occasional
children's philharmonic concert or
seventh game of a world series or
abdication of someone kingly, like
me arthur that was broadcast over
the p.a. speakers. there were
many forms of academic (and fund-raising)
competition, from spelling bees to
the simple pride in being the first to
raise one's hand with a correct answer
or to memorize a multiplication table
or the names of the continents or the
capitals of the states. if we were
bright, we were never made to feel
ashamed of it, but we were regularly
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reminded that our brains were a gift 
of god and no cause for the sin of 
pride or of lack of charity towards 
those less gifted. Christ had delivered 
numerous parables on pedagogical issues.
i think there was harm in some of the 
religious teaching, most notably 
those on sex, and in some of the 
political assumptions, but these 
were, after all, by no means the 
exclusive province of the catholic 
church in the post-World War II era.
although we had virtually no physical 
education except for the few minutes of 
calisthenics the nuns might lead us 
through twice a day in the aisles between 
our seats, and our eighth grade basketball 
and volleyball teams, a lot of us grew up 
quite athletic. we played our sports 
after school, at parks and deserted lots 
and in the middle of sidestreets, developing 
our own rules and a resiliency similar 
to that of ghetto kids today, playing 
tackle football, for instance, without 
pads, and of course we irish and italian 
and polish catholics were in virtually 
de facto segregated neighborhoods, the 
public schools wouldn't even let our teams 
in their leagues. if they did schedule 
a game against us we had to be on our 
best behavior, no swearing or arguing 
with the referees —  just about no displays 
of emotion whatsoever, our fans were not 
allowed to boo the visiting teams. trash 
talk wasn't even part of our vocabulary, 
if we were perhaps subtly encouraged to 
feel superior to protestants, it was mainly 
so that we would never think of ourselves 
as inferior. jews, we took to be our 
equals. negroes, we sympathized with, 
but seldom encountered —  they lived 
downtown and there weren't many 
of them and almost none of them were 
catholic, there was not a black in our 
parish, which is now all black, 
i later noticed to my shock and 
disappointment that some of the 
priests were prejudiced, but 
i cannot recall a single innuendo 
from the nuns, we sent money to 
the african missions, we were taught 
no prejudice except to thank god that
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we were born catholic and american. 
i still thank him for the latter, and 
should very possibly be thanking him 
for the former also.
we had a little art (much to my 
humiliation) and a lot of music 
(which i lived for). i received early 
and constant encouragement for my 
writing (granted, they had no way of 
knowing how i would turn out, except 
for the notoriety writers have so 
regularly earned themselves).
all but one nun liked me, i think, 
and i liked a lot of things about 
her: her strapping youth, her directness,
her reputation as a reckless driver of 
the convent station wagon. i would have 
liked her to like me, and i still don't know 
what she didn't like about me, perhaps 
my blooming acne, maybe she could tell 
i undressed her in my thoughts. i fell 
romantically in love with each year's 
nun, and one of my college girlfriends 
even became a nun, and i still harbor 
fetishistic fantasies, although the 
religious orders have sacrificed so much of 
their allure to secularity in attire and 
demeanor; the mystery is gone. i miss 
the gregorian chant they taught us also.
so i have no great complaints about the 
nuns or my elementary school education, 
as our current schools get worse, i 
appreciate mine more. i marvel at the 
pedagogical versatility of the nuns and 
their dedication to their tasks. i do 
not question their motivations for the 
life they chose —  what does it matter? 
let us heal ourselves. their callings 
worked for them. and for me.

DAVID HOCKNEY: PORTRAIT OF ANDY WARHOL, PARIS, 1974

i've never wanted to meet david hockney. 
i never wanted to meet andy warhol.
i have met a few famous people, 
but there are only very few 
that i ever wanted to meet.
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would it be arrogant and prideful 
of me to admit
that i always felt it was healthier 
to aspire to do such good work onself 
that one day the famous might want 
to meet you?
that's how it happened for bukowski, 
who is one of the famous i did meet, 
and that i am glad to have met, 
and who did not, 
to the best of my knowledge, 
ever aspire to meet andy warhol 
or anybody else.

DAVID HOCKNEY: MY BEDROOM
how neat, how english. 
how purified of passion, 
i realize that it deliberately states: 
i am not van gogh.
how true.

AT LEAST IT GRANTS US A CULTURE
i read in the catalogue,
"more than any other artist, 
hockney is identified with the 
culture of southern California."
jesus: hockney on the one hand 
and bukowski on the other, 
what an image the outside world 
must have of us. it's no wonder 
no one ever comes here 
legally anymore.

DAVID HOCKNEY: DE LONGPRE AVENUE, 1976
five years earlier i met bukowski 
in his bungalow on de longpre, 
between normandie and western.
hockney's segment,
of palms, pastels, clear skies,
neat dwellings,
must have been
considerably west of there.



FOOD FOR THOUGHT
these three young men
of different attire, sizes, and hairstyles, 
are sitting over tea and juices
under an umbrella on the food patio
of the l.a. city art museum,
and they are discussing, yes they are,
neither girlfriends, boyfriends, art, or sports,
but what kind of peanut butter they like best.

THE REVERSE P.R. MAN
over the years toad came to realize
that nobody enjoyed recognizing themselves
in his poems or stories,
even when, as was often the case,
he had been trying to compliment them.
thus, whenever something new came out,
his pleasure was tempered by the need
to make sure copies were not circulated
at home or around the office,
or in the neighborhood,
or where he grew up,
or where his wife might pick one up, 
or his kids,
or, sometimes, even in certain foreign countries, 
eventually he found he was spending more time 
trying to make sure his works weren't read 
by the wrong people
than most writers spend trying to assure 
that somebody at least would read theirs.

