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PREFACE

Steven Carter’s Letters to My Parents is an extraordinary 
collection of haibun comprised of letters the poet has written 
to his parents, Corlies and Dorothy. Moving full circle from 
the opening to the closing haibun, this substantial collection of 
haibun offers a testament of his love for his parents. The kinds 
of poems gathered here range from a letter about his limited 
memories of his father who died when Carter was only seven 
to the last letter to his mother asking what has she taught him 
about life. But the one assumption that underlies and animates 
every line of every poem is that inclusiveness, intellectual 
and imaginative restlessness that is the lifeblood of the poet’s 
imagination. 

Carter’s poems record life passages—love and loss, anger 
and forgiveness, family and solitude—linking human nature 
and the natural world with sensitivity and clarity. They 
are poems with attitude: passionate, uncompromising, that 
contain wit in abundance and a playfulness in language and 
thought. In a compelling voice, Carter skillfully tells us his 
stories, making his pungent points, and taking us to places 
many of us can relate to. Remarkably depicted and balanced, 
the haibun unravel and extend like a nostalgic autobiography. 
These letters are imbued with poignancy and a sharp awareness 
of life. Carter reveals much of himself in his writing and 
demonstrates his ability to merge the sadness and happiness of 
his life without sentimentality and with his own unique sense 
of wry humor.

This is a collection that will offer pleasure to many readers 
as they reflect on their own relationships with their parents. 
The letters are thematically varied—and are not just the 
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randomness of life’s events but the vision of a poet. These letters 
are pieces of an intricately interlinked world, in which the poet 
must learn to live.  

Patricia Prime
Co-editor of Kokako
Reviews/Interviews Editor of Haibun Today
Reviewer for Takahe, Atlas Poetica and other journals
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In loving memory of C. R. Carter
1912-1950

        

Dorothy Ethel Carter
1912-1965

 
                

And for Allan
—My fellow traveler
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PROLOGUE

ON A DAY THREATENING RAIN

At my parents’ graves in Saratoga I feel the presence of 
something so much larger than I that, incongruously, the 
word ridiculous pops into my head. It awakens the decades-old 
memory of witnessing my mother’s death; this time, however, 
it’s something else that I’m experiencing. Well, if not death, 
then what? Then I have it.

The something brings me to my knees in the tall grass, 
leaning forward. I have to—have to—touch  the names cut into 
dark gray stone.                                         
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Book I
Letters to Corlies



I

Dear Dad:

This won’t be easy. 
I was just seven when you died. My memories of you, 

needless to say, are limited. 
Here’s one: 
We go to the Marin County landfill near Mill Valley, Mt. 

Tam’s rugged green pyramid looming behind us. I remember 
the weather: partly cloudy, with streaks of blue sky to the 
southeast, over Richardson Bay. It’s breezy, with off-again 
on-again sunshine, but I don’t feel particularly cold.

Among the items we’ve come to throw away: a box of old 
records, 78’s of course, that you and Mom had owned since the 
war when, as I recall from one of your letters (someone saved 
the carbons), needles were hard to come by. You show me how 
to toss the records into the landfill just below us, Frisbee-like, 
even though Frisbees won’t be invented for another decade.

Sixty years later, your words are lost to me. But attached 
to this memory, like tails to a kite, are others: one October 
afternoon you show up at Alto Elementary School (in view of 
the hill where we’re unloading the trunk of our gold-colored 
Plymouth), to help with a Halloween party. You’re wearing a 
green shirt and, delighted to see you, I remark to a friend, “A 
green ghost!” 

Then we’re at the dinner table; Mom has made oysters, and 
you find a blackened pearl, softened by cooking, and pass it 
around; to me it’s as exotic as a moon rock. 

Then I’m being spanked for encouraging little brother 
Allan to drink out of the toilet. 
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Then we’re in Sausalito, neighbor kids in the back seat, 
watching July 4th fireworks over the San Francisco Marina 
twelve miles away. 

Then—but it occurs to me that the dump itself is like 
my meager store of memories: a repository of all lost things: 
threadbare sweaters, shoes, warped garage shelves, car batteries, 
cat litter boxes, boxes of buttons, broken window frames, a 
hand saw dulled by use. 

I feel special, that you let me tag along; special, too, are the 
landscapes of pre-yuppie Marin County: green hills dwarfing 
Tiburon, wealthy Belvedere, and Angel Island, embraced lover-
like by the cold, treacherous tides of Raccoon Straits; distant 
towers of the Golden Gate Bridge; Mill Valley itself, smaller 
then, nestled in a bowl of redwood trees threaded with fog.

A lace-wing moth flutters around my head and shoulders. 
And, helping you haul things out of the trunk, I also feel a 
sense of peace and security such as I’ve never felt before or 
since. I assume all children of the earth must feel this way in the 
presence of their fathers, and I’m happy for them.

Six months later you are dead of a heart attack. That day, 
the day we go to the dump, marks the dawn of the Korean War.

                           Love, Steve 
        

Un-mown graves 
       A child said, 
               What is the grass?   
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II

Dear Dad:

You can live a lifetime with someone and never know his 
inner life. When we lived in Berkeley, I attended one of Allan’s 
intramural basketball games. From the sidelines, as I watched 
him dribble up and down the court, I saw for the first time, in 
profile, his resemblance to you. 

Tears came to my eyes because for some reason, and 
shamefully, when younger I hadn’t always accepted my brother 
ontologically—accepted him, I mean, as his father’s son, even 
as I was my father’s son. 

After the game, on the way back to our apartment on 
Henry Street, I told Allan what I’d noticed. I jumped in my 
seat as he snarled at me, saying something bitter and sarcastic.

We drove the rest of the way in silence.
         

                           Love, Steve

Live-Oak Park—
        Sunlit trees
               Tree-shaped darkness
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III

Dear Dad: 

A few years ago I wrote a parable. Perhaps you’ll recognize 
the interlocutor as Charles Keppel, whom you remember 
through Edie, his wife, a Red Cross worker who served with 
you at the Tule Lake Japanese-American Relocation Center in 
1943-44.

A man, who as a small boy had witnessed the death of his 
father, was reminiscing with an old family friend.   

“Do you remember,” he asked the friend, “the time you took us 
neighborhood kids on a hike in the hills near Mill Valley?”

“I do,” the friend nodded. “Someone brought streamers made 
of red and gold crepe paper, and you children ran up and down 
the hills, trying to fly them like kites. But what I remember in 
particular was how angry you seemed; you kept using words I never 
thought I’d hear from a boy that age.”

The man leaned forward. “And of course that was after my 
father died.”

“No, no; before.”   
“Before! My father was still alive?”  
“Your father was still alive.”
The man sat back, speechless; for he’d always assumed. . . .Then 

his mind clouded over, and he felt once again that strange rage 
toward the father, the father, that he died, leaving the boy and his 
brother behind many years ago. 

                           Love, Steve
     



Coming to an end 
       Rows of white blossoms—
                Freshly-dug graves 
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IV

Dear Dad: 

Although we get along quite well, Cousin Jack and I are very 
different people.  One day he shocked me by saying,

“You’re lucky your dad died young—how old were you, 
seven?—before he had a chance to abuse you.”

By “abuse” Jack meant physical, not sexual. Or, as he put it 
on another occasion: “My father hit me more than he had to.” 

The last time Jack saw his dad—I have some dark memories 
myself of your brother, Jack Sr.—they fought, the father 
chasing his long-haired son around a coffee table, brandishing a 
telephone book, yelling “Faggot!”  

After Jack recounted his story I insensitively told him, “All 
my memories of my dad are good ones—no abuse—lots of 
affection, right up until the day I found his body.” 

Jack had no reply.
. . . .For all our differences, he and I share one thing in 

common: we’ve both been diagnosed with PTSD in connection 
with our fathers.

                           Love, Steve

Dream-rain—
            Skies overcast
                        Or clear
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V

Dear Dad: 

I have no memory of this, but obviously it happened, because 
I still have the crayon drawing I made, or was encouraged to 
make, in the days following your death. “Drawing” is a stretch, 
because it merely consists of the obligatory baseline—standard 
equipment in children’s art—and, dead center, a bunch of 
brightly-colored flowers, so “tight,” as my art-teacher wife 
Janice put it, that they’re barely recognizable.

Near the top: in my childish handwriting, To Daddy.
95% of the paper is blank, an ocean of whiteness on which, 

or in which, these minuscule flowers float unanchored, except 
for that thin, pencil-drawn baseline which time has almost 
erased. 

I always thought of that forlorn crayon drawing when I 
taught Melville’s Moby-Dick in the university classroom, which 
I did for many years:

Is it that by its indefiniteness whiteness shadows forth 
the heartless voids and immensities of the universe, and thus 
stabs us from behind with the thought of annihilation, when 
beholding the depths of the Milky Way? Or is it, that in 
essence whiteness is not so much a color as the visible absence 
of color, and at the same time the concrete of all colors; is 
it for these reasons that there is such a dumb blankness, full 
of meaning, in a wide landscape of snows—a colorless, all-
color of atheism from which we shrink?

                             Love, Steve
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Shortness of breath—
            Gray moon
                     Black ripples
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VI

Dear Dad:

I didn’t learn the extent of how you must’ve suffered as a 
child until years after your death, when Mom told me this story: 

Grandma Cora, your mother, was a strange woman—
“strange” is putting it charitably. Although she was always kind 
to me—but not Allan—I feared her hands: large, calloused, 
man’s hands death-gripping the steering wheel of her old 
Plymouth when she drove around Saratoga, blasting the horn 
before rounding every corner. . . .

When you were nine or ten—perhaps as young as eight—
you sat down at the lunch table, looking forward to your 
favorite midday meal: stew. That morning, while you were out 
playing, Cora killed your pet hamster, skinned it, and put it in 
the stew, serving it up with the usual admonishment for you to 
clean your plate. Only when you did as ordered did she tell you 
what you’d just eaten; you threw up, of course. . . .

Why? Mom told me that you endlessly petitioned for your 
mother’s love, only to be rebuffed time and again; she reserved 
her love for Jack, who despised her and made her life miserable. 

I always remember Cora, and you, and Jack, when Simone 
Weil’s terrible words come to mind: “Evil dwells in the heart of 
the criminal without being felt there; it is felt in the heart of the 
afflicted and innocent.” In a sense, then, the tie that bound you 
and your mother was affliction and innocence. We know now 
that abuse follows a paper trail of birth certificates, and I can 
only imagine what Cora might’ve experienced as a child, that 
she could do such a thing to her younger son.
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                           Love, Steve

Train window
        Woods, mountains
                 No place called home



22

VII
 
Dear Dad:

Growing up and into young adulthood, I was consumed by 
the desire to surpass your accomplishments (you were 38 when 
you died!). 

One spring afternoon in Berkeley, when I was a freshman 
at Cal, Uncle Dick, Mom’s half-brother with whom you 
were quite close, informed me that you and I shared the same 
booming laugh. 

“Hearing you laugh just now. . . .” he began—then   broke 
off with tears in his eyes. “It was like your dad walked into the 
room—after all these years!”

From that moment on, the obsession to outdo you in life 
vanished. 

                           Love, Steve

Planting pine saplings
       Putting up a string fence
               To keep the world away
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VIII

Dear Dad:

Over the years, when I traveled to the Bay Area (I moved to 
the Arizona desert in 1967, never to live in Northern California 
again), I’d visit Alto, our suburb of a suburb. Recently I wrote 
a poem about the three-bedroom house on Plaza Drive. I’d like 
to share it with you:

The Source of the Chill in My Bones
It’s gone now, the small white house at 56 Plaza Drive where I 

grew up until age 9, and where I found my father, dead in his sleep 
of a massive coronary, on New Year’s morning 1951. 

