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~~~~~

Small Events

Memories of my fifty-six years run together like
photographs in a family album put together in haste, out of
chronological order, too many shots of some events, too few of
others. Pictures of the living and the dead, immortalized.
Cherished photographs: my sons’ hits in little league, summers
pulling catfish from the Colorado River, four years a Marine,
twenty years a Professor, ten years a SCUBA instructor in Hawaii.
Small events have made me, such as having to retake high school
biology. After I aced the course the second time, my teacher told
me I should think about going to college. Thank you Mrs. Simmons
(oh yeah, I’m sorry I called you “Simons” to irritate you all those
times). Other images stick in my mind: the quiet school hallway the
afternoon JFK was shot (my sixteenth birthday), puffs of smoke from
the Texas Tower that hot August day (it was my friend Joe’s idea to
drive down to see the sniper). And last, moments of perfection:
nailing a haiku, spearing a line drive, swishing a three-pointer,
earning my expert badge at the rifle range.

boot camp album counting the Marines who died in
Nam

Dedicated to Platoon 196, First Battalion,
Marine Corps Recruit Depot, San Diego, California, 16 June-11
August, 1967.

~~~~~

Clicks

Sitting with A. C. in the predawn Texas autumn,
his 1957 Ford running with the heater on. He has driven us to this
wild pecan grove in the hill country to hunt squirrels. His only
son is grown and in college. Like an uncle to me, I am familiar
with his personal habits. My feet roll over empty beer cans on the
floorboard. Puffing on filter-less Camels and slurping black
coffee, he changes the country music station by punching the
yellow-brown radio buttons above the ashtray. His teeth are that
color, too. A wheezing attack interrupts a story about the life of
squirrels intermingled with a Zen-like dissertation on the flavors
of wild meat compared with domesticated animals. He likes to
instruct me, even though I know most of his lessons. “Squirrels
communicate by clicking sounds, so wiggle the bolt on your gun and
that will draw them out." I nod, having used this technique my
grandfather taught me. These critters move up and down trees like
linemen climbing telephone poles.

With enough light to walk, we take our stations
beside pecan trunks. We begin clicking our bolts and watching the
treetops for any movement. Other than an occasional woodpecker, I
only hear A. C.'s metallic messages and lots of coughing. After a
couple of hours of this, he comes over to ask if I saw any
squirrels. “No, only a rabbit.” "Hunted out," he grunts.

afternoon shadows with each click the coffin
lowers

~~~~~

The Taste of Blood

The last dog we had growing up, a boxer named
Bullet, developed the habit of jumping up and laying his
paws on the chest of anyone who approached. Licking and slobbering,
he only wanted to play, but would knock over small children so we
were forced to take him to live in the rural town of my
grandparents. There was plenty of open space, rabbits and possums
to hunt. When he needed to be chained, he had the shade of the plum
trees. On our visits, we would throw the green canning plums for
him to chase. He liked to chase. He also sometimes went after the
neighbor’s chickens and killed a few. “Once they get the taste of
blood, you might as well shoot ‘em,” the man explained. And one
day, that’s just what he did.

first fist fight the taste of blood in my
mouth

~~~~~

Frog

The box in my tent contains all of my clothes
and the mongrel dog who has adopted me this rainy season on Oahu.
Every night, the dog greets me by wagging its entire body,
whimpering and croaking in anticipation of the scraps I bring—a bit
of hamburger and the middle buns of the 99¢ Big Macs I ate after
teaching SCUBA class. I named the dog “frog.” We both are homeless,
but have each other to look forward to.

Tonight, frog failed to greet me.

in the box the dog licks her stillborn pups

~~~~~

Oatmeal

Papa is cooking oatmeal for supper. He stands
over the old stove just as he had the last time I saw him four
years ago when I left for the Marine Corps. Daily oatmeal with milk
and black coffee. He doesn't seem to notice me, intent on stirring
the bubbling paste in the dented pan. Taking the spoon I stir for
him. It resembles the glue I used in grade school, cooked well past
done. The spoon stands up at attention by itself. I remember
helping him mow lawns in the summers. Back then, he would say, “you
won’t have to eat all day after a bowl of this—it sticks to your
ribs.” I motion for him to sit at the table, then hand him the pan.
He eats it right out of the pan. Less dishes to wash. Pouring the
milk for him, he stares blankly at my face.