SENDING A MESSAGE
picking up my highschool daughter 
at her new boyfriend's house 
i notice a barbell on the carpet 
of the recreation room.
"pumping a little iron?" i say.
"a few curls," he says.
so i stroll over to position myself
in front of it
as my daughter cries,
"dad, your back, your heart, your 
lungs, your everything!"
i lift it properly to the upright position 
and crunch out two disciplined curls;
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then set it cautiously back on the floor.
"very good , sir,"
the young man says.
i smile, shake his hand, and
head out to the car, happy that
i guessed correctly that it was a
weight i could still handle,
doing my best not to gasp, and
hoping it looked as if i could have
kept pumping away indefinitely.

ANOTHER SOCIAL INADEQUACY
a lot of times i don't look 
people in the eyes when i'm talking 
to them. i can tell this 
bothers many of them because 
they will frequently try to 
force me to engage their gazes, 
they'll go so far as to move around 
me, bend over, crowd in, do everything 
to create an angle at which i cannot 
escape their faces. they probably 
think i'm afraid of them, or that 
i'm staring off into space because 
i can think up better lies that way.
actually, i have simply found that 
i think better this way. i'm not 
distracted by anything about the 
person i'm talking to. i can 
concentrate on what exactly i want to 
say and how exactly i can best 
phrase it. so i was happy to read 
in a recent new yorker profile 
that bill gates, who founded microsoft 
at the age of nineteen and is, at 
thirty-nine, the second richest 
man in the united states, shares this 
habit of looking away while 
thoughtfully preparing his responses, 
and while he reserves the right to 
guard what he deems essentially 
private, he has a reputation for candor.

i suspect that those who are fond 
of mouthing utterances such as. "i 
like a man who will look me square in 
the eye," are really just looking 
for an opportunity to interrogate 
and to intimidate. they're not 
interested in the subtleties of
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truth but in eliciting the cliches 
that they've pre-formulated for you:
"come on, locklin, admit it,
you're secretly jealous of eddie vedder,
aren't you?"
well, do me a favor, okay? 
the next time you have to 
deal with a used car salesman, 
or an insurance salesman, 
or a solicitor canvassing 
your neighborhood,
notice that he will, invariably 
(while crushing your hand in his 
more manly one) stare you right 
flat square in the eye.

AN INAPPROPRIATE ENTRY
the new delhi hot-air balloon festival 
featured an enormous one shaped, 
honest-to-god,
like the head of mahatma gandhi,
and the tragic incongruity is:
if there was ever a man
who was not full of hot air,
it was he.

LAW ENFORCEMENT
thoreau writes, "i was never 
molested by any person but those 
who represented the state ... i 
never fastened my door night or 
day, though i was to be absent 
several days; not even when the 
next fall i spent a fortnight in 
the woods of maine."
i lock my doors these days, 
except when i am sitting just 
inside. in southern California and, 
i imagine, most places in america, 
we check the locks on our 
doors and windows every bedtime.
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the answers of most people to the 
crime problem are fairly simple: 
hire more police; give them more 
leeway; put more people in prison; 
keep them in prison longer.
but there weren't many cops 
in thoreau's day, and there was 
a continent of wilderness for the 
bad guys to operate out of, yet 
he didn't fear the poor or the indians.
also we conveniently forget that the 
cops in the past created a lot of the 
problems that they/we now have to live with, 
they had nearly absolute power and, 
not surprisingly, in some contexts they 
abused it nearly absolutely. i can remember 
when it wasn't safe for anyone to drive 
through a nearby city because of the 
affirmative action, non-discriminatory 
police brutality, until a college football 
star either was hanged or hanged himself in 
his cell. the police were acquitted, but 
the place has been transformed into a model 
of correct procedures.
there's this private investigator 
who swims at the same ymca i do, 
and he must have been harassed by 
the i.r.s. or some other confiscatory 
agency because he says, "the only 
thing i fear more than a man with a 
gun is a man with a gun and a badge."

I GUESS HE DOESN'T BELIEVE IN UPWARD MOBILITY
our plumber, 
a young man of 
old world values,
says he'd like his kids 
to grow up to be 
teachers.

FROM PROPHET TO HISTORIAN
as a young teacher in the 1960s 
i would try to interest my students 
in coltrane, existentialism, godard,
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resnais, new things that i thought 
they'd respond to, and more often than 
not they did.
now, thirty years later, i still try 
to interest the young in coltrane, 
sartre, godard, resnais, and such, 
but it is less easy to interest the 
young in what has become the past.

LAST ONE TO THE CIDER PRESS IS A ROTTEN APPLE
he had always been the youngest.
he started kindergarten at 4 1/2, 
graduated from high school at 17 1/2, 
from college at 20 1/2, 
and had his ph.d. at 23 1/2.
he was always the youngest guy
on the team, and the coaches appreciated
that he still had room to grow.
he was married the first time at 20,
had three kids at 24,
seven at 40,
five grandkids at 53.
at 52 he already had
thirty years in the retirement plan.

that same year, however, 
he was the youngest patient 
in the pulmonary ward, then 
the youngest of the old fucks 
doing cardiovascular laps at the y.

it was as he was emerging from
one of these swims, and looking
around for where he had parked his car,
that it occurred to him he had a shot at being
the earliest recorded case
of alzheimer’s.

"NATURE RED AT TOOTH AND CLAW”
the fat-with-blood mosquito 
that just escaped my swat 
and buzzed away, 
as smug as it was plump,
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may give me encephalitis,
but we'll see what the coumadin
in my veins
does for its health.

WEATHER REPORT
when he moved to California
he never worried about such
things as droughts, his only
interest in weather reports
revolved around whether or not
he was apt to get soaked, he
was glad to be away from upstate
new york where the weather was
about all that anyone ever talked
about. in California you could
generally take the weather for granted.
now, thirty years older, he wonders 
why he spends so much time watching 
weather reports, even checking 
daily the "seasonal rainfall to date." 
worst of all he is aware of initiating 
discussions of the weather, as time 
runs out on him, he increasingly 
wastes it on trivialities.