A year ago the house and half the neighborhood were razed 
to make way for a huge apartment complex. Only the hills—my 
hills, I still like to think of them—looked the same, and the ragged 
clouds, groves of eucalyptus hugged by fennel bushes exuding a 
fragrance of licorice, and salt wind off the Bay.

. . . One Christmas back in the nineties, a friend gave me 
a wonderful coffee table book called Above San Francisco. 
Thumbing through it I happened on a color photo of my old Marin 
County neighborhood, the telltale electric tower rising smack in the 
middle. From there I knew where to look; and sure enough there 
it was, a tiny white dot that was our home on the corner of Plaza 
and Tower Street, immortalized now, or as long as the book lasts.

Excited, I called my brother Allan, who was two when my 
father died; of course he has no memory of him. Growing up even 
angrier than I at being shuttled from one foster home to another, 
he made one of his characteristic sarcastic remarks, and I changed 
the subject.
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                           Love, Steve

Singing for me
          The melancholy
                 Rain in the willows
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IX

Dear Dad:

The Alto residence = a vortex of the whirlpool of memories 
which persist even now, sixty-plus years since you and Mom 
bought it for $5,000 in 1946, when I was three and before 
Allan was born. 

Center stage among these memories is the willow tree, 
which disappeared with the house when they put up the 
apartment complex.

Talismanic, the tree kept its heart hidden from me, but I 
knew some of its secrets. One April morning after you died, 
equipped with a hammer, boards, and nails clenched between 
my teeth, I climbed the thick, gnarled trunk to build a crude 
tree house, just long enough to lie down in. Other days I 
scampered like a monkey from room to room of the tree’s green 
mansions—for it was a house of many mansions—and spied 
on next-door Sheila, my fourth-grade classmate riding a pony 
around the small corral her father had built in the back yard.

Sometimes at night the tree sang to me, its harp of leaves 
and branches accompanied by windstorms off San Francisco 
Bay. Most deeply rooted in my memory were those branches, 
a dozen shades of green, tumbling almost to the ground, 
reminding me always of girls washing their hair by a stream and 
then, on hands and knees, tossing it forward to dry in the warm 
sun, so that their faces are hidden.

                           Love, Steve
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Storm off the Bay—
       Same song
             Different meadowlark 
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X

Dear Dad:
 
For sixty years I’ve felt walled in—maybe walled off is 

better—by my sparse memories of you. 
During World War II, you served with distinction as a 

relocation officer in three Japanese internment camps where 
you did your best to improve the lot of inmates, so much so that 
for years after your death—up to Mom’s death in 1965, when 
I lost contact with everyone—we received dozens of Christmas 
cards from repatriated Japanese families to whom you and your 
circle of friends had shown kindness and compassion during the 
dark years of Executive Order 9066.  

Last summer Janice and I watched Ken Burns’ PBS 
documentary series, The War. Episode Two devoted a long 
segment to the Japanese relocation camps at inland, desolate 
places like Topaz, Poston, Heart Mountain, and Tule Lake. 
Watching footage from an unnamed camp (from photographs 
in one of our family albums I recognized it, however, as Topaz, 
Utah) my wife said, “What if we saw your dad?”  

. . .Then, unbelievably, seconds later there you were: 
wearing a short tie, sleeves rolled up, sitting for a group photo 
in the first row of a very large grandstand filled with scores of 
Japanese. 

You and the pretty blonde to your right, whom I recognized 
as the wife of my godfather, were the only Caucasians in the clip. 
In my scrapbook I have a glossy black and white of the same 
group obviously taken at the same time (Burns’ documentary 
scene was filmed in grainy color.)

As the camera ran you turned, smiling, and said something 
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to my godfather’s wife, who smiled back and brushed a lock of 
hair from her eye. Then, just like that, the episode moved on. 

Thinking it over—it pains me to admit this—I was 
strangely unmoved, maybe because I’d seen a still of the same 
scene before; or because, as I reran the brief scene many times, 
nothing changed: you murmured the same words to the young 
woman next to you and then, elbows on knees and hands 
folded, looked straight ahead, not at the camera and not at me.

Weeks and months after viewing the documentary, I 
became trapped in the same dream night after night. On a 
gently curving hill, as a strange gray light suffuses everything, 
you walk ahead of me. With the warped perspective and depth 
perception of dreams, although you’re walking more slowly 
than I, you recede into the distance farther and farther. 

A warm wind picks up when I finally call out to you. 
Walking faster now, you wave without looking back.

                           Love, Steve

Protest bonfires
           Soldiers
                   Safe behind .50 calibers 
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XI

Dear Dad:

Stark naked on a cloudy Berkeley afternoon: 
—You, slow-dancing with a girl, even as your college chum 

Hugh Turner slow-danced naked with his girl. This was 1934 
or ’35, in your apartment somewhere south of the UC campus. 

Half a century later, Hugh—half-lit on glasses of wine—
told Allan and me the story. The evening had begun with a 
strip-poker game, and went on from there.

So: What does the son of a long-deceased father supposed to 
feel about such a revelation?

 —Disillusionment?       
Are you kidding? You go, Dad! 
. . . .Then, of course, envy kicks in: I’ve done a ton  of wild 

stuff, but I never did that. 
But beyond envy, and like still waters running deep, is a 

feeling of gratitude that you had such joys in your short life.
                                   
                           Love, Steve

   
Nowhere to go—
              The clouds know
                             Where
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XII

Dear Dad:

About fifteen years ago, when Janice and I were living in 
California, a brown envelope came in the mail, sent to me by 
Jeannette Rust. It contained a Xerox of an article she’d written 
during, or just after the war, when she served with you as a Red 
Cross journalist at Tule Lake. I wonder if you remember it.

Herewith, three excerpts:
C. R. Carter, assistant to the head of Community Services at 

Tule Lake Project, had the job of escorting a group of Japanese 
from the Project to Gila, Arizona. On Wednesday morning he 
arrived in Klamath Falls with four old men, an old woman, a 
middle-aged man with a little girl of about three. Fortunately the 
train they were scheduled to take was late—fortunately, because 
the express office was closed and Corlies had time to wheedle a 
man into opening it. The Japanese, not having been counseled on 
the matter, had brought an incredible amount of baggage, much 
of which was not in proper condition for checking through on 
tickets. While Corlies sweated over the baggage, the group sat in the 
station, eyed by the public. Corlies obtained sandwiches for them 
at the only nearby food counter, an unpleasant little restaurant. 
(One Caucasian reports that when he and his wife were escorting 
a Japanese-American girl, they went into this place for breakfast. 
When their orders of ham and eggs arrived, the girl would not eat. 
Later she confessed that she heard the waitress giving the order to 
the cook: “Three ham and eggs; spit in one.”)

And:
Soldiers were sprawled all over the seats. C. R.  merely said, 

“Pardon  me,” moved a sleepy head to one side of the seat, placed 
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a little person beside a soldier, whose sleepy head, in some cases, 
dropped to the  accommodating shoulder. In a few minutes the lights 
came up.  Consternation! One sleepy soldier opened his eyes, looked 
down at his right, gaped in incredulous fright, cried, “My God!” 
Corlies soothed him, explained. The soldiers were very cooperative. 
But one group of men and women who got on the train with our 
little group were not so nice. They had been doing considerable 
drinking. Their comments about Japs taking places on trains, etc., 
were noisy and rude. Shepherd Carter turned the tide by joining 
them, explaining (which quelled them but little) and then skillfully 
turning their thoughts to a more absorbing topic: Sex (beginning 
with the female jeep story). This lasted until eight o’clock Saturday 
morning, when the train pulled in to Parker, Arizona.

And:
At Parker two of the single men and the father and child 

departed. C. R.  proceeded to Gila with one single man and the 
old couple (whose son, by the way, wrote C. R. a beautiful letter 
personally thanking him for  being a guardian to his parents). At 
Phoenix C. R. was royally received  by people whom he had known 
at the Tulare Assembly Center. But his  first item of entertainment 
was SLEEP. 

                           Love, Steve

Tule Lake—
         Sketching the moon above clouds
                   A sansei child
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XIII

Dear Dad:

In June of 1966 Joe Silver, your second-in-command at the 
Northern California Service League—the private non-profit 
social welfare agency you headed—offered me a work-study job, 
which I was eager to accept. First thing I noticed on arriving for 
work: your photo on the wall behind Joe’s desk, the same photo 
that hangs in my bedroom today, nearly fifty years later. 

I never knew your work—what you were up against—until 
that summer.

. . . .“Call the police,” Jo Anne, the secretary, whispers to 
me, shaking so hard I think she’ll faint. “Marvin brought a 
gun!” I still remember what day of the week it was: a Thursday 
in late June, 1966.  

Picking up the phone, I glance at your photo on the wall. 
What would you do in this situation?  When you did social 
work, had you encountered anyone as bonkers as poor Marvin 
Sharp? 

Marvin is a paranoid schizophrenic, a client on our caseload. 
The current senior social worker (I serve as case aide, a work 
study job which saves my bacon after the end of spring semester 
at Cal when I’d run out of money, as usual) is a kind, charismatic 
man named Dyke McMillan. Every afternoon after work, Dyke 
heads across the street to Breen’s Tavern and knocks down three 
or four martinis up. He’ll need them today.

I’d already had a harrowing encounter with Marvin. When 
he came to see Dyke a week before, he took out a Lucky Strike 
and demanded that I light it. As I held the lighter up to his 
hand, he grabbed my wrist hard, staring me in the eye, starting 
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to sweat. Making eye contact with Marvin was like looking at 
the bottom of an ocean (later Dyke told me that lighting the 
cigarette was a bad mistake, not the first or the last I made in 
that difficult job.) The Lucky Strike was shaking in Marvin’s 
lips as I struggled to light it; finally Curt, the other case aide, 
walked in and Marvin let go. 

. . . Today, Marvin—who’d done time in Vacaville, the 
California State Medical Facility fifty miles north of San 
Francisco—shows up an hour early for his appointment with 
Dyke. Sitting across the desk, he lights a cigarette and looks 
around the room nervously, as if expecting someone else to 
arrive. 

Then he whips out a .38 revolver, cocks it, and lays it on 
the table.  

“Maybe you’d like to give that to me?” Dyke asks gently.
“Why? It’s mine,” Marvin blows a smoke ring, tapping the 

desk with a long fingernail. Jo Anne pokes her head in the door 
to say something to Dyke, sees the gun, pokes her head back 
out again. 

“I don’t want you to get in trouble, Marvin,” Dyke comes 
back diplomatically. “It’s against the law for a convicted felon 
to carry a gun.” 

“I know the law,” Marvin grimaces, sweating.  
There’s no suffering like the suffering of a paranoid.
Dyke glances at the telephone within reach on his desk.  
“Okay, then,” he leans back in his chair, folding his arms 

and forcing a smile. “How about at least emptying the chamber 
and giving me the bullets?”

Marvin laughs, blowing another smoke ring. “What good is 
a gun without bullets?” 

He’s like a child who won’t share, Dyke thinks. But I 



34

mustn’t talk to him like a child. Dyke knows full well that it’s 
futile to argue with a paranoid; so he manages to smile again, 

“. . . .Then what about taking out the bullets and putting 
them on my desk? I won’t touch them.”

Marvin sits back in his chair, puffing away on his Lucky 
Strike. It’s then that I call Dyke’s extension from down the hall.

“I phoned the police,” I say. “Is he still there?’
Dyke hangs up without answering.
I go into the main office where Jo Anne and Curt are 

talking. Then Curt, a third degree black belt in karate, begins 
“warming up,” as he put it later, performing a blur of kicks 
and punches; Jo Anne and I stare at each other, then at Dyke’s 
closed door.