autumn deepens he searches the pan for my
name

~~~~~

In and Out of Fog

I stride this January morning as much to stay
warm as to emulate my heroes, Jim Bridger, Davy Crockett, Kit
Carson and my Grandfather. Pump pellet gun slung over my shoulder,
a leftover biscuit wrapped in foil bulging my left pants pocket, a
ball of cotton twine—in case I get a squirrel or rabbit—bunched in
my right pocket. After an hour walk, I reach the outskirts of town,
a pecan grove cut by a small stream. When I have been here before,
I have seen families of squirrels among the bare limbs and clumps
of mistletoe. Even so, they are hard to shoot, as they rotate
around the trunks to hide. Grandfather explained how to hunt game
in his many stories. “Click the bolt of your rifle or click your
tongue,” he would say, “the squirrels will come around the trunk to
see what’s making the noise.” and, about hunting rabbits, “make
sure you lead ‘em like shooting birds.” walking slowly through the
grove, clicking my way, looking for squirrels above and for rabbits
among the tufts of winter rye. Feelings of anticipation and
sadness. Sad that Grandfather had only told me how to
hunt—he never came with me. He wanted to, but as a young man he had
pierced his right eye with a pocketknife while whittling. “My
shooting eye,” he joked. And recently, his dementia had taken more
from him.

Fog is lifting, birds are singing. This hunt
seems over. Reaching for my biscuit, I look for a boulder to sit
on. Across the creek, a large marsh rabbit lumbers up the trail. I
raise my pellet gun, aim ahead of the rabbit and squeeze the
trigger. To my amazement, the animal falls. I run across an oak
trunk that spans the creek, up the embankment and stand over the
twitching body. The pellet has entered one eye and protrudes the
other.

Rabbit hanging from my waist, munching a cold
biscuit, I walk home.

in and out of fog driving him to the home

~~~~~

A Story About Nothing

Here at the home do they know it’s Christmas
soon a fruitcake underneath the artificial tree on a Formica-topped
table pine-scented shiny white floors masking the smell of age
wafting through open doors I make my way to papa at the end of the
hall peering inside each room this one with an attendant wearing a
Santa hat turning a groaning man mumbling about bed sores another
with a child’s mobile swinging beside an IV bag a last empty except
for someone changing sheets I wonder where the occupant went and
papa doesn’t notice me I stay as long as I can.

winter chill papa tells a story about
nothing

~~~~~

Canoe

Threat of rain, I jog to get the mail. Pulling
letters from the small rectangular mailbox. Here is a large manila
envelope from my hometown in Texas. It is my share of the
inheritance from sale of my grandparents’ rural home . . . memories
of summers my cousins and I spent there. The add-on back bedroom,
with the water cooler that added humidity to the already-sticky
Texas nights, where papa and we grandsons slept. After dawn-to-dusk
days helping him mow lawns, we played rock-paper-scissors to see
who slept where. The loser got the old single bed so hollowed out
we nicknamed it “the canoe.” Secretly, I always tried to lose. I
liked sleeping in that bed because it gave me a feeling of being
held.

Drops hit the envelope. I lock the mailbox and
walk home.

November rain zipping my coat all the way up

~~~~~

Haircut

The scissors gouge and tear my cousin Leon’s
hair. Not a professional haircut, but he complained all summer
about needing one until grandpa finally agreed to do it. We circle
the chair, barely able to stifle our laughs. Cicadas are louder
than ever. Leon just sits there taking his medicine, but with the
look of a condemned prisoner. Haircut done, huge gaps in his hair,
he quickly puts on a cap.

distant rumbles the anvil shape of a
thunderhead



~~~~~

Doodlebug

I squat hunched over at the entrance to my
grandfather’s run-down garage inspecting the cone of sand on the
dirt floor between my feet, mindful of the red ants that also
occupy the area. Ant lions—doodlebugs—have built these upside-down
pyramids in hopes of capturing a meal. Like Huck Finn, grass stem
between my teeth, daydreaming of rafting down the Colorado River as
it winds through this railroad town a mile away.

No Jim to accompany my boyhood adventures which
for a ten-year-old are limited to this acre of land and doing
things, unspeakable to parents, like capturing honey bees in jelly
jars with an inch or so of black oil at the bottom. I’d go up to
the flowering mock orange blossoms, close the lid quickly around
the pollen-drunk insects. They’d fall, wiggle a little, then sink.
No raft either . . .

The tickle of an ant crawling up my leg snaps me
back.

distant thunder dropping an ant to the
doodlebug