SUMMER SCHOOL
it is June again and i am teaching 
five hours a night, four nights a week, 
for five weeks. i kid that i am doing it 
for the pure love of teaching, but,
of course, financial considerations have 
exerted their influence, a major one. 
still, i do not speak entirely with 
irony. it is a good time to be

teaching, the days are warm; the 
evenings cool; the sun sets late, 
there are no faculty meetings, 
no battles over personnel or policies.
the spring semester has not yet 
ended for my wife and children; 
thus, i have the house to myself 
during the day. three or four times
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a week i swim and lift a few light weights 
at the y.m.c.a. i only eat one meal a day, 
and so i make it something i enjoy, most 
often Italian or mexican. the rest of the
time i read and write and teach. it's 
a wonderful life. do you know what a pleasure 
it is to declaim "the windhover" and "fern hill" 
to twenty bright and motivated students?
to communicate my love of the sun also rises? 
to explain how faulkner's historical determinism 
accounts for his stylistic complexity? 
to introduce them to bukowski, koertge, field,
and haslam? to chat with them on our breaks 
near the diet coke machine about their jobs and 
kids, about mine? to join a few of them after 
the final exam for the ancient ritual of a few
beers, even if mine these days are of the non
alcoholic variety? don't get me wrong: i earn
my pay; i work hard for it. i do a good job. i 
know my stuff. no false modesty: i'm a good
teacher. but would i do it for free? 
yes, if i were independently wealthy, 
would i pay for the privilege of teaching? 
yes, if i could afford it.
do i look forward to retiring someday? 
well, there are aspects of the job that 
i could definitely do without, that are 
even, no doubt, shortening my life, and
that are certainly a waste of the time 
remaining in the only life that i will 
ever have, but, as i said, in summer 
one is largely spared these stresses.
i have been doing this for over thirty 
years now. i wish there could be thirty 
more ... or three hundred. i suppose 
that i'll be lucky to last for ten.
maybe only five; maybe fewer. realistically, 
i guess i'd strike a devil's bargain 
for another twenty. i'd be seventy-four 
years old then, in the year 2015.
what inestimable sadness dwells in simple numbers.
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BIG WOMEN
in the "lifestyle" section, 
a journalist has solicited the views 
of leading feminists who, in 
light of the film, have re-read 
little women.
some try to interpret the novel 
as proto-crypto-feminism:
a circle of young females engaged 
with the world of art and intellect.
most, however, complain of its insidiousness, 
how it reinforces the (thankfully) 
outmoded and discredited (sneer)
"virtues" of humility, self- 
sacrifice, and patience in potential 
wives and mothers.

WAS CHANTICLEER HENPECKED?
sigmund freud professed not to know 
what it was that women wanted,
hut geoffrey chaucer knew
what every wife since eve desires:
control.

SOUR PUSS
my wife's cat had tiptoed out
onto the patio frame
from which she loved to taunt my dog
who was, as usual, leaping clumsily,
like a white female basketball player,
in vain defense of its territory.
at that moment i had a brainstorm: 
i went to the cupboard 
and returned with one of those 
pigzear doggie treats. i had selected 
the largest and most conspicuous one 
i could find.
"good doggie," i said, "here's your nice 
pigzear for being such a good doggie, 
the bad kitty doesn't get any treats
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like your nice pigzear. you don't ever
have to pay any attention to the bad kitty
that has to sit up there
with nothing to chew on
while you enjoy
your nice pigzear."
so the dog lay down on the patio
avidly masticating its tasty smoked morsel,
and the cat's ears went back like a lynx
and its fur stood on end
as it rose to all fours and retreated,
with a hateful glance at me,
out of the province of the dog.

TOUGH TURKEY
she's stubborn.
she won't admit you can't
flush sanitary napkins;
thus, the toilet's always clogged.
this time she pours the extra
grease from the turkey down
the kitchen drain without even
running the hot water, and of
course it hits the cold pipes and
solidifies. the drain backs up
into the tub. for two days she
pours every type of industrial-
strength drano into it until i'm
driven from the house to salvage
what is left of my lungs. for once
i had a cushion of a hundred bucks
in my account, but by the time the roto-
rooter guy gets done it's costing
more than that. she says she'll pay, but
one way or another it eventually will come
out of my pocket. it's also killed
a Saturday which i badly needed for getting
caught up on a couple of long overdue
commitments. the worst thing is that i feel
sorry for her because i know she knows she's
pretty well fucked up not just thanksgiving
but the whole damn weekend. she looks as
depressed as all those people you read about
around the holidays, so it cost me
money, time, good spirits, and now i'm
already feeling guilty about once again
betraying her in print.
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SELDOM THOUGHT OF AS AN URBAN PLANNER
thoreau says, "i observed that the 
vitals of the village were the grocery, 
the bar-room, the post-office, and the bank
there are two parts to the 
los altos shopping center, that north of 
steams and that south of it. the 
northern component has a bank, a s.-and-l., 
a target discount store, and a branch post 
office. consequently, clustered about 
these are a bookstore, stationery shop, 
photocopy shop, music store, thrifty's, 
travel agency, video store, dry cleaners, 
and a number of other successful businesses 
across the street are a variety of 
restaurants, dentists, and such. it's 
walking distance to the nearest bar.
the southern segment has a failing 
department store, vacancies, and a 
vast empty parking lot.

A PENCIL WITHOUT AN ERASER

"but isn't poetry 
expression?" the young 
man asks me. "i mean, 
isn't letting-it-all-pour-out 
the way that ginsberg got down 
howl and kaddish?"
"yeah," i say, "but it's also the 
way he's written everything since."

I DON'T SUPPOSE HIS PAYMENT IS IN COPIES
i read in the paper that
one of the best-selling children's
books of the year is
everyone poops.
i'm not accusing this other 
guy of plagiarism, but just so 
it's clear that i didn't steal 
anything from him, let me 
point out that my books poop, and 
other poems and son of poop were 
published in 1972-73, and that my
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poem "poop" was published before 
then in the wormwood review.
poop, and other poems was, 
by the way, a best-seller also, 
by small press standards. 
everyone poops, in other words, 
has only outsold it by about 
a million copies.