It takes the lame-o SF cops forty-five minutes to arrive. In 
the meantime Dyke has convinced Marvin, who’s on his sixth 
or seventh cigarette, to empty the gun.

Suddenly Marvin stands up, crushes out his cigarette, and 
puts the .38 in his pocket, scooping up the bullets. With the 
prescience of a paranoid he asks when the police will show up.

Knowing it’s dangerous to contradict anything Marvin says, 
Dyke merely shrugs. Marvin leaves, taking the stairs down eight 
floors as the police ride up the elevator. 

After speaking with San Francisco’s finest, we close the 
agency early. That evening, across the Bay in my apartment on 
Parker, I turn a corner in my career consumption of alcohol by 
inhaling a six-pack of tall Coors in twenty-five minutes.

A week or two later, Marvin Sharp is beaten to death 
outside a bar in the Tenderloin near Third and Howard, a few 
blocks away from the Service League office. 

 
                           Love, Steve
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SF fog—
           Above the crowd 
                       A monarch butterfly
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XIV

Dear Dad:

Philosophers, theologians, and writers have different names 
for the unnamable, the mystery that appears to us in the many 
forms, or masks, of Nothingness. 

Ernest Hemingway calls it nada; Paul Tillich calls it the 
God above God; for Leo Tolstoy—It. 

I prefer Tolstoy.  
That New Year’s morning I woke up to a strange quiet in 

the house. I don’t know what struck me as strange about the 
silence—you usually slept in on Sundays and holidays, and this 
day was both. Maybe it was because Mom wasn’t there. I got 
up and looked in Allan’s room—he too was awake, sitting up 
and sucking his pacifier.

I knew I shouldn’t wake you, but I walked down the hall 
into your bedroom, pajama-clad Allan toddling behind me, the 
pacifier in his mouth. I remember honeysuckle-colored sunlight 
in the bedroom, the sound of birds chirping in a hedge Mom 
had planted, the faint odor of pipe smoke (you’d recently quit 
smoking, switching to a pipe). Allan crawled up on your bed as 
I stood there, expecting you to sit up any moment. You seemed 
fast asleep, but then I saw that you weren’t breathing, and that 
your lips were bright bluish in the morning light. When you 
wouldn’t wake up, and after sitting next to you on the bed for 
a very long time, maybe a half-hour, I went to the phone and 
called Mom in Berkeley (I still remember Grandma Bessie’s 
number: TH5-5554).

Although I was in the presence of It for the first time in my 
life, my immediate concern wasn’t your body but Allan, who 
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was giggling and playing with your eyelids, pulling them so 
they would snap back. But they didn’t snap back; the flesh had 
begun to lose elasticity. 

And it was this fact that struck me as being terribly wrong, 
worse than the color of your lips—even worse, somehow, than 
your stillness. It had left its calling card in the bedroom in the 
form of your slack eyelids.

As if to strike back at It, I slapped Allan’s hand away from 
your face and yanked him off the bed, so hard that he began 
to cry. 

I also associate It with the cheerful yellow light from 
outside, as if It also wore a comic mask, even in the Valley of the 
Shadow. It was the same morning light you’d seen for the very 
last time yesterday, when you carried Allan on your shoulders 
around the front yard, both of you laughing as Allan bounced 
up and down. 

 
                           Love, Steve
                 

Lovelier
          In evening shadows
                      Morning glories
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XV
            
  Dear Dad:

  When very young I rarely thought about you, except for 
developing a stutter when strangers and teachers  unfamiliar 
with my family situation asked about you. Even then, my feeling 
wasn’t of sorrow, bewilderment, or loss, but embarrassment, 
even shame, that I was different from everyone else (in those 
days two-parent households were the rule not the exception). 

From the beginning I was very conscious of our Berkeley 
connection, because Grandma Bessie and (step-) Grandpa Cecil 
lived on Grant Street, a few blocks west of the UC campus.

Visiting Berkeley off and on during childhood, from the 
corner of University Avenue and Grant I saw a red-roofed 
classroom building peeking through trees from the west edge 
of campus. That building, and the ascent of University toward 
Berkeley’s eucalyptus-studded hills, came to symbolize my own 
future; I saw the hill leading to campus and the campus itself as 
something to be conquered.  

. . . .And so, one summer day in 1961, three weeks before 
my eighteenth birthday and a month before taking the plunge 
at Cal, a flood of emotions swept over me.   

I’d recently come down with a short-lived case of religion 
(Christian Science), so I thought about divine intelligence and 
its plans for me, if any. Where were the girls I was destined to 
meet? What were they doing this minute? Would I stutter when 
I expressed my feelings to them? If more experienced than I, 
had they already rehearsed the litanies of despair we’d share 
in the future, some courtesy of me, some courtesy of them? 
Invisible to each other now, would we be just as invisible to 
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each other then: if so, how and why? 
Listening to seagulls squawk overhead, and to the murky 

sound of waves below my feet, I felt trapped by a strange 
nostalgia for what was yet to come. 

. . . .I watch the blue and gold Oakland-Tiburon ferry inch 
around the tip of Angel Island and stop in at Hospital Cove, just to 
my right. A car heading down Beach Road for the Belvedere Yacht 
Club, or so I imagine, passes above me.

Looking down at dark, shiny bunches of flotsam gently nudging 
the rocks, like so many curious seals. . . .

  
                           Love, Steve

 
Shadow of a hawk
                Sharing the wind
                             With lupine
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XVI

 Dear Dad:

“Your dad had an affair,” Marie told Allan me more than 
thirty years after your death. “There may have been a child 
involved.”

Marie, of course, was Marie Turner (she too passed away 
about fifteen years ago), your college friend Hugh’s wife, with 
whom my mother stayed in touch, and who took Allan into 
their home on two occasions, when Mom was—clinically 
depressed is my guess, though I never knew for sure.

This was over lunch at the Turners’ in Palo Alto. After 
exchanging puzzled glances, Allan and I conjured up all sorts of 
scenarios, unfolding like origami in our fevered imaginations: 
Did we really have a half-brother or -sister walking the streets of 
an unknown town or city? What was, or is, his/her name? What 
were, or are, his/her dreams and disappointments? Did Mom 
know? How did Marie find out? Hugh must’ve known. . . .

By the time we returned to Benicia (I was visiting Allan 
from Tucson), like George and Martha in Who’s Afraid of  
Virginia Woolf? we had created an imaginary living, breathing 
human being; searching, as we have, for you.

And, in the end, we were both filled—go figure!—with a 
pleasant sense of well-being.

   
                           Love, Steve
                        

Darkening horizons
           Where the road’s infinity
                         Stops
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XVII
 
Dear Dad:

My senior year at Berkeley I came into contact with Pauline 
Hanna, whom you remember as the older woman who took 
you under her wing in the early thirties, when you were twenty-
two. I always wondered about this relationship—Mom told me 
about it—but when I met Pauline after Mom died, I saw that, 
bless her heart, she was homelier than Eleanor Roosevelt; so I 
doubt if any romance occurred. She did hire you to escort her 
on a trip to South America, your only trip out of the country as 
far as I know. She told me how the South American girls threw 
themselves at this tall, good-looking, blonde-haired and blue-
eyed Americano. 

I once wrote a short story about this episode, trying to fill 
in the blanks of what you did and felt; finally tossing it in the 
circular file as a dismal failure. 

I felt, somehow, that I’d let you down.

                           Love, Steve
             

Dust-motes—
          Let us
                  See the light 
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XVIII

Dear Dad:

Photos of you—quite a few, actually, some yellowed now, 
crinkled, almost unrecognizable. Your re-touched high school 
graduation color picture: bearing a striking resemblance to the 
young F. Scott Fitzgerald. On the beach, not striking a pose, 
not smiling either, looking very fit, or as we say in my era, cut. 
A tad over six feet tall (Allan’s height; I’m 5’-10”), and with a 
shock of blonde hair you lost well before you died, you’re quite 
good-looking. 

One of my favorite shots is of you and Mom sitting on a 
couch draped with a Navajo blanket; Mom holds me—I look 
to be about three months old. Neither of you is smiling, but 
there’s a look of contentment on both your faces, transcending 
mirth. You in particular look a bit pensive, as if you knew even 
then that the world can change things in a heartbeat, or the 
lack of one. 

Looking at this photo I always return to the moment of 
your death (calibrated by the Marin County coroner at four 
hours before New Year’s midnight) and an untold number of 
guesses, swirling around that wink of eternity which changed 
three lives forever. 

What did you feel? And what, if anything, did you see? 
And why did I wait so long, alone in the chilly house 

with Allan, sitting on the bed, keeping a vigil before I finally 
called Mom across the Bay at Grandma’s, in Berkeley? A child 
psychiatrist once told me that the experience of being in a house 
for hours essentially alone with the dead body of a loved one 
had to leave an indelible mark on a seven-year-old. Nowadays 
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we call that mark PTSD. 
. . . Even now my mind’s eye seems to witness the scene 

on your bed from above, as if experiencing an out-of-body 
event—except that it wasn’t I who climbed the long blue hill to 
oblivion to encounter the Mystery. 

A vigil over a vigil—    
                           Love, Steve

Dusty attic window—
          I trace the words
                   I wonder when I will die
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XIX

Dear Dad:

When you languished for six months in the Santa Clara 
County jail, did you figure that your life was ruined before 
it had a chance to unfold? You were nineteen. I’ve seen the 
bottom line on the police report (Allan looked it up once from 
his judge’s chambers), Assault and battery with intent to do great 
bodily harm.

Mom told me the story. Her version sounded a tad 
embellished to me—Dickensian—but who knows? 

Fresh out of high school, you got a job working for a 
pharmacist in Saratoga (where you and Mom are buried), 
delivering prescriptions, sweeping the store, etc. This was in the 
early years of the Great Depression when, as Cousin Jack put 
it, your family “just weren’t rich.” You and Jack Sr. slaved away 
picking peaches, cherries, and apples in the then orchard-filled 
Santa Clara Valley (you should see it now—who knew, two 
decades after you died, it would morph into Silicon Valley?). 
Anyway, Grandma Cora—so the story goes—became ill and 
needed medicine, which was unaffordable for so many in 
tough times. You asked your employer to provide some for her, 
perhaps on credit, perhaps not. He refused. You asked again; 
again he refused. And so you beat him up, took the medicine, 
and hid out in the attic when the cops came.

Six months is a long time in the clink; I’ve spent single 
nights there and I know it’s no fun (one of my inmate-students 
at Arizona State Prison once told me that jail was worse than 
prison). But you had plenty of time to think about your life, 
and apparently, as you lay in your cell watching clouds drift by 
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through the bars, two paths opened up to you: either continue a 
life of crime, such as it was; or find a way to help first offenders 
like yourself, for in those days—at least in the Bay Area—there 
were very few mechanisms in place, both in the legal and social 
welfare system, to do so.

You chose the latter path, and I’d bet the ranch that, later in 
life, when you looked over your shoulder at that nineteen-year-
old self cooling his heels in a jail cell, you figured that those six 
months carved out of your life was the luckiest thing that ever 
happened to you.

                           Love, Steve

Weary blur
            Iridescence—
                     Summer’s last hummingbird
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XX

Dear Dad:

This appears to be more about me than you; in the end, 
though, I think it’s about both of us:

In the mid-sixties, I’d wake up late at night when everyone 
else was sensibly asleep and murmur a girl’s name, as if saying 
it in the dark could make it tangible, palpable—a glove from 
which the hand had been withdrawn. 

A decade later, the “glove” had become the poetry of John 
Donne, which I often read aloud to my English lit classes 
wherever I taught. In the late seventies, I took a part-time job 
teaching community college night courses to inmates in the 
maximum-security Central Unit of Arizona State Prison in 
Florence, many of them first offenders. 