~~~~~

Thunder and Lightning

Hiding with friends, a homemade bow and quiver
with one arrow strapped on my back, I see dad streaking down the
street away from momma’s house. I’m sure he’s mad, but I’d rather
play with my buddies than stay with him. It’s his weekend for
custody. He does his best—gives me money, buys me things and brings
my brothers and me unusual gifts. One Easter he gave us brightly
colored chicks. They grew up of course and we had to take them to
our grandparents’ house in the country. I liked visiting them to
see how much of their color was left. Another time he gave us two
colored bunnies. Other than one being blue and the other pink, they
were exactly alike. So, we named them Thunder and Lightning. We
kept them in the garage until one died and the other escaped.

distant thunder movement through tall grass in
the vacant lot

~~~~~

7 Up

My parents were separated when I was in my
teens. Sometimes I would visit my dad on weekends. Once, he asked
me to walk to the store to get a six-pack of 7 Up. We were visiting
some of his friends in a resort area near a lake. Lots of winding
roads to and from the convenience store. I got lost and took
several wrong paths, getting more upset as I went. I knew he’d be
furious. In my panic, I set the carton of 7 Up down and ran up and
down one road, then another. I finally found the house where we
were staying, but without the drinks. To this day, when I get lost,
I think back to that time. Perhaps, too, that is why I am obsessed
with finding my way.

homesick tracing the stream to its source

~~~~~

Teens in Texas

We fished along the bank pulling channel catfish
from the Colorado. Rolled-up bacon in an old mayonnaise jar
provided the grease, a Boy Scout mess kit served as a frying pan.
The first fish I fried, the grease was too hot, popping up into one
eye losing vision for three days. But nothing, nothing tasted
better than a fish those moments before was flipping. Most nights
we slept here with only rare nibbles.

night fishing a few bites from mosquitoes

~~~~~

Whisper

Smells have the ability to bring up memories,
like when I used to step outside my Texas home in the autumn. The
scent recalled a time I was stationed in southern California. But
sounds, too, can conjure memories as the phone call did this
morning from a friend who had a stroke. His damaged voice reminded
me of events in high school involving a star football player named
Jeff. He was over six feet tall and about 230 pounds, but agile. He
played practical jokes on everyone. Once in gym class, Jeff and
Larry (the other football star) got into a play fight in the locker
room. It started with Jeff popping Larry with a wet towel. They
snapped each other's naked butts until it escalated into a real
fight. Larry glanced a blow off Jeff’s chin causing him to slip on
the wet floor. As he landed, there was a stunned look on his face.
Other than football games, it was the only time I saw him serious.
That same year, Jeff and I were in the same art class. One day the
teacher left the room. Jeff went around putting paint on everyone's
canvas and flicking paint on our clothes. Paint got on my new
shirt.

Just after graduation, I was waiting to go into
the Marine Corps. One day I received a call about a hunting
incident between Jeff and his older brother. Jeff had been joking
around with a shotgun, thinking it was unloaded, and accidentally
shot his brother Steve in the head. Steve recovered, but he always
talked in a whisper after that.

the dryers' hum my favorite shirt in the rag
pile

~~~~~

The Gasp is What Crowds My Mind

Not pulling the trigger on my stepfather’s
Winchester 30-30 not the hole it made in the young doe or the blood
and not that the man told my buddy and me that she was really too
small to keep and we better just leave her lay because in the next
day or two we’d both get a buck for sure but that final breath from
life to corpse it crowds my mind . . .

cold snap a north wind fills my nostrils

~~~~~

Mumblety-peg

The pocketknife lands in the black Texas mud
just beyond his foot. In this game called split, we take turns
throwing a knife outside our friend’s position. He stretches a leg
out to the knife, pulls it from the ground and takes his throw. The
first person to fall while stretching loses. This Yankee kid named
Ed stretches out, loses his balance then falls, to the hoots and
howls of my buddies. Keeping with tradition, I wipe my blade clean
on his clothes. Ed is from New York and talks funny—he calls our
knife game “mumblety-peg”— but he has a nice Case pocketknife and
turns out to be our high school’s best football player. After a
while, we get used to his northern accent.

September sky hearing that a friend was in the
first tower