THE BUNNYFISH
it's what i called my daughter
when she was very young
and just learning to swim.
i would pick her up from lessons
at the outdoor pool,
and every morning she would emerge
with teeth chattering,
she was so slender, so sleek,
her hair wetted back,
and a frown creasing her brow.
i'd sweep her into a long, thick towel,
hug her up into my arms,
and hurry her to the car,
her cold cheek against my warm neck,
rush her home to a hot shower.
now she's a teenager
and these are not easy years
for her or for me.
she thinks i protect her too much, 
that her friends have more freedom, 
more fun, and maybe they do. 
you always hear that you have to 
let children learn from their mistakes, 
but i don't think you have to let them 
make mistakes before they are even 
out of high school, out of the house, 
that will curtail their lives before 
they have even had a chance to live, 
so in the necessary tug-of-war of 
these years, the tension of her 
struggle for independence 
(i representing civilization; 
she, the discontents of those whose 
freedom is restricted) i try at least 
to slow things down a little, to let 
her have a chance to grow into the 
capacity to make the decisions she will 
have to make, and i try to assure that 
she will have the base of education
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that will afford her a life lived 
as her own woman.
invariably, though, we are sometimes
hurtful to each other
in our sarcasms and silences.
and if i err in exaggerated fears,
or am sometimes tempted to flee into
the refuge of no longer caring,
from which i am always brought back
by the immensity of how i do care,
i can only hope that she will one day realize
how often she has been
all that i lived for,
how i gradually turned myself into
a different person,
so i would be a better father for her, 
starting back when she was first 
her old da's bunnyfish,
shivering in my arms which were still powerful:
i turned my life towards her then,
and now i am simply seeing it through to the end,
an ignorant man in an even more ignorant world,
making mistakes, but making them
out of love for her.

MERRY CHRISTMAS
i get a little sentimental about her
on Christmas eve, partly because
we have been through so many of them
together, and partly because she does
work hard to make it the sort of time
that it's supposed to be for the kids.
i like the crabmeat sandwiches she always makes.
i like the opening of a few of the presents.
i like the sacred music.
i like the sense of family.
and this year, noting that, though 
still attractive, she is showing the 
first small signs of age, i almost take 
her into my arms and make a half-apology 
that her life with me has not been a better one, 
that there has been so much bitterness 
between us, so many stretches of mutual 
recriminations,
even though i know she is 
at least half-responsible 
for whatever dolors 
have accrued to her,



and that it would probably have been 
no better, had she spent her life 
with someone else,
maybe even worse.

MY LUCKY PEN 
my lucky pen
is the pen of a blind woman.
my blind aunt claire lent it
to me to sign some documents before
leaving for the airport after the
funeral of my mother. i tried to
return it to her, but she insisted
that i take it. "what's an old blind
woman supposed to do with a pen," she said.
she isn't one hundred percent blind, of 
course, or she wouldn't be carrying 
any pen at all, but, after all the 
cataract operations, i'd peg it at 
about 93%. i can still decipher 
her letters, since receiving her
pen i've written a lot of poems, stories, 
and even novellas. everyone else i know 
is generating text at a computer. i don't know 
whether i'm falling behind them in 
productivity. probably i am. certainly 
they tell me i am. they are as ardent in 
their urgings as if they were cautioning 
me to give up a vice that they had 
successfully rid themselves of. i don't 
know if what i'm writing is any good —  that's 
not for me to say ... nor, now that i 
think about it, for you to say either; let's 
leave it to the as-yet-unborn and hope there 
is a world left for them to be born into.
all i know is that it feels good writing 
with a blind woman's pen. after all, if an 
old blind woman could write with it, i 
guess maybe i can too.
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TALK ABOUT YOUR WISHFUL THINKERS!
i read in time magazine that 
a french art collector, dr. jousseaume, 
left at his death a collection of 
2,414 corots, "every one of which turned 
out to be a phony."
here we have a veritable paradigm of 
a man whose stupidity, 
or gullibility,
or, perhaps, capacity for self-deception 
truly defied all odds.

HENRI ROUSSEAU: THE BANKS OF THE OISE, C. 1907
three moocows going nowhere down no road,
two black one brown, and
all in whiteface.
minstrel moocows and a maid
past menstruating.
four eucalyptus, a couple of dozen
deciduous, and a single fruit tree.
the little customs man knew
money did not grow on trees.
autumn does not flower.
harvest hedgerows.
blue and green go together.
grass enough to go around. ruminations
of the munch-a-lunch bunch.

FEMALE FIGURINE: EGYPT, 3600 B.C.
earlier civilizations were not afraid 
to celebrate the sexual attractiveness 
of the human form. this woman, with 
neck of swan, raises her arms to lift 
and emphasize her firm though ample breasts, 
sure, Stephen daedalus may speak of the 
stasis of aesthetic contemplation, but 
i find i also want her.
and i wonder if it may not mark 
the end-stage of a race when its 
young are conditioned not to look upon 
eligible women first and foremost with lust.

125



SO WHAT DO YOU SAY NEXT?
my mother-in-law is about eighty
and has some hearing problems.
when i call her today, however,
she not only sounds very lively and upbeat,
but i'm not having to repeat a thing.
i don't know whether it's a new hearing aid
or what, but i say,
"your hearing seems a lot better, nana." 
naturally, she replies, "what?"

I BOW TO THE ALL-TIME CHAMP
i come home from renewing my driver's license
and i crow, "i did it! i passed
my eye test one more time without my glasses!"
"did you memorize," she says, "the chart again?"
"yeah, although my mnemonic powers aren't 
exactly what they were in high school, 
but the clerk gave me a chance to let 
my eyes adjust without my glasses on, 
and by really squinting i could bring enough 
letters into blurry focus to supplement 
the ones that i remembered, except i really 
couldn't see at all with my right eye alone, 
and i figured that the game was over, 
but i rattled off a few at random and 
she said i wasn't perfect but that you're 
allowed to miss a couple."
"i hate to tell you," my wife says,
"but my father went you one better, 
he passed, as you did, 
even with his left eye covered, 
but in his case, as you'll remember, 
his right eye was a glass one."