One evening, after reciting Donne’s The Relic, suddenly, 
foolishly, and unprofessionally, I blurted the whole story of my 
romantic debacle to the twenty-five or so inmates in the room, 
the catalyst being the poem’s final five lines: 

… Our hands ne’er touched the seals
Which nature, by late law, sets free:
These miracles we did: but now, alas,
All measure and all language I should pass,
Should I tell what a miracle she was.    

The class was stunned into stony silence lasting at least 
fifteen seconds. Finally, realizing what I’d done, I reddened and 
quickly started stuffing papers into my briefcase—the guard 
had appeared at the door, signaling that the class was over—
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whereupon half a dozen students rushed up to the podium, 
slapping me on the back. 

“Chief,” one tattooed murderer exclaimed, “you took us 
on a trip tonight!” For a moment I thought they were actually 
going to lift me up on their shoulders. 

By reading Donne’s The Relic out loud to the student-
inmates, and then by sharing my own story with them, I’d 
clearly touched a raw nerve in some. A few were hardened, 
violent criminals, a fact I did my best to forget when we were 
cooped up together in a small room with no guard present 
for three hours during our once-a-week classes. If it was late 
summer or early fall, the air conditioning occasionally shut 
down, so that the room temperature would sometimes reach 
110 degrees, and the men would take off their prison t-shirts. 
During winter, the heating often failed, and my breath was 
sometimes visible as I lectured. 

I grew accustomed to the prison policy of having no guards 
in the classrooms, until the night of a fierce desert lightning 
storm when the lights went out in the middle of my lecture, 
plunging the room into pitch blackness. Then someone in the 
back row gave a low, rumbling laugh and said, “We’ve got you 
now.” 

Happily, the rest of the class burst into laughter. 
. . . .That night, traveling through the dark back to Tucson 

ninety miles away, I also remembered a prose poem from 
Baudelaire’s Paris Spleen called “Beat Up the Poor.” After a 
philosophical preamble, the poem’s narrator decides to seek out 
a penniless tramp on the streets of Paris. Rather than give him 
alms, however, the narrator beats him up. 

Whereupon:
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Suddenly—O miracle! O bliss of the philosopher when he 
sees the truth of his theory verified!—I saw that antique carcass 
turn over, jump up with a force I should never have expected in 
a machine so singularly out of order; and with a look of hate that 
seemed to me a very good omen, the decrepit vagabond hurled 
himself at me and proceeded to give me two black eyes, to knock out 
four of my teeth, and, with the same branch I had used, to beat me 
to a pulp. Thus it was that my energetic treatment had restored his 
pride and given him new life. . . 

   
 . . . .The narrator knocked out two of the beggar’s teeth 

and blackened one of his eyes. In returning the favor twofold, 
the beggar eliminates the social imbalance that separated them 
as human beings. “Sir,” the overjoyed narrator says after dusting 
himself off, “you are my equal!” Like Baudelaire’s narrator in 
“Beat Up the Poor,” I’d established a certain equality between 
myself and the student-inmates, an unexpected bond that 
transcended the roles we played both in the classroom and in 
society. Unlike Baudelaire’s narrator, of course, I’d intended to 
do no such thing. 

  Still, it had happened. And my student-inmates reciprocated 
in the only way they knew how. A week later, they proudly 
presented me with a prison outfit: jeans and a white t-shirt with 
stenciled numbers. It was necessary to smuggle the gift out of 
the prison in my briefcase because, as the inmates knew full 
well, this sort of thing was strictly against the rules. If a guard 
had randomly searched my briefcase at the gate, the perpetrators 
would’ve received ninety days in solitary confinement.

                           Love, Steve
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East tower moon—
            On my lips
                       A wisp of air
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XXII

Dear Dad:

I feel compelled to share this episode with you because, with 
the exception of your death, it made the deepest impression on 
me in the years we lived in Alto.

Occasionally on our wanderings out in the country my 
friends and I would meet lone adult strangers, for then as now 
there were homeless persons living in the rural areas of Marin 
County: tramps, as they were called in those days. Once we 
befriended one, an elderly (or so he seemed to us; he may have 
been middle-aged) man named Smokey who lived in a clearing 
in the woods that paralleled the road from Alto into Mill Valley 
proper. Sometimes we kids would bring “gifts” to Smokey, 
items we’d purloined from the nearby county dump—a folding 
chair, a feather duster, a torn corduroy coat with padded 
elbows, a washboard, even a discarded oil painting. Then he’d 
talk to us like a teacher as we sat in a circle around him. He was 
very thin, gray-bearded, with a pocked red nose and rheumy 
eyes; he always wore the same pair of baggy green corduroy 
pants. I could tell he enjoyed our company and looked forward 
to our weekend visits. It never occurred to us, of course, that he 
might be dangerous. 

“Anyone know what this is?” Smokey asked us one afternoon, 
holding up a slender wooden object about four inches long. It 
had what appeared to be a gold key on one side and a sharp 
protuberance on the other. “It’s a scribe,” he explained when we 
shook our heads. “You use it to make designs on wood, metal, 
even glass. Look,” he demonstrated by etching straight lines 
and circles on an old pine board lying on the ground next to 
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him. We gathered closer and watched attentively. Then he gave 
the exotic tool to one of us and we passed it around the circle 
before handing it back. “It belonged to my father,” Smokey 
said, pocketing the scribe. 

Intellectually, of course, I knew that Smokey had a father 
and a mother like everyone else, brothers and sisters perhaps; 
and yet the fact that he’d mentioned his father seemed 
somehow incongruous to me, maybe because I’d lost you a year 
and a half earlier. But there was more to it than that. Why did 
we kids persist in visiting Smokey and bringing him things? We 
did so not because he was lonely but because he was alone. It was 
his charismatic aloneness, not how he may have felt about his 
situation, which brought us back. Something egotistical in us--
in me anyway—grudged Smokey a past, because that made him 
less remote and mysterious and therefore less fun to be around. 

Then on a cool, bright Saturday in late May, I set out alone 
for a hike in the hills with a lunch Mom packed for me. It was 
a beautiful morning. The air was always clear in the Bay Area 
then (you died before smog reared its ugly head in the sixties), 
and I felt a surge of happiness when the wind sprang up, faintly 
audible in the tall grasses and then, a few hundred feet away, 
in a thick grove of live-oaks. I smelled licorice in the breeze: 
clumps of yellow-flowered fennel grew in a small, weed-choked 
ditch I walked beside. Orange and blue swatches of California 
poppies and lupine covered the rolling hillsides that surrounded 
Alto and tumbled down to tiny Richardson Bay to the south 
and San Francisco Bay to the southeast. 

Intending to cross Highway 101 to visit a large stone 
outcropping my friends and I had dubbed Eagle Rock (although 
we’d never seen an eagle there), I walked across a field under 
the steep hills that loomed over Alto’s north side. To get to 
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Eagle Rock it was necessary to pass through a drainage tunnel 
that ran a hundred feet or so under the highway. Entering the 
dank tunnel and pausing to adjust my eyes to the darkness, I 
hugged one of the concrete walls to keep my feet from getting 
wet. Halfway through, I bent down to pull up my sock and tie 
a shoelace. It was then, when I looked up, that I saw the words 
written on the opposite wall.

Just enough light entered the tunnel from both ends that 
the words were barely legible. Someone had written in chalk in 
very large letters, 

 JESUS CHRIST HAVE MERCY ON MY SOUL

I stared at the words, reading and re-reading them. As I did 
so, I began to shiver, although it wasn’t particularly cold in the 
tunnel. Staring so hard and so long at the wall created an optical 
illusion: the words seemed to be written not on concrete but 
on the dark air itself, where they floated like tendrils of smoke. 

Even before your death Mrs. Thompson, the neighborhood 
Bible teacher, had made a lasting impression on me. Now, in 
the tunnel where the words JESUS CHRIST HAVE MERCY 
ON MY SOUL floated on the darkness like smoke, it was as 
though fires of the infernal regions she’d described so lovingly 
were burning just beyond the wall. 

I was too young to comprehend the despair of the man 
who’d written on the wall, but I had a gut feeling it had to 
be Smokey. My friends and I had seen him enter and exit the 
tunnel a number of times in the mornings and afternoons. He 
once told us that he did odd jobs at a lumberyard in San Rafael, 
so maybe he was crossing under the highway to hitchhike north 
the seven miles or so into town. It also occurred to me that as far 
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as Smokey knew, no one else passed through the tunnel—we’d 
never told him about our hikes to Eagle Rock. 

The only sound in the tunnel was the trickling of the 
muddy stream of water and the dull swish of cars passing over 
my head on Highway 101. On a strange impulse, I stepped 
across the water and touched the words HAVE MERCY. Some 
chalk came off on my hand and most of the MERCY was 
obscured. A flash of déjà vu brought back the time in second 
grade when I got into trouble for erasing something the teacher 
had wanted to save on the blackboard. But this was different. In 
obliterating the word MERCY, I had the feeling of interfering 
in a battle that surpassed my experience and understanding, and 
that must be fought alone. No doubt Mrs. Thompson would say 
that I’d sinned; the MERCY, after all, was part of a prayer. And 
so, kneeling on one knee, I frantically searched the ground for 
a piece of chalk so that I could re-write MERCY on the wall, 
but found none. 

Then, listening to the trickling water at my feet and the 
traffic moving overhead, I sensed that I wasn’t alone in the 
tunnel. 

I wasn’t shivering any more, but the hairs had risen on the 
back of my neck—the first time in my life I’d experienced that 
sensation as something more than a figure of speech. My eyes 
strained in the darkness. Was there a shape huddled against the 
wall on the Eagle Rock end of the tunnel? And did the shape 
stir as I watched?

Losing all ambition to visit Eagle Rock, I quickly turned 
and ran out the way I’d entered: back into the world of light 
and fennel fragrance, of poppies and lupine and meadowlarks 
chirping in the grass. A salt-scented freshening wind blew across 
the Marin hills from the imperturbable San Francisco Bay. I 
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stopped to catch my breath and looked back, but no one was 
following me. My sense of relief was so strong that I snatched a 
flying grasshopper from the air and kissed it; then, embarrassed 
even though no one was around to see, I quickly let the 
grasshopper go, watching as it flew into a clump of milkweed. 

Then I made my way home. When I woke up the next 
morning after a fitful sleep, I wondered if I’d imagined the 
whole thing, not just the shape in the tunnel, but the writing on 
the wall that had made a small boy’s day-world seem dreamlike. 

I never went back to visit Smokey the tramp again, even 
when my friends asked me to go with them. I don’t remember 
visiting Eagle Rock again either, alone or with others. Nor did I 
ever tell my friends about the message in the tunnel; if they ever 
saw it—I think they must have, because the hills on both sides 
of the tunnel were our favorite haunts—they never told me. 

I suspect that in the end we all were privy to Smokey’s secret 
grief and became caretakers thereof. For months we’d been 
bringing him gifts squirreled from the county dump; now, by 
planting a seed of compassion in us, Smokey had proffered a 
gift of his own. In retrospect, it was as though we were given 
an assignment, a sort of homework of the soul, to be turned in 
on the day when we, too, would look into the abyss, when the 
Kyrie eleison would come unbidden to our lips.

                           Love, Steve

                        
Lovingly 
          The homeless guy folds his coat
                          —Pale sun
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XXII

Dear Dad:

From certain angles your grandson Michael looks like 
you (and Mom); more than that, I know you helped to 
bequeath his natural compassion in dealing with others, mainly 
his students—he’s a sociology professor at California State 
University, Northridge, in Southern California—who love him 
(they threw him a surprise birthday party last month). I don’t 
know what kind of sense of humor you had—I’ve mentioned 
your booming laugh, which I share—but something tells me 
they’re similar. Michael’s is laced with a touch of the absurd, 
the off-color, even the bizarre. And like mine, his taste in film 
comedies is atrocious (I’m embarrassed to confess that we’re 
both Jackass fans). 