~~~~~

Tower

August 1, 1966. It is a typical humid day in
Austin until the phone call from Joe, my high school buddy. He says
he'll pick me up in a few minutes. There is someone shooting from
the Texas tower. He pulls up and I jump into his '56 Chevy. Burning
rubber, we speed off the three miles to the "drag," the main strip
bordering the University of Texas campus. A Texas Ranger stops us
at a roadblock. We park and run closer. People are hugging
buildings and peeking around corners. A plain-clothes officer has a
rifle perched on an open car door peering through the scope.
Following his line of sight up to the tower, occasional clouds of
gun smoke drift across the building, partially obscuring the huge
clock and floating into the pale blue sky. A puff . . . then the
crack of a firearm discharging. It was like watching a gunfight on
TV, surreal yet somehow familiar.

passing clouds echoes of gunfire from the grassy
knoll

~~~~~

My Tenth Grade Civics Teacher

An immaculate dresser replete with a suit and
tie every day he had a sense of humor he alone thought funny like
the joke he told repeatedly that the name of Berlin was changed to
Berin after WWII because the allies had bombed the “l” out of it we
laughed dutifully anything to escape the dry textbook material oh
he could lecture alright interspersed with these quasi-jokes and
another notable behavior he would jump up and engage in tirades
like the rare time it snowed here in Texas we of course looked at
the small accumulations till he bellowed “haven’t you heard about
snow blindness?!” to which we looked forward sneaking sideways
glances at the falling flakes then often he’d catch someone biting
their fingernails and again the sage advice “you realize the dirt
and germs under those nails—you want to catch something?!” His
nails of course were manicured somehow I made it out of there a
good citizen.

among his effects the pocket nail clippers

~~~~~

Waiting

1967. I’m 19 and don’t want to be drafted. As a
loyal American though, I go to enlist in the Navy or Marine Corps.
The Navy has excellent schools, but there is a long list to get in.
The Marines, well, will make a man of me, or as my brother says,
“get your head screwed on straight.” My high test scores guarantee
a Marine aviation school, so I end up delaying four months after
all. In the time before boot camp, I help my grandfather on the
chicken ranch he runs.

clearing skies the chickens play before they are
cut

~~~~~

Blanket Party

Muffled sounds of fists striking body parts
through the blanket in the pitch black of our platoon’s Quonset
hut. The shit bird deserves it. Good Marine? Not yet. He can’t keep
up on marches, can’t do push-ups, sit-ups or even clean his rifle
right. No one talks about his blanket party—nobody needs to.

field day inspection bouncing a quarter off his
blanket

~~~~~

Ring

Walking guard duty around a Quonset hut of
ammunition on the Marine Corps Air Station, Oahu, my high school
ring tapping the barrel of a loaded M-14 rifle. Possible racial and
anti-war riots threaten the base. Tropical stars trigger memories.
The major in boot camp warned me that this ring would snag and pull
my finger off when jumping from a helicopter in Nam. Instead of
going to West Pac, I got stuck driving a "six-by" truck in
California until boredom spurred a transfer request, which could
have led to the Tet Offensive, not here to paradise. First week on
the Rock, the sunburn from bodysurfing, tasting poi (the glue-like
brown paste made from taro), hearing stories on the base from
Marines, and on liberty in Waikiki from soldiers and sailors on R
& R, about rumors of Russian tanks crossing the DMZ, moments of
unspeakable terror beside hours of boredom. Alcohol-induced loose
tongues, like the kid in the bar so juiced he removed the
prosthetic mask covering what was left of his face from falling on
a grenade. He stuck the plastic façade on someone's arm and watched
him flick it off like some dead alien in a sci-fi film. A faint
steel guitar playing Hawaiian music wafts through swaying palms
just ahead of the approaching change of guard. “Halt, who goes
there?”