"NO PAIN/NO GAIN"
you heard it a lot as a young man 
in weight-lifting rooms.
sometimes it was posted on the walls,
along with other slogans such as
"never give less than one hundred ten percent."
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now i have pain everywhere,
in my neck, shoulders, elbows, upper back,
lower back, knees, ankles, and toes,
and if you want to add a joke
about pains in the ass, why yes,
i'm convinced that training at the bench press
contributed to some nasty episodes
of hemorrhoids.
what i mainly gained was weight.
that's the danger of trusting 
in people who think all poems rhyme, 
and that all rhymes embody truth.

UNEXPECTED HONESTY IN HIGH PLACES
although in so many ways i have been 
so much less of an academic than 
i should have been, i have excelled in 
one respect: i am the absolute paradigm
of the absent-minded professor.
so just the other day, rushing to deposit 
a couple of checks at the atm, i 
automatically pulled up next to the corner 
mailbox and dropped the checks into it.

when i got to the bank
i couldn't figure out
why the checks weren't in my hand.
i scoured the parking lot
and virtually dismantled the car
and retraced my steps from
the car back to the house which i examined
with the closest thing i could find to
the proverbially fine-toothed comb.
later in the day the sad truth finally dawned: 
now i was horrified not only at the possible loss 
of the checks, but at the thought of 
my signatures and so much personal information 
floating around the oft-abused corridors 
of the postal service, so i not only stopped 
payment on the checks but called dozens 
of officials of the bank and the u.s. mail, 
no one could do much of anything except reassure me 
and restrain themselves from telling me that i was 
a blithering idiot.
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five days later, quietly, routinely, and 
for nothing more than the price of a first-class 
stamp, the checks were returned to my door 
by our regular mailman.

LIBERAL-CONSERVATIVES AND CONSERVATIVE-LIBERALS
it seems to me a bit inconsistent
that republicans do not trust in
the goodness of human nature
where the poor are concerned
but do trust in the social responsibility
of corporations.
democrats, of course, 
reverse the inconsistency.

BEYOND B.F. SKINNER
i'm watching a rented video of 'round midnight 
with some local writers in a midwest city 
and the young french guy has just 
kicked down the lock of the door 
of the hotel room in which the black 
Parisian landlady has been keeping dexter 
gordon imprisoned for his own health, 
not to mention his earning power,

and someone says, "i don't understand 
the point of all this,"
and i say, "the point of the film is 
freedom and dignity, precisely those 
conditions that b.f. skinner says 
contemporary man must relinquish." 
well, contemporary man has pretty fucking 
well relinquished them, but this french 
kid is saying that the jazz man must be 
allowed his freedom and dignity, must 
be allowed to be a man, even if such freedom 
virtually assures his early self-destruction, 
it is what existentialism was always all about, 
it is what john stuart mill was about. it 
is what clockwork orange is about. it is what 
john milton and john locke and even jonathan 
fucking edwards were all about. it is what 
billie holiday was about and john coltrane and 
the bird and bud powell —  it is simply what 
JAZZ has always been about. it is what 
FRANCE is supposed to be about and it is
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what AMERICA was once about and maybe still 
is but barely hanging by its fingernails, 
but it's not what the insurance companies are 
about. and it's not what communism or puritanism 
or fascism or just about any "-ism" except maybe 
existentialism or individualism are about, 
existentialism in fact didn't just say you 
could be free —  it said you couldn't escape 
your freedom, but millions of people are 
doing their damnedest to.
and a few weeks later my friend cowboy 
bob is quietly replying to a drunk lady 
who is demanding to know why he is always 
getting into arguments and fights, what 
exactly it is that he wants out of life, 
what it is that he lives for, and 
cowboy bob tells her,
"i only live for two things, 
the first is freedom, 
so is the second."

COPS GET STRESS-DISABILITY PENSIONS
sitting in the waiting room
of the emergency ward
after having thrown up blood
while on anti-coagulants,
an episode he largely ascribes
to the old academic pressures
of overwork and underpay,
and the new one
of committees dominated
by evangelical feminists
and students encouraged to embrace
every current sociopolitical excuse
for their own deficiencies,
toad spies a sign beneath the t.v.
which says, "warning: do not touch,"
but which at first he reads as,
"warning: do not teach."

I WAS ALWAYS THE LAST ON THE BLOCK TO RECEIVE HIS 
SECRET DECODER RING
the teenaged counter girl at wendy's 
asks, "would you like a discount, sir?"
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"what discount?"
"we have a senior citizen discount, sir."
"oh ... how old do you have 
to be ... i'm only fifty-two."
now she colors slightly and says,
"it ... it doesn't really matter, 
would you like the discount, sir?"
"sure," i say: "why not?"
my first senior citizen discount 
and i don't even really enjoy it. 
but i'm sure it's one of many things 
that i'll be getting used to now.

DOING MY DENNIS HOPPER IMITATION
i smiled goodbye to the pretty receptionist
at the ymca pool and went to store
my gym bag in the trunk before
driving home, but as i spread my
towel and bathing suit to dry, a
pair of jockey shorts fell out.
i knew there were two pairs,
an extra clean pair and the one
i'd worn to the pool,
so, instinctively, i raised this one
to my nose to ascertain which
one was which, they were the
fresh ones, but my eyes fell on the
sweet young thing who'd followed me
out with the membership card i'd left
back at the desk.