For him, you’re a fortuitous ghost, adrift in the horse 
latitudes of the soul, searching not for a body but for a reason 
why you died so young. Perhaps that’s not entirely true. Like 
you he is, after all, a social scientist, with a more empirical way 
of looking at the world than my own intuitive groping and 
fumbling. Mikey was born nearly a quarter century after that 
New Year’s morning when you didn’t wake up, but it seems to 
me (and I suspect to him) a longer span of time—almost as if 
you’d lived centuries ago. 

For many years I mulled over, still do, the cliché of the 
dead channeling the living—not through speech or any of 
that nonsense—but through their qualities which leapfrog the 
generations: what we less romantically call DNA. 

Still, I find myself hoping that you’re capable of looking 
down “from above” (the phrase embarrasses me because there’re 
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countless others living on “the bottom of the world” thinking 
the same thing!), and witnessing Michael’s finer moments. 

Oddly, though, I don’t feel the same about myself. Or 
rather I do, but (I mention this to Mom in a letter) because I 
know that if you can see my finer moments, you can also see my 
dark ones; and so I disabused myself of that notion long ago.

                           Love, Steve

 
My 68th
           Clinging to this moment
                             This—
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XXIII

Dear Dad:

I’m obsessed—maybe that’s too strong a word; but certainly 
haunted—by the medical advances that kicked in just a few 
years after your death. 

At the time, there wasn’t a lot medical science could do 
about heart disease. Jeannette Rust, whom I quoted in a 
previous letter, once told me that, months before the heart 
attack, you knew something was wrong and went to a doctor. 
They had resting—but not stress—EKG’s in those days, but the 
best a doctor could do was advise you to lie down for a year! 
How were you going to do that? So you lived your life, went 
to work, played with Allan and me, dutifully saying nothing to 
Mom, who was as surprised as anyone to get my news over the 
phone.

Fast-forward two or three decades, and your condition 
would’ve been considered routine; angioplasty, a bypass, 
medication, even the rare heart transplant, would’ve solved the 
problem. You were a smoker—the anti-smoking culture was 
still twenty years off—but you had recently quit, as I did New 
Year’s Eve of 1976.

All this conjures up another haunting: How would have I 
turned out had you lived? 

Mom and I actually talked about that. She said, and I’m sure 
she was right, that I was destined to grown up super-liberal, as 
you were when you attended UC Berkeley in the thirties during 
the first waves of 20th-century student ferment. You weren’t a 
communist or communist sympathizer, but at least one of your 
friends was (the FBI once approached you about this guy, a 
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Jewish poet who, they said, was a “person of interest.”)
But I became relatively conservative: I wasn’t particularly 

sympathetic to the political side of student unrest in the sixties, 
which managed to change history at UC and elsewhere. (In one 
respect I was on the same page as they; like them, I was outraged 
at the cavalier way the UC administration treated students in 
general, permitting disgusting spectacles like endless class-card 
lines, which sometimes resulted in the academic equivalent of 
Pamplona’s running of the bulls).

Other ways. . . .I played basketball in high school, you 
played football (Jack Sr., as you know, was a state champion 
track athlete). But if you had lived, I doubt if the PTSD demons 
would’ve bothered to fool with me, as they routinely do. Yes, 
I’d be happier, more squared away—I might’ve followed in 
your footsteps professionally, though I doubt that. If anything, 
I’m a born teacher. 

But, had you reached four score and ten, I’d certainly be a 
different person: dreams of you in the distance, waving to me 
without looking back, becoming so many alms for oblivion.

                           Love, Steve
        

Snow geese
        Know the way—
                 The chill in my bones
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XXIV

Dear Dad:

This is the last letter.
I’m religious in no way, shape, or form: excepting European 

cathedrals and a handful of other weddings, I haven’t been in a 
church since my own wedding day in ’68. 

Still, Simone Weil’s words always get my attention: 
“Water in the desert is God’s I love you. Thirst in the desert 

is God’s I love you.”
. . . .For a long time I entertained a strange, some would say 

superstitious, notion: If you were privy to my own memories, 
they’d serve as a kind of sustenance, keeping you alive and well 
in the netherworld. 

So: 
Rambling through the Marin County hills among groves of 

live-oaks, fields of wildflowers and dark golden grass; getting 
lost for a day on Mt. Tam; fascinated by a buttermilk sky the 
day we moved from Alto to the Peninsula; riding my bike up 
Page Mill Road into the hills west of Palo Alto, eating a brown-
bag lunch under an oak tree (I was alone, which made this one 
of the happiest days of my childhood); gazing from the roof of 
our Emerson Street House at the Santa Cruz Mountains (they 
always aroused a pleasurable feeling of melancholy in me); the 
giant B-36 Peacemaker bomber zooming low over our house 
one spring day in 1955, thrilling me no end; touching the warm 
fuselage of an F-86 Saber jet at Hamilton AFB on September 
25, 1954: Kids’ Day, when I was chosen guest of honor by 
Nathan Twining, U.S. Air Force Chief of Staff; schlepping a 
brown and yellow suitcase to the Palo Alto Greyhound bus 
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stop on my way up to Cal, freshman year 1961; the sky-blue 
eyes of my foster-home girlfriend; the day her father arrived 
with the news that her mother had jumped off a skyscraper 
in San Francisco; a phone call from Aunt Mary, Jack Sr.’s 
wife, informing Mom that Grandma Cora had just died (on 
learning this—I was reading a Little Lulu comic book in the 
bathtub—I said, “Good!”); December 1954, when Allan and I 
were between foster homes, a photo of the three of us looking  
happy in front of our Christmas tree hung with Aunt Amy’s 
cut-out tops of frozen juice cans; riding my bike home from 
the Hamilton Street library with a leaning tower of sci-fi books 
teetering on one arm. 

—And the day Lynette, a university colleague, who’d 
proofread/edited my memoir Yes and No, burst into tears, 
saying, “I feel so sorry for you.”      

I was surprised by her tears, not only because I’m certainly 
far down on the totem pole of childhood suffering, but because, 
in spite of myself, and not to get drippy about it, I do feel 
grateful, grateful to have lived, grateful for everything, yes: even 
that New Year’s Day morning sixty-one years ago. 

Forgive me.

                           Love, Steve

I still can’t think of you
             In the wet earth
                          In the rain 
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Book II
Letters to Dorothy
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I am moved by fancies that are curled
Around these images, and cling:
The notion of some infinitely gentle
Infinitely suffering thing.                              

      —T.S. Eliot
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PRELUDE: LETTERS TO DOROTHY

Where to begin? The night of your death, yes; but that 
was nearly fifty years ago. What, then, to share with you? My 
wonderful marriage, of course: the birth of a son who, from 
certain angles, looks like you; twin grandsons; my teaching and 
writing careers (I’m retired seven years now from the university); 
forty summers spent in Montana on the ranch and at the lake. 

But all this is incidental to the darkness, pain, fantasies, 
hurts inflicted and suffered: the inner life—lives—of a stranger 
disguised with my face.

In our last home at 1420 Hearst, you slept off the kitchen, 
behind a closed door. When I heard you snoring, I went to 
the window over the sink, stood on a footstool and, on a pre-
arranged signal, watched as the green-eyed girl next door bared 
her beautiful breasts to me. What if you had seen? Would it 
have mattered? 

. . . .The night I came home from classes at Cal prattling 
stupidly about Nietzsche; the half-amused look on your face; 
my sudden anger at being patronized—or so I felt. 

The Navy pilot you loved before my father appeared in 
your life: a young officer killed in an aircraft carrier mishap. His 
yellowing photo fell out of your Science and Health after you 
died (a year earlier you’d confessed to me that you adored this 
lost boy more than my father: my initial shock and resentment 
was replaced by a strange friendly pity for all three of you, 
fortuitous ghosts who are now, literally, parts of an eternal 
triangle.)

Where to begin? In my beginning is my end, as the poet 
says: the starless, moonless dark of that November night: fog, 
neon lights shining in pools of rain on Shattuck Avenue, the 
damp and cold I wanted to feel but could not. 
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I
   
Dear Mom:    

In an entry from my book The Hidden Berkeley, I compare 
memories of witnessing your death to an amethyst, your 
favorite stone: every facet etched by the clear colors of my 
precise recollections of that night. The funeral, on the other 
hand, is a lump of jade: memories impenetrable: faint, muddy 
light obscuring everything. 

Now, as I flirt with age seventy jade, so to say, has gotten 
the upper hand, so that your appearances in this book are less 
mnemonic than poetic: as if in death you’ve become, not an 
angel, not even a muse, but a Virgil, guiding me through the 
hell, the purgatory, and yes, the paradise of our souls.  

                           Love, Steve

     
Empty honey jar
             47 birthdays
                          Since 
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II

Dear Mom:

I know you never liked her (she did like you, however). Part 
of that was a deeply-rooted family prejudice against Catholics, 
which I never shared. And her parents, both alcoholics: she used 
to say that she was born under a bad sign because mom and dad 
conceived her after a night of heavy drinking and carousing in 
Vegas.

Awful, the memory of when you came home and caught 
us naked on the fold-out bed in the living room of the Hearst 
Street house. You were right: she wasn’t meant for me, or I her; 
but my nostalgia for her, and for you, is unabated half a century 
later. Of course part of that nostalgia is fake, rose-colored. But 
which part?

She looked a bit like you, and I wonder what that said about 
our disparate feelings about her? 

                           Love, Steve 

     
Warm to the touch
            A bare shoulder
                      — Leaf-storm
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III
 
Dear Mom: 

Even now, with Time’s Winged Chariot over my shoulder, 
I feel ill-prepared to make this journey into our interiors. I’m 
a spelunker: an explorer of cave-shadows, secret grottoes with 
pools clear or murky, crevasses beckoning me to the heart of 
the earth. 

Allan and I could be cruel. When we lived in Palo Alto, 
the fuzz on your nightgown flared up when a spark from your 
cigarette fell; you screamed, jumped off the couch, waving 
your arms. But what I remember (you were unharmed) was 
our mutual, horribly inappropriate laughter. . . .And the night 
you came in our bedroom (we’d been fighting—or maybe 
just bouncing each other off the top bunk of our bunk beds.) 
You were wearing an odd bed-cap; I immediately thought 
of a Confederate soldier plunging into battle, and I said, 
“CHARGE!” convulsing myself and Allan. 

You burst into tears.  
Why did we laugh? I suspect now it was resentment, 

bubbling to the surface, at being sent to foster homes during the 
fifties, and the abuse, verbal and physical, we experienced there. 
Or was it simply the innate meanness of two young boys, a male 
quality that my wife once witnessed on the playground where, 
at recess, two third-graders were busily stomping on fledgling 
robins that had fallen out of the nest?

“I suspect. . . .” That phrase is my spelunker’s rope, dangling 
over the darkness as I search these caves for Ariadne’s thread.

                           Love, Steve
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Oceans of stars—
             Receding from the shore
                             Both of us
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IV

Dear Mom:         

I trust I make myself obscure when I confess that the 
scariness of what I’ve embarked on is fast becoming a subject 
in its own right. Scariness is the word—it keeps swimming 
stubbornly into my fevered memory, a death-tripping salmon 
against the current. . . .