About a year later, while SCUBA diving off the
base near an old firing range, I lose my senior ring.

combing the military beach a crab with one
claw

~~~~~

In the Half-light of Morning

Here in Hawaii in a room which really was a
garage cleaned up just enough to be livable I survey the aches from
the previous long day of diving for a living and it was a good job
though no health insurance or even surety of a next meal I peer out
to the tatami mats strung together to hide the grease underneath
now full in spots with sand dragged in from the beach just inside
the door a mouse sits up on its hind legs and I think for a moment
to get up and shoo it away but no let it be it adds charm to the
place so I drift back into sleep eyelids closed I see the ocean
floor much like I did so often when spearing fish while free diving
for hours I drift and that screen plays a movie of lava rock and
fish flitting I dream . . . my long-time friend with a droopy face
from Bell's palsy which lasts only a week he feels it will be
forever maybe a stroke but he is only in his 30s so I try to
reassure him and think better of joking about the times I shot fish
through both eyes they twitched at the end of the spear but that
was just reflex.

in tree shade I ink one side of the fish

~~~~~

Napalm

Returning after years away, I walk onto the Oahu
beach. This sheltered cove is where the memorable love scene in
“From Here to Eternity” was filmed. I had taken hundreds of SCUBA
students across this sand where famous actors had wallowed. On
dives with my buddies, we spread speared fish here. They flapped
over and over on the sand until they seemed breaded for frying. Now
even those times seem distant as I kneel near the surf where
remnants of waves wet my trousers. This is the first time I had
worn long pants here. Removing my shirt, I tie it around my throat
like a neckerchief. The spray from the Blowhole a few yards away
wraps everything in salt mist. I crack a smile and murmur “I love
the smell of salt in the morning.” The Colonel in “ Apocalypse Now”
surely must have felt the same. A moment sealed in time by the
smell of napalm incinerating all that it touched in gelatinous
globs. Like me in my fully wet pant legs, an emblazoned memory.

I read in the newspaper that the U .S. military
has decided to stop making napalm.

high-water mark the Portuguese man-of-war
shrinks into itself

~~~~~

Stripped

One of the screws holding the nameplate on the
plaque my fiancée made for me is stripped. Over and over she says
she wants to replace it, but I tell her that’s what makes the gift
perfect. A t the end of the summer, she has to leave Hawaii for the
mainland to resume college, while I finish my fourth year in the
Marine Corps. Distance in geography and education levels cause our
eventual breakup, but through letters we keep up with each other’s
lives: my marriage, new house and jobs; her college degrees and
fight against breast cancer.

At work I receive a letter from her younger
brother saying the mastectomy and chemotherapy have not been enough
to win her battle.

early spring before she can tie it the balloon
escapes

~~~~~

Stomp

As a university undergraduate I had a summer
internship at the Juvenile Detention Home in Honolulu. On the first
day, I see there is an element of danger. A caseworker has a
swollen cheek and black eye from yesterday’s escape attempt. My
immediate supervisor, Pete, gives me two bits of advice: Don't turn
your back; and keep smiling. I watch him and he does just that.
This man in his fifties has a permanent smile. Not a
happy-face-sticker smile, but a genuine glad-to-be-alive one. The
entire staff has this smile and one odd behavior: In conversations,
each uses the “foot stomp,” a slap of the foot nearest to you.
Stomp, laugh. Pete introduces me to the superintendent. This small,
articulate man has the loudest foot stomp of all. After three
months, I file in my notes the hypothesis: Volume of foot stomp
increases with status.

end of summer on the storeroom floor flattened
cockroaches

~~~~~

Womb

We drop as if by parachutes below the
mirror-smooth surface of Shark's Cove on Oahu's north shore for a
rare pleasure dive away from SCUBA students. Our bubbles the only
obstructions in crystal blue water, like a snow globe turned over
gently just once. We move among schools of small fish, which part
and reassemble around clouds of exhalations much as birds fly
around kites. Through lava tubes with ceiling exits that mark our
trek with tiny streams of air, we meander toward caves that go back
under the one road, which encircles this most remote end of the
island. A seduction of darkness beyond our hand-held lights sucks
us inside the cave with each gentle wave swell, like the sweetness
of Matsumoto’s shave ice just up the street above our heads.
Between breaths my mouth waters thinking of our after-dive treat.
The slush of paste, cane syrup and vanilla ice cream gives way to
the silt in the cave now so stirred that I must hold the depth
gauge against my facemask with the flashlight directed obliquely.
Fifteen feet of lava above us, and yet, no sign of the exit. We
wait. An incredible impulse to shoot upward to life so close . .
.
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