THE LAST COMIDA
it had been at least a year since 
i had eaten at pancho's, a place that for over 
thirty years has been serving good, plentiful, 
and inexpensive meals to students, families, and 
older people in a bright, clean, no-frills setting, 
supervised, both kitchen and dining room, 
by pancho and his family.

tonight i ordered, a la carte, 
a chorizo tostada, a chicken enchilada, 
and a beer, no soup, no salad, no rice,
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no beans, no extra guacamole or sour cream
or chips, just these three items, plus
tax, plus fifteen percent tip.
the meal was just as good and generous
as it had ever been,
and the simple ambiance unchanged,
but the total was now considerably more 
than i used to budget to feed my family 
of four for a week in 1964 in tucson 
when i was a graduate student.
of course we never ate out then.
i guess i won't be eating out much longer either.

GOOD BOY

when toad returns to school 
he notices that a number of 
his feminist colleagues greet him 
with not only a kind word and a 
smile, but with an effectionate 
pat on the shoulder.
at first he thinks, "what do you 
know —  i must be regaining my 
physical magnetism!"
but he soon learns that there 
has been a recent conference on 
techniques of diminishing resistance 
in unreconstructed adversaries.

IT ALL MADE SENSE IN HER HEAD

to their house guests she explains why 
"her" six-packs of coke are secreted about 
the house in cabinets, drawers, even the 
bureau next to her bed:
"i started doing it," she explains with pride, 
"one Sunday when the children and i came 
home absolutely parched from visiting museums 
up in l.a. on a hot day and he had finished 
off the last cokes in the refrigerator. he 
said he'd walk to the corner market and 
replace them at half-time of the football game, 
but i marched the kids right over there on the
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spot, and ever since then i've kept my stash 
of soft drinks hidden."
she looks around the room for approbation.

WE LIVE IN AN IMPERFECT WORLD
she doesn't really want me, but she 
doesn't want anyone else to have me either.
thus, she can sense when there's a potential 
rival in the room, and she moves quickly to 
my side, asserting her ownership.
i find it more touching than annoying, 
it's the closest she can bring herself 
to an expression of affection.

SELECTIVE STUDYING
those who would write like bukowski 
know that he, as a young man, loved 
classical music, wrote every day, 
read world literature, supported himself 
without parental or government assistance, 
and drank a lot.
but when it comes to modeling themselves
on him as writers
they tend to forget everything
except the drinking.

FATHERLY CONCERN IS SOMETIMES WARRANTED
t.s. eliot's father died in 1919 
considering his son a failure 
who had wasted his talents.
war had prevented eliot from returning 
from england to harvard to make his 
oral defense of his dissertation in 
philosophy, and anyway he had already 
made his decision to abandon academic 
life for poetry.
i suppose in hindsight we could snicker 
at his dad, but, you know, eliot did have 
extraordinary intellectual abilities and
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academic preparation and if he hadn't 
(as is true in the vast majority of cases) 
had genuine literary genius as well, 
his choice of vocations would in fact have 
been a tragic waste.

MY FATIlER-IN-LAWs BRIEF CASE
it has a strong tobacco odor.
i suspect he used to smuggle 
cuban cigars back from mexico in it. 
just for his own use. 
maybe some jewelry for 
his wife and little girl, 
a middle-class salesman 
of agricultural and office supplies, 
he was above suspicion.
he loved his daughter, 
he loved his granddaughter, 
he always dealt with me 
man to man. he was 
a gracious host.
i'm glad my mother-in-law 
offered his brief case to me.

TWO KINDS OF KINDNESS
the old guy at the y 
who swims about the same time i do 
and never fails to show up with 
a new joke or two
asks me if i have any trips coming up,
and i say, yes, as a matter of fact, i'm 
flying out with my family next week 
for a month or so in england,
and he immediately becomes concerned 
with how we are going to get to 
l.a.x. and offers to drive us all 
there and pick us up on our return.
i didn't even know his name.
he writes that and his phone number down
for me in case the plans i have
for a buddy to take us fall through.
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later i recall that this is 
the way it was growing up 
in upstate new york: 
people were always looking 
for ways to help each other 
out. it made you feel good 
to plow a neighbor's lawn or 
shovel his car out or mow his 
grass or run an errand for someone 
who was old or sick or disabled
i don't notice much of that 
anymore, except for those who are 
ready and willing to put you 
out of your misery.

AFTER VIEWING ZEFFIRELLI'S JANE EYRE
my uncle lost his wife to tuberculosis
when she was still quite young
and very beautiful. she had, in
fact, been a legendary beauty,
one of those women whose name,
among her family and friends
is virtually synonymous with beauty.
it was expected that he would be
inconsolable.
but shortly thereafter he re-married, 
this time with their longtime housekeeper, 
a likeable, competent, notoriously 
plain woman.
he was quite well off,
an engineer for a prominent electronics firm, 
and he could presumably have had his choice 
of many women.
but he and his second wife
had an excellent marriage.
it might even be said,
in the manner of the fairy tales,
that they lived happily ever after.
as a child this seemed a mystery to me, 
but today i am tempted to regard him as 
among the wisest of men.

134



PICASSO: WOMAN WITH A BLUE VEIL, 1923
painters' models have it easier
than fashion models: they get to eat more.
and to drink a bit. in paris, in the '20s, 
everybody drank a bit, and all the drinks 
had european names —  pernod, cognac, 
calvados, côtes du rhone —  which made 
them taste considerably better.
certainly the murphys, gerald and 
sara, were not teetotalers, and william 
rubin says that pablo may have been 
in love with sara. but this woman 
could have been an ancient greek, 
or a madonna. really, though, it 
is the veil this picture is about, 
graceful, diaphanous, and giving more 
than it receives: it would
be beautiful on any woman, 
delineates the eyelids, eyebrows, lips, 
picasso may have painted women that 
he loved, but he loved painting more 
than he loved any woman.
the women all grew stale, 
but not the blue veil.