I can’t have it both ways; the sharper and clearer my 
portraiture of you, the blurrier and more tenuous my own 
becomes. I don’t know why this is, but it haunts me. Do you 
remember a book, a chapter or two of which I read out loud 
to you, the autobiography of Edward Dahlberg? Dahlberg’s 
portrait of his mother Lizzie is so tender, so honest and 
understanding, that you’d think Dahlberg himself must be a 
wonderful guy, having inherited his mother’s better angels. 

Long after your death, I met James Laughlin, Dahlberg’s 
editor at New Directions, himself a kindly, courtly, soft-spoken 
individual, with nary a bad word to say about anyone—except 
Dahlberg! 

He was, Laughlin said bitterly, the meanest, most obnoxious, 
all-around unpleasant man he’d ever encountered. 

                           Love, Steve 

Still life—
            Peaches
                     Penumbras
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V

Dear Mom:

In 1982 Marie Turner, dear family friend whom you 
remember well, told us that you were molested in a foster home 
around the age of eight or nine. 

I hadn’t known you spent time in foster care, nor did 
I know about any abuse you suffered. I do know that such 
things abound on both sides of our family; I’ve written about 
my paternal grandmother, who killed my father’s pet hamster, 
skinned it, put it in a stew, and served it up for lunch, telling 
the little boy only after he’d cleaned his plate. 

I see in my mind’s eye the gleam of a belt buckle as Allan 
was being beaten by a foster mother; he must’ve been four. 

And my own experience, including verbal abuse and being 
underfed or fed moldy veggies and watered-down milk; that was 
in Los Altos 1952-53.

Where were you? Why were Allan and I in these places, 
sometimes together, sometimes apart? Oddly, although that 
was the deepest mystery of my life, I never asked you these 
questions, even though I was twenty-two when you died. 

Night-thoughts:
When Allan and I pass away your space in the world will 

close, like water over a pebble—no, an amethyst—tumbling 
slowly to the bottom of a pool. This thought distresses me more 
than that of my own demise, the day I, too, book passage on 
the River of Lethe. 

Like fast-melting snow, my words touch, or seek to touch, 
your pain, sorrows, even the rotten luck dogging you most of 
your life. But like calligraphy made by snowmelt in the earth, 
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your sorrows are indecipherable. 

                           Love, Steve

Cold popcorn— 
            Your favorite TV flick—
                        The Best Years of Our Lives
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VI

 Dear Mom:

Yes, yes, it’s Sunday, all day, but I can’t forgive God, not 
simply for permitting your death, but for permitting the mounds 
of dog poop in our bathtub. 

Let me explain.
The evening you died Allan and I spent in my fleabag 

residential hotel room up on Shattuck. No way did either of us 
intend to spend another night on Hearst Avenue; Allan’s dog, 
Taffy, was left behind with plenty of food and water; otherwise 
he had to fend for himself until we figured out what to do with 
him. In the swirl of events and numbness of that third week in 
November, the poor dog’s other needs simply didn’t occur to us. 

You passed on a Tuesday. Sunday afternoon I reluctantly 
returned to the house to retrieve some personal effects, including 
your small red address book with inspirational sayings in the 
margins (they used to embarrass me).

After sitting on your bed sorting through items, I went to the 
bathroom and discovered the mess Taffy had left. 

In a Hollywood film, this is where I break down in tears. I 
did no such thing (I’m ashamed to tell you I was dry-eyed from 
the night of your death, to the funeral and well beyond.) No: 
I simply stared at Taffy’s stinking brown mounds for minutes, 
perhaps many minutes, thinking irrationally--like my favorite 
poet Jack Spicer—of God as a baseball: You big, white, round 
omnipotent bastard. . .

And how could this have been emblematic of my love for 
you? I mean my imperturbable anger, always seething like 
magma beneath the surface. . . 
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                           Love, Steve

Heat moon
              Frozen stars
                       Unwritten poems
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VII

Dear Mom:

Here are three letters I’ve written to my stillborn brother, 
David, who died when I was two:

Dear David:
You are a . . . gyroscope.
You keep things balanced for me as I stumble and 

bumble through this no man’s land of words—
Unconscious of what it is they do, gyroscopes don’t 

partake of the pleasures and terrors of the voyage. —Which 
brings me to another metaphor—W.C. Williams’ lonely 
star:

It’s a strange courage you give me, ancient star;
Shine alone in the twilight toward which you lend no part!
Truth to tell, Kiddo, I don’t know about the last six 

words. You are part of me, part of my DNA anyway, and 
now that your atoms are mixed with the earth, as mine will 
be, I must accept that we are both lenders, charging interest 
not on the cosmos but on our souls—100% in your case.

Dear David:
I often wonder if our mother knew about your fate 

before you were “delivered”—knew whether she was 
about to have a dead baby. Wouldn’t it have made all the 
difference? Or—

I’ll never forget something a colleague at the university 
told me years ago, about his stepson who was run over 
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while riding his bike. After the funeral, his wife insisted 
on carrying the urn to the cemetery herself. When they 
arrived, cradling the urn in both arms, she murmured in a 
flat, almost dispassionate voice: “This is the way I carried 
him from the hospital two days after I gave birth.” 

Dear David: 
Ashes to ashes—no, to graphite; then to diamonds 

formed by the pressures of memory over time. 
It’s literally true: one day the atoms of our ashes will 

return whence they—the atoms—began: to the nursery of 
an ancient star destined, too, for the ash heap. 

(Ash heap: the Big Whimper.) 
The other day I learned that by artificial means you can 

make cremation ashes into diamonds. 

                           Love, Steve
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VIII

Dear Mom:        
 
Now and then I return to my very first memory: a red 

balloon floating away from me across the darkness of a summer 
fallow field (you told me that this must’ve been in Poston, 
Arizona, 1945, where my father worked as a relocation officer 
in a Japanese internment camp). 

Going, going, gone—I can still see that balloon, a loss that 
seemed to me catastrophic.  

Another memory, this one a year or so later: It’s been raining 
for hours, but you must leave the house-trailer on some errand. 
My father isn’t home, so you bundle me up, grab an umbrella, 
and out we go into the downpour. As the door closes behind us 
you slip and fall backward off the stairs, arms flailing, umbrella 
flying, and land in the mud, legs akimbo. Outraged that this 
happened to you and bursting into tears, I jump off the porch 
myself, splashing next to you on my bottom. We stare at each 
other as the rain pummels us and the wind howls.

. . . .In this way, I probably felt, your chagrin and 
embarrassment—the wrongness of what had happened—
transferred to me. In my mind, an unacceptable rent in the fabric 
of the universe had occurred, and it was my job to stitch it up.

I revisited that memory the night of your death; but nothing 
transferred from you to me. Perhaps that’s not quite true. 
Watching you fall backward in the throes of a massive coronary, 
a thin line of spittle appearing on your lips, I did feel being 
excluded from something so big that, in comparison, my own 
existence seemed pitifully negligible.  

All this was on my mind on a freezing desert night when, 



76

the hour of the wolf approaching in my dreams, I hopped out of 
bed and padded to the window in my underwear. Snug under 
a blanket of gray and purple shadows: ocotillo, prickly pear, 
saguaro, Palo Verde, lacy mesquite trees dripping mistletoe. All 
memory waned as, squinting at shapeless shapes sprawling up 
and down the ravine I saw—or thought I saw—a solitary bobcat 
nuzzling the ground, as if to lap up the spilt milk of moonlight. 

                           Love, Steve
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IX

Dear Mom:

Strange, but I didn’t begin to dream of you until fairly 
recently, more than three decades after your death. Why? I 
can only imagine the physiological process of memories slowly 
percolating down, cell by cell, into mind storage, retrievable 
only now.

Most of my present dreams are about you, but you only 
actually appear in one, which repeats itself like clockwork. I’ve 
written short-form verse—prose poems plus haiku—about 
both:

Journey
A feminine voice: If dreams came true we wouldn’t be 

living in truth but in dream. Caught in the warp and woof of 
sleeplessness and dreams of sleeplessness, I wait for a dream-
moon to rise in the west until it paints my walls silver-yellow. 

Scribbling in my note-pad, I put it back on the bed-stand 
and turn off the light. Once my eyelids become heavy, I feel 
certain that the urgency to go there will return and, asleep, I 
shall go there—Palo Alto, where I lived off-and-on with my 
mother until she moved up to Berkeley to die, then lie in repose 
at the cemetery in Saratoga, not that far from Palo Alto.   

Our 957-square foot home on Emerson Street was sold 
of course, so I don’t know where to find her. Is she in an 
apartment, a rental home, or a resident’s hotel like the one I 
lived in my senior year at UC Berkeley? But she passed away 
more than forty years ago, Reason whispers in my ear.

I choose to walk northward over California’s dark hills, 
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tossing Reason in a clump of fennel bushes—yellow in 
sunshine, gray in darkness. In the east a pale moon refuses to 
turn her cheek and reveal the dark side, repository of all lost 
things. It’s two or three hours before dawn, but I know I won’t 
arrive before noon, and something tells me by then she’ll be 
gone.  

And the old selfish feeling returns—the feeling I had as a 
boy after my father’s death, when I fretted many nights about 
her dying: What’ll happen to me now?

Yellow wind—
             Birds in wet trees—
                         Poems I threw away

The House
Dreams of my mother—always the same: I meet her on a 

commuter train heading south from San Francisco; she hands 
me the key to our Berkeley house, saying, “I’ll meet you there.” 
When I arrive I open the door with the key she gave me, only to 
find the house deserted, apparently for years: dust everywhere; 
wallpaper torn and hanging; dirty dishes in the sink; cold ashes 
in the fireplace; furniture covered with sheets. . . .

Trapped
        Between icicles
                Spring moon

                          Love, Steve
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X

Dear Mom:

A year and a half after your death, during my first stay in 
Tucson, I woke up at three in the morning from what I thought 
was a dreamless sleep (I still don’t remember dreaming), sat bolt 
upright, and shouted,

“Mom!”                           
That was all. I was conscious of my girlfriend, now my wife, 

staring at me, but, horribly embarrassed, I closed my eyes again, 
lay back and turned over, pretending to sleep.

The next day she inquired out of the blue:
“Are you lonely?”
This will sound odd, but I really had no idea whether I was 

lonely or not! I wonder if, for me, loneliness was like water to a 
fish, that hasn’t a clue about the medium it swims in. 

But the truth, rotten or otherwise, is that after you died I 
felt happy (maybe optimistic is a better word), even on arriving 
in the desert on a Greyhound bus with ninety bucks in my 
wallet, an unpaid two hundred dollar bill from the law firm that 
executed your estate, a battered Olympia portable typewriter, a 
suitcase, and a briefcase full of underwear. 

                          Love, Steve

Green tea
          Every death-day
                     Ivy still brown
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XI
 
Dear Mom:

“Grandma,” I asked, “who was Frank Hood Darby?”
Until that moment the phrases, “white as a ghost” and “the 

color drained from her cheeks,” were to me mere metaphorical 
figures of speech. But no: when I spoke those words I literally 
saw your mother’s face turn white. Finally, after thirty seconds 
of silence, she asked how I knew about him.

Embarrassed, I told her this was no big deal: Going 
through your papers a few days after the funeral, I happened 
upon a divorce decree from the thirties: Dorothy Ethel Darby 
“sundered” from her husband, Frank Hood Darby, due to 
“extreme mental cruelty.” Needless to say, you never told Allan 
and me about your first husband.

Far from being hurt, offended, or disillusioned, I was 
intrigued, almost wickedly so. Frank Hood Darby! What a 
fabulous name! Images of a gambler, a romantic ne’er do well, 
popped into my mind. So what if you were divorced? My father 
must’ve known (even as he didn’t know about your Navy pilot), 
but it didn’t matter to me.