EDWARD HOPPER: DRUG STORE, 1927
my mother used to take
her only child for "mexican" sundaes.
we would sit on the counter stools
at Conner's drug store, corner
of hawley street and genesee
and spoon from silvered cups
vanilla ice cream topped with
hershey's chocolate sauce
(was there any other brand?) ,
crushed peanuts, and a maraschino
cherry. it was a treat for her
as much as for me. she always
had a sweet tooth, but nobody
had much money during world
war two, not in our Irish neighborhood,
at least, not with the men away
at war, and there wasn't much to
buy with what we had. people had
been toughened by the ten years
of depression.
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hopper's corner store is 
silber's pharmacy. are those 
blue smudges gift-wrapped 
candy boxes? whitman's? a 
red globe and a green hang like the 
scales of justice, still in 
balance, or like those of a 
pawnbroker. the awning 
advertises, redundantly, 
prescriptions, drugs, and 
"ex-lax." this was still the 
long dark age before penicillin, 
though, and i recall the nauseating 
sulfa drugs still prevalent 
throughout the 1940s. 
the dependency to be feared 
was only laxatives. i imagine that 
most remedies relied rather heavily 
on the placebo effect.
a happier time? 
i suppose so. 
the jazz age.
expatriates, the roaring twenties, 
the eve of the great crash.
still, none of that in 
evidence here.
this store is open at night, 
drapes, blue and turquoise, 
mask what's going on inside.
the prohibition era. 
the one, that is, that 
preceded our own.

ARE THEY REPLACED AS SOON AS THEY ACQUIRE A NEW 
YORK ACCENT?
what most impresses me 
about the irish bars of new york city 
is that every single one has an 
authentic irish bartender.

OUR ANNUAL ART CALENDAR
we are discussing this year's possibilities 
and i say, "the only good ones seem 
to be of monet's works, and i like ones 
that i can write about. how much can you
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say about paintings of shimmering light with 
no people in them, and how many times can 
you get away with saying it?"
and she says, "i think that's precisely what 
i'd like you to write: poems with no 
people in them."

THE SPLURGE
it is my birthday. i turn 
fifty-three. i decide to 
treat myself to whatever 
lunch i truly desire, the 
cost be damned.
my taste buds do not 
lead me to the pine avenue 
fish house or spago's or 
ma maison, but to
poncho's, on pacific coast 
highway, for a chorizo tostada 
and a chicken enchilada, a la 
carte, and a ten-ounce bottle 
of coca-cola poured over ice. 
it's been a while since i have 
eaten at poncho's, although 
i have innumerable times done 
so over the past thirty years.
tip included, the tab comes to 
less than ten dollars. in my 
opinion mexican food is getting 
a bit pricey, but, on this day, 
there is no lunch i could have 
enjoyed more.

INVERTED PYRAMID
a long time ago a student of 
mine, mike ward, advised me:
"never deny it when anyone 
accuses you of getting laid, 
whether or not it's true. everybody 
wants a winner."
it was a demotic variant 
of "nothing succeeds like success" 
or even of oscar wilde's "nothing 
succeeds like excess."



and if i had been as good-looking, 
experienced, charming, articulate, 
rich, and, most of all, as confident 
as mike, it might have worked for me.

MANIFESTOS
the alzheimer's association sends me 
a packet of notecards bearing 
reproductions from monet. i like 
them: they are not the most common 
prints, but ones like "tulip field 
in holland" and "customs officer's 
cottage." i don't send back the 
hoped-for donation, because i am 
saving for my own senility, and i 
don't correspond with my friends on 
them, because my friends are also 
getting a bit long in the tooth 
themselves and might take it the 
wrong way. instead i just use them 
as bookmarks in my current reading: 
a motley selection of bukowski, 
elmer kelton, a.s. byatt, pat 
barker, colin dexter.
the reproductions are unusually crisp: 
they look a lot like photographs.* 1
is this what monet was trying 
to accomplish?
i thought it was what he was trying 
to avoid.
the main thing is that whatever he 
thought he was trying to 
prove or eschew
his aesthetic goals got him to 
put paint on canvas.

SHE COULD PROBABLY HAVE FLIPPED THROUGH MY CASE OF 
THE MISSING BLUE VOLKSWAGEN WHILE SNEEZING
i read in evelyn wood's obituary 
that the founder of speedreading 
could absorb fifteen thousand words per minute.
i figure that a good novella runs 
somewhere between twenty and forty thousand
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words. thus, evelyn could probably polish 
off death In Venice In about two minutes, maybe, 
on a particularly robust day, 
a minute and a half.
the death of Ivan ilych —  a trifle longer 
perhaps —  let's give her three whole 
minutes so that she doesn't feel rushed.
the metamorphosis? i doubt she'd enjoy 
that one much anyway. she might not 
make it all of the way through. maybe, 
she'd just toss it on the dust bin 
about seven seconds into it.
i'm really sorry evelyn never took a 
course from us. i could have assigned 
her every great novella ever written 
and she could have breezed through them 
with plenty of time left over for pitchers 
of beer at the 49er tavern, where she could 
have shared with us her store of profound 
insights.

THE MORE I READ, THE MORE I WRITE
my one reservation in taking on 
a graduate seminar in the american 
renaissance was that the amount of 
re-reading it would require would 
interfere with the writing i had 
planned for the summer. i soon 
discovered what i should have known 
from experience: walden alone had me
filling up my pockets with poems.

WHEN I ADMIT THIS TO MY DAUGHTER, SHE SHAKES HER HEAD 
AND SAYS, "YOU'RE AMAZING."
i get a call from my daughter's french teacher 
asking that she call her about a special 
advanced placement review session,
so i dial her pager and sit by the phone 
hoping she calls back right away, as i have 
to rush off in five minutes 
to pick up her younger brother.
when the phone rings almost immediately, 
i'm so happy that i snatch it up 
and say, "hi, sweetheart!"



i get a kind of grouching and grumbling 
from the other end of the line.
"hello?" i say; "anybody there?"
"mr. locklin," the voice announces,
"this is jim w., your roofing contractor."

TACO DUMBBELL
i'm already notorious with my kids
for driving up to the window of me donald's
paying,
and immediately driving off without the food.
this happens with embarrassing frequency.
but today i outdid myself.
my son and i spent an interminable wait 
in the drive-through line at taco bell, 
but when i finally got to the microphone 
i had something else on my mind 
and i drove right past it.
"dad," my son asked, "did you forget to order?"
of course there was already another car 
ordering at the microphone behind us.
it wasn't fun explaining all this
to the blank-faced teenage girl at the window.

R.B. KITAJ: WHO CAN BE HAPPY AND FREE?, 1990-93

do women feel that their clothes 
are transparent to us? 
do they really fear it, 
as so many say they do?
do they, in their turn, 
think of our hidden penises? 
do they think of them erect, 
or do they think of taking them, 
soft, in hand, and watching the power 
they have to make them rise?
do we not feel this way
about our touching of their nipples,
our biting of their necks,
our breathing into their ears,
our reaching into their panties?



is not the greatest pleasure,
for women or for men,
the excitation of the other?
is this the tragic difference between 
the fantasy of rape and its reality?
observe the lonely man
left out of the scene,
his palms and face pressed against
an invisible wall,
who has not known that wall?
is a penis a cigar?
are a bed and a book
always in the phantom background?
do only those we do not want 
press their attentions on us?
is sex inaccurately symbolized 
by the color red?
does it astonish us 
when the right two 
want each other?
and then, what of the static and the 
necessary clutter?

CRAZY JANE TALKS TO THE TOAD
he is exiting the ymca
as she is entering it.
she stops in the doorway,
so he is holding the door open for her
"why," she demands, "did they lock 
the door for the single women?" 
he says, "there's a separate door 
for the single women?"
"why would they lock it?" the 
woman repeats; "why would they lock 
the door for the single women?"
he is still holding the door open 
so that it doesn't slam on her.
"single women use this place also," 
she says.
"i'm sure they do," he says.
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"i wish they wouldn't lock the door 
the single women use," she says.
"well," he says, "i'm sure it's fine 
if you use this one," and he transfers 
the door gently to her grasp, thinking 
that the clerks at this y truly do 
earn their meagre salaries.

I'M ABOUT READY FOR THE VENERABLE BEDE
when she was a young novelist and philosopher, 
iris murdoch wrote under the influence 
of sartre and Wittgenstein.
these days she writes under the influence 
of plato.
i suspect that, as one grows a little older, 
and the finitude of life becomes palpable, 
one returns to those writers who have stood 
the test of time, rather than squandering 
one's dwindling hoard of hours 
on contemporary works of questionable value.

AN ACHILLES LARYNX
he says that ezra pound 
was a horrible declaimer 
of his own verse,
and i think it's just as well
pound wasn't better at public speaking
or mussolini might have won the war.

WHAT WE READ AT THE END OF THE DAY
i've read just about all of 
lawrence block's matthew scudder crime 
novels, and a lot of those by colin dexter 
featuring inspector morse. so i'm in 
the market for others I'll enjoy as well, 
you'd think it would be easy, but it isn't, 
i try a lot of books by writers with big 
reputations, like ruth rendell and ed 
me bain, and others recommended to me by 
friends whose taste i trust, such as mark 
weber, and i can see what others enjoy in
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these books, but for me they just don't 
deliver the same pleasure.
i even know what the problem is: it's a
matter of identification. for my pleasure 
reading, i want a protagonist that i feel 
very close to, such as scudder or morse; 
i don't want to have to expand my empathetic 
capacities —  i do that in the rest of my life, 
as teacher and father and writer and even, 
sometimes, as husband, not to mention as 
citizen of long beach, america, the world.
as i close out the day and prepare to 
slip into dreams, i want to be able to 
sympathize with myself.

MY LAST AUNT
my aunt has lived as many years, 
fifty-seven, in the same apartment, 
as heinz had varieties of soup. her 
doctor would like her to move 
because there are no places nearby to 
walk to anymore, and it's not a good 
neighborhood for walking anyway, the 
friends she has left either don't 
drive at all now, or don't like to. 
a couple of years ago, she fell getting 
off a bus and injured her foot, though not, 
at least, her hip. but she can't face moving.
i don't blame her. i dread the possibility 
of having to relocate from my office in 
humanities building, what with the 
ramshackle shelves of books, the boxes 
bulging with manuscripts, the drawers 
of correspondence, we are an easily addicted 
species, even to wallpaper and the shape 
of our surroundings, hers is an awfully 
small place, though, one bedroom with tiny 
parlor and kitchen. the building smells, 
not noxious, but as musty as its years, its 
threadbare carpeting, the neighbors are nice 
but don't visit. her eccentric fifty-year- 
old niece who stays with her on weekends 
mitigates the social benefits by 
smoking up a hurricane.
i think my aunt just turned ninety, 
she might live a little longer 
in a newer roomier place,
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in a suburb, or she might not. 
she's not rich, but she could 
afford to move. probably she'd rather 
save the money for my grandkids —  she 
had no children of her own. i don't 
tell her to move; i don't tell her not 
to. if i were a betting man, i'd 
wager she'll stay put.

GOOD NEIGHBOR PETE
twice a week my neighbor saves
all of us on the street from sweeper tickets.
when i hear my doorbell ring
at noon on a thursday
i know i've forgotten to move my car
to the other side of the street.
when it rings on friday, i know
i've forgotten to move it back.
i rush out in my stocking feet
to save myself the fine.
up and down the street
others are doing the same.
i tell pete i'd sooner put a match
to a twenty dollar bill
than contribute another cent to the city, 
and nowadays the meter maids of both sexes 
will write you up from a distance 
as long as they can read your license plate 
even if you're in the act 
of moving your car,
and naturally the one thing the state
is doing better is making
the license plates more visible.
pete is retired but it's not as if
he doesn't have plenty to keep him busy,
including seemingly dozens of kids and grandkids,
not to mention the inevitable jobs around
the house and yard and garage
that he's good at and i'm not.
it's just that he also believes
in being a good neighbor.
if that's a middle-class, republican value, 
i hope it spreads to other factions as well.

—  Gerald Locklin 

Long Beach CA
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