Divorce was a big no-no in our family, although we weren’t 
Catholic, and my grandmother was clearly upset. She mumbled 
something, I forget what, and told me very little about Darby 
beyond what I’d read in the divorce papers. Then the subject 
was dropped.

Many years later I searched for Frank Hood Darby on 
Google (I know the term is foreign to you), but came up with 
nothing. There it rests. Well, almost.  I think you, in your 
old-fashioned—even Victorian—way, would’ve wanted me to 
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forgive you for committing the cardinal sin of divorce; whereas, 
of course, it’s I who should ask your forgiveness for writing this 
letter.

                          Love, Steve

Death-day
          White roses
                     Bees seeking color
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XII

Dear Mom:

You were a stickler for detail, for the small things in life, 
what you once called minutiae, surprising me a bit because you 
had no formal education past your years at Berkeley High. So 
I’ll wager you still wonder what happened to the purple sweater 
you left draped over the back of your chair at the Claremont 
Country Club, where you worked as a typist.

Not to worry. Ten days or so after your death, the sweater 
came in the mail, thoughtfully sent by your colleagues at the 
club, who also sent flowers to the funeral.

What I remember is even smaller: there was one button 
missing.

                           Love, Steve

Mourning rainbow
           Before it goes
                      I go indoors
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XIII

Dear Mom:

You remember Christmas, 1962, when I flew home from 
San Diego for my first visit since transferring to San Diego State 
from UC Berkeley in the fall. But do you remember the Dear 
John letter I received a few days later, from a girl I’d fallen in 
love with in the southland in late spring? I recall lying down, 
frozen, on the sofa-bed in our living room, staring for hours at 
a tiny spider crawling over the fireplace, finally warming itself 
in a yellow streak of sunlight.  

You felt you had to say something.
“. . . .She’ll always keep a place for you in her heart.”
At last I felt something—outrage. I don’t know if I 

replied, but that night I wrote in my journal something bitter, 
sarcastic—words directed not at my San Diego inamorata, but 
at you.  

Nearly twenty years after your death I received a letter from 
Gini, the girl who, in ’62, shattered my life. It was full of news 
about her marriage and divorce, her two boys, and relocation to 
Palm Desert, California. 

And this, her inexplicable last line before signing off:
“You are part of my heart.”

                           Love, Steve

Thunderstorm
            Darkening
                       Dark spring reeds
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XIV

Dear Mom:

I won’t say that our lives were summed up by objects—
humble household gods we kept around, acquired God knows 
where, of little or no monetary value, and schlepped from Alto 
to Palo Alto to Berkeley. Do you remember the repoussé which, 
when I was ten, seemed as precious as an Aztec war shield; you 
bought it with a book of Green Stamps, very big in the nineteen- 
fifties. Its real value was, of course, nil. Or the Peruvian bowl, 
made of what seems to me now balsa wood—talismanic, exotic: 
it, too, worthless. And a faux African mask hanging on the wall 
above our fireplaces; from a distance it appeared to be made of 
volcanic stone, but no: a weird sponge-like material; it must’ve 
weighed less than a pound.

Your most prized object of all: an impressionistic watercolor 
of a carousel by someone named Inez Johnson, which you 
acquired in Arizona during the war. After your death, strapped 
for cash as always, Allan and I took it to an art dealer in 
Oakland. “I’ll give you five dollars for it,” he said. We were 
sorely tempted—that’s how hard up we were—but happily told 
him no dice. 

The watercolor still hangs on Allan’s living-room wall. 

                           Love, Steve

Cherry-trees—
          Flowers on your grave
                     Placed by a stranger
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XV

Dear Mom:

I pinpoint Christmas 1964, the first time we didn’t bother 
to get a tree, as when the family began to fall apart. It wasn’t 
simply the empty space where a tree should’ve been (although 
for me, nearly half a century on, that missing tree is still a heart’s 
needle); it was more: you were overweight, smoking half a pack 
of Kents a day, above all, tired (“No pep,” was how you put it). 
Allan was working hard at doing little except cruising around 
Berkeley with a punk named Warren, who carried a gun. As for 
me: I’d dropped out of Cal, lying through my teeth to anyone 
who asked if I wanted to go back: “Sure,” I’d say cheerfully, 
when I had no such intention (summer 1965 I did return; I 
remember how happy you were). 

All three of us seemed adrift on a gray sea, under a windless 
gray sky, floating into the horse latitudes of the soul. 

We let the ratty back yard descend even farther into chaos 
and oblivion: so many weeds against the back fence that a 
Berkeley fireman showed up with a citation.

One night in October, we were watching TV—Allan 
was home for once—when you suddenly began laughing 
hysterically, even though nothing funny was on the tube. This 
hideous laughter ended in a half-scream: then silence. I thought 
then, and think now, that you’d felt what Baudelaire called the 
wind of the wing of madness pass over you.

Allan and I exchanged the same frightened glances that we 
would a year later, when Doctor Redfield pounded your chest 
and exclaimed, “Coronary!” 

I couldn’t sleep that night and into the morning, so I went 
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to the kitchen to pour a glass of chocolate milk. To get to the 
fridge I had to pass your closed door. Pausing, I heard the 
sound of you weeping in the dark—quietly weeping, as if you 
imagined all the rest of the world was asleep.

                           Love, Steve
            

Forgotten
           So many voices
                      Many rooms
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XVI

Dear Mom:
 
I always think of you when I revisit the film Five Easy Pieces, 

which came out in 1970 (it was probably on the drawing board 
the last year of your life). It portrays a dysfunctional musical 
family and features a superb performance by Jack Nicholson, 
who came along a tad after your time. In one scene he’s 
playing a Chopin etude very mechanically, by the numbers; as 
if in disapproval, the camera leaves him and pans around the 
room very, very slowly, revealing dozens of photos. Amid the 
wreckage of Nicholson’s family—of Nicholson himself—the 
camera seems to express the affection Nicholson and his siblings 
were deprived of, growing up. We linger on each picture, and 
although nothing is said by anyone, tears come to the eyes, at 
least to mine.  

Last night I brought out our three family albums for the 
zillionth time. There you are: age three or thereabouts, with 
Grandma, a blurry Oakland neighborhood in the background; 
your Berkeley High School yearbook photo; you and my father 
at Yosemite National Park’s Glacier Point lookout; all four of 
us (Grandma must’ve taken the shot) on the driveway in Alto; 
you, Allan, and myself at Dee and Jeannette’s home on Kipling 
Street in Palo Alto; you, Allan and our dog Fats, Christmas 
1960, brightly-lit tree in the background; you at work at 
Wilbur Junior High, looking scholarly behind glasses whose 
rims, I still remember, were pale red. 

In my favorite pic, you and my father lie side by side on 
your stomachs next to a rushing stream in Yosemite, intently 
reading. Barefoot, with cuffs rolled, you’ve lifted up your calves, 
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as if to catch a cooling breeze.
In every one of these pictures, without exception, you look 

happy and contented.

                           Love, Steve
            
     

Breathing
             Moons in ripples
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XVII

Dear Mom:

I never told you this—of course!—but I had a premonition 
of your death. No, it wasn’t supernatural: in fact it was quite 
natural, since by the summer of 1965 I was well aware of your 
decline. I was in Victoria, B.C., having traveled there with 
a friend on the advice of a helpful Berkeley police officer, 
who’d suggested I leave town to allow what he called “this girl 
situation” to cool off.

It’s curious, but my latter-day memories of you are always 
tangled up with the interesting girls in my life (even ones I 
never met, since fantasies, too, are part of who we are).  So let 
me share another short-form prose poem, most of which takes 
place around the time I first knew, suddenly and unequivocally, 
that you didn’t have much time left:

In the Crowd   
Just this morning, in the twilight zone between sleep and 

waking, a thought pops into my head: All forms of memory are 
masochistic. Because there she is yet again, the brown-haired 
girl in Victoria, B.C., walking ahead of me toward the Empress 
Hotel on a warm August afternoon. I never met her, never 
even saw her face, but what remains in my memory is the turn 
of a shapely ankle as she climbs the hotel steps and disappears 
through the tall entrance.  

Over the last forty-plus years, compared to this image burned 
indelibly in my mind, untold thousands of words spoken to 
me and by me—right up to and including yesterday’s—are so 
many tinkling cymbals. 
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They speak of an infinite number of parallel universes, 
where every possibility in this particular one, every might-
have-been, exists and is endlessly played out. And so, in one 
universe I call to her but she doesn’t turn; in another, she does; 
in another, brushing a lock of hair from her eye she smiles and 
speaks to me; in still another. . . .But all these tableaux and 
more are stitched together by the delicate curve of her high-
heeled ankle, the sun low on the horizon, a day moon, and the 
toss of her hair. 

And inevitably: all my losses before and since. 

                           Love, Steve

 
Glass doors—
           Reflected
                   Clouds and sky
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XVIII

Dear Mom:

On the far side of despair, you discovered the San Francisco 
Giants.

I don’t remember how your passion for the Giants evolved, 
but by the second or third week of the 1960 season you were 
keeping detailed box scores for every inning: strikes, balls, 
hits, errors, pitching changes, etc. (This went on all season, 
until you’d compiled a book-length document which later 
disappeared, probably in our move from Palo Alto up to 
Berkeley. I wish I still had it).

This was a period of unemployment for you. I don’t know 
how we survived, though I remember a woman from Aid to 
Needy Children visiting our home (I resented her presence; I 
may have even been rude). Before this caseworker arrived, you 
brought out a Tot Stapler and asked me to staple up the rips 
in our naugahide couch, where the stuffing was showing. This 
struck me as odd then, but I remembered it when, the day 
of your death, and in the initial stages of a heart attack, you 
cleaned up the house for the doctor’s arrival, or so Uncle Dick 
informed me.

Sometimes we acquire lovers, not to find something in 
them, but to lose ourselves. That’s how it was with your affair 
with the Giants. Actually, as you recall, they were one of the 
best teams ever assembled, with Willie Mays, Orlando Cepeda, 
Willie Kirkland, the young Willie McCovey, Juan Marichal, 
Jack Sanford, and Sad Sam Jones. One afternoon in the 
kitchen, listening on the transistor radio to Russ Hodges and 
Lon Simmons do play-by-play on KSFO, we agreed that this 
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was the year the Giants would go all the way and knock the 
defending champion Dodgers off the throne.

In September, true to form, the Giants blew a healthy lead, 
losing the pennant to the Pittsburg Pirates, who went on to win 
the World Series.              

                           Love, Steve
 

Frost and fog—
           Small ghosts—
                         Off-seasons
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XIX
 
Dear Mom:
 
I inherit my sense of humor from you. Our favorite 

comedian on TV was Victor Borge, whose CBS specials in the 
late fifties and early sixties we couldn’t wait to watch. Even 
Allan, who early on was too young to get some of the jokes, 
joined in, and the three of us roared with laughter as Borge 
performed his classic “Phonetic punctuation” routine live on 
stage. Tears rolling down your cheeks, shoulders heaving with 
laughter, hands clasping and unclasping, face lit up with joy. . . .

Not long ago Janice and I ordered the complete Victor 
Borge PBS collection; the zany beat goes on after your death, 
and his.

Most telling, I suppose, is that what most appealed to you 
and me was the way Borge spread the honey of generation over 
his comedy: 

“I’d like to thank my parents for making this evening 
possible. And I’d like to thank my children for making it 
necessary.”

                           Love, Steve

Remembrance
            Stopping at my toes
                         An entire ocean
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XX

Dear Mom:

Every time I flash back to that November night, other 
memories butt in, comprising a hall of funhouse mirrors: each 
one reflecting a warped image of a boy, an adolescent, and a 
young man, but always me.  

In one (they don’t occur in order) I’m walking down 
Emerson Street in Palo Alto, suitcase in hand, on my way 
to take the Greyhound up to Cal for my freshman year. In 
another, first day of school 1948, I’m climbing onto a school 
bus, looking over my shoulder at you looking at me. In another, 
I’m schlepping the same ugly gray and yellow suitcase up 
Hearst Street, heading for San Diego and my sophomore year 
in college.   

In yet another. . . .But you get the point. Like antechambers 
(to change the figure) these recollections have to be passed 
through (why does the passive voice seem so significant?) so that 
I may reach you: or, to put it a very different way, so that I may 
leave you before you leave me. 

                           Love, Steve

Day moon
            Rain on the gravestone
                       Things you  prayed for
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XXI 

Dear Mom:
 
The other day on the phone Allan brought up the question I 

knew he’d ask one day: Why did she send us away? Certainly the 
still waters of Allan’s suffering run deeper than mine, because he 
went into exile many more times: in Palo Alto, to the Turners 
across town for his kindergarten year; in Los Altos, to the bestial 
Berdina Pryor’s foster home on Moody Road; two years later 
to the Twelve Acres group home, again in Los Altos; back in 
Palo Alto, to the family of my high school chum and basketball 
teammate Ray Gale; in Berkeley, to Montana and the home of 
Agnes Corrigan, a distant family friend (that stay lasted exactly 
three days); in tenth grade, to the Turners again, this time in 
Monterey, for one semester. . . .I accompanied him to just three 
of these places, but always, tied to me like a kite’s tail (and, like 
a kite’s tail, curiously steadying, rudder-like) is Allan’s question: 
Why? 

I told him the truth: I don’t know, we’ll never know, but 
somewhere in the amethyst of your spirit is the glimmer of a 
supposition: depression. In the eighteenth letter I mentioned 
inheriting your sense of humor; I know now that I must’ve also 
inherited your depressive tendencies. In 2012 we understand 
that depression is physiological, not merely situational; but 
back in the fifties, when the only mass drug for psychological 
disorders was something called Miltown for anxiety (this was 
before Valium), if pursued by what Churchill called the black 
dog you were on your own. 

The natural egoism of children being what it is, I never 
wondered how Allan must’ve felt when he looked back to 
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the receding shore of childhood and felt—how could he feel 
otherwise?—that his mother had abandoned him, not once, not 
twice. . . .His phone call was a key to at least one rusty lock, if 
not the lock of Why. Someone wrote that there’s an intimate 
connection between grief and sarcasm, sarcasm being a way of 
coping, but more than that a shield against the demons of regret 
and sorrow. Allan is by far the most sarcastic person I know, the 
second being myself. 

I felt I must say something. So I summoned up another 
memory—Allan doesn’t remember it—of the day you brought 
me to Berdina’s in Los Altos (Allan was already there). As the 
car—driven by a family friend—pulled in, four-year-old Allan 
zoomed around the corner of the corral, wearing a cowboy 
outfit, brandishing a toy gun, grinning from ear to ear. Your 
face changed; your lips moved, struggling to say something. 
Then you blurted, “There’s my baby!” 

And you burst into tears.

                           Love, Steve

Slow seasons—
              Wonder bread
                            Liking Ike



97

XXII

Dear Mom:

When I was in after-school care two streets over from our 
home in Alto, I stole as much Monopoly money as I could get 
my hands on. What’s even stranger—I knew the money was 
worthless—is that I date my glacially-slow development as a 
poet to that precise time in my life. 

To me, the cash was beautiful, not in spite of its worthlessness, 
but because of it. For a strikingly non-visual person in other 
ways, as a child I was acutely sensitive to color; for example (see 
the letter about Mt. Tam, below), I could tell time by the tone 
of the sky’s blues and pale purples. 

Artists speak of associating colors with numbers: so did 
I. What fascinated me most were the golden Monopoly five 
hundred dollar bills. Like a pack rat I hoarded these away, I 
forget where, probably in my closet. And I held every bill up to 
the light, adoring the transparencies of five, ten, twenty dollars, 
as if I could almost touch the mystery of what lay behind these 
transparencies; a path, for all I knew, to God.

Money, as the poet Wallace Stevens said, is a form of poetry. 
No, he wasn’t thinking of Monopoly money, but still. . . .

 
                           Love, Steve

Perfectly-shaped
           Robin’s nest—
                         Broken eggs
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XXIII

Dear Mom:
 
If I may, one last word on the subject of depression, and a 

penultimate poem. 
When I went up to Cal, like many of the kids from 

Cubberley High School who accompanied me, I was in over 
my head. You remember that Cubberley (alas, it was closed 
fourteen years after you died) was a superb academic institution, 
ranked in 1961 as one of the top ten secondary schools in the 
U.S. At Berkeley, however, I remember at least one of my 
cohorts in tears; a number of us flunked out. I didn’t, but my 
grades weren’t stellar.

I was in over my head for another reason. Fall of ’61 was 
the first but not the last time that I discovered my penchant for 
depression. During the afternoons, and sometimes at night, I’d 
take long walks in the hills behind campus: more often across 
the campus itself. 

Occasionally I’d simply stroll around the neighborhood:

Berkeley Night-Town 
Walking south on Bowditch, I glance in at middle-class yards: 

birdbaths, hoses and sprinklers, pyracantha hedges framing the 
chrome handlebars of bicycles gleaming in starlight. The full 
moon follows me, winking through emaciated branches of 
cherry trees; my legs feel heavy as if I were walking underwater, 
trudging through the April night in a diving suit. I think of 
my dad, who’d lived somewhere in this neighborhood—“just 
south of Durant,” my mother told me—in 1936, the year he 
graduated from Cal. Twenty-five years ago he would’ve been 
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one of those invisible presences I’m walking past, dreaming like 
them as the sea of moonlight laps against the windowpanes.

Indulging in what Baudelaire called a divine prostitution 
of the soul—like Baudelaire himself on the cobblestones of 
Montparnasse—I want to enter the lives of strangers—no, 
to become them. This urge is so intense and unexpected that 
my eyes fill with tears. Embarrassed—even though no one is 
there—I blink the tears away and walk back to my Parker Street 
apartment, falling into a deep, dreamless sleep.

Others have experienced such moods—a wonderful, manic, 
irrational affection for everything—the frame of mind I started 
out with that night turned inside out like a sock. Killing my 
deep depression, I know now, would’ve killed the epiphany it 
mysteriously produced.

Would I have done so—annihilate the one by annihilating 
the other? Yes.

 
                           Love, Steve
  
   

Broken gnomon 
          Early moon
                     A sundial—more beautiful 
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XXIV

Dear Mom:
 
Tears frighten us, which is why it’s easier to cry than to 

watch someone else cry. 
So it was that a day or two after my father’s death, you 

frightened me. I was seven, but the memory of this is sharp 
and clear, as if it happened just last week. You and Grandma 
entered my room, where I was getting ready for bed. Both of 
you were crying.  

You said,
“Steven, you’re the man of the family now.”
The challenge you’d innocently thrown down didn’t faze 

me, because I had no idea what you were talking about. What 
frightened and embarrassed me were your tears. I’d seen them 
once before, when I lay desperately ill with something, I don’t 
recall, and you stood over my bed next to the doctor, weeping 
as I drifted, a drunken boat, in and out of delirium. 

But now I was lucid, maybe too lucid. No, that’s wrong; 
the tears themselves, streaming down your cheeks, were lucid: 
windows on another universe parallel to this one, from which 
I could hear, even then, the faint breathing of the Apocalypse. 

 
                           Love, Steve

Dreams and shadows
         Amid crosses
                  Old October wind
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XXV

Dear Mom:
 
All will be well, and all manner of things will be well.
In spite of everything, I still believe that.
Do you remember that chilly Berkeley afternoon when, 

frustrated and angry for some reason (I don’t recall what 
prompted this), I barked,

“My father was a liar!”
“Don’t you ever call your father a liar!” you shot back, and 

left the room.
Alone, as wind off the Bay molested the elm-branches and 

blue shadows lengthened outside, I began to quietly laugh; I 
don’t know why. 

I had no idea whether or not my father was a liar: my 
accusation was against his having died; and your retort was in 
defense of his having died. 

The scales of death!
 
                           Love, Steve

Ticking within you
           The disease
                     Spring roses on time
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XXVI

Dear Mom:

A few years ago Allan and Mary Lou gave me a wonderful 
coffee table book called Tamalpais Walking, a bricolage of 
woodcuts, verse, and commentary by the poet Gary Snyder and 
the artist Tom Killion. I never had a chance to share with you 
what Mt. Tam meant to me during the early years, when we 
lived in Alto, Mill Valley’s suburb of a suburb, until shortly after 
my father died.

A rugged green pyramid, the mountain rose in the west; we 
went up there often, you’ll recall, but coloring and deepening 
my memories are the times (actually there weren’t many) when I 
hiked by myself or with a friend from our home on Plaza Drive 
into the foothills and beyond. 

Tom Killion:
Tamalpais was my place of escape, the romantic
back-country of my pre-teen independence, the
ultimate quest of my boyhood journeys, with trails
guarded by terrifying snakes, giant redwoods, and
boulder-choked torrents. I remember belly-sliding
precipitously from the East Peak down chaparral 
rabbit tunnels on dry leaves. . . .As I grew older the
mountain became my lost world of remembered
childhood.
. . . .There’s poetry in getting lost, though it was beyond my 

ken then, at the age of eight, and is probably beyond me now, 
sixty summers on.

Today, few moms would let their kids embark alone on a 
day’s hike to Mt. Tam; but as you know, in the early fifties no 
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parent thought twice about such things. So off I went, into 
the fennel-field west of our house, ducking carefully under 
an electric cattle fence, heading up what my father and I once 
dubbed Deerwood Canyon, down the other side, until Mt. 
Tam towered over me like a Buddha, belly extended far to the 
north and south (it seemed much bigger to me then than it 
really is). 

By early afternoon, after eating the brown bag lunch you 
packed, I looked over my shoulder and there was Tam’s rocky 
peak behind me; somehow I’d made it around the mountain 
without knowing it. In the westward distance I could see a 
faint blue line of Pacific ocean and, in my imagination, the 
abounding blessed isles, somewhere just beyond the horizon.

But the mountain was of immediate interest. Where was 
I? At that age I had an uncanny ability to tell time to the half-
hour simply by studying the tone of sky, which was now a rich 
metallic blue, signifying four o’clock. Clad in a t-shirt and light 
jeans, I wasn’t cold (it was July, although in the San Francisco 
Bay Area any month except September can be chilly).

I remembered something taught us in Cub Scouts: If you’re 
ever lost, find a stream and follow it downhill—it will take you 
where you want to go. 

So I did, walking on the north bank in the shadows of 
live-oaks, picking rare red mushrooms and putting them in my 
pockets, listening to the mountain birds, slipping once or twice 
on wet stones.  

Suddenly a strange, oceanic feeling of well-being came over 
me, as if I really were one with the intermittent flashes of sky 
above me, the birds, leaves, water cascading over green stones, 
ordinary white mushrooms ringing old oak trees. . . .

After nearly two hours I came upon wooden stairs that 
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continued on up the mountainside (they were built for the 
annual Dip Sea footrace from Mill Valley to Stinson Beach). 
Then a downtown parking lot was visible through the leaves 
and branches, sounds of traffic, and a gravelly voice:

“There he is!”
The light had begun to fade as I emerged to find a small 

crowd of men gathered around a fire/rescue vehicle. A middle-
aged man asked, “Are you Steve Carter?” Embarrassed, I let 
them lift me up into the rescue truck and drive me back to 
Alto, though I would’ve preferred to walk. When we reached 
the house you, who’d called the equivalent of 911 in those days, 
embraced me tearfully: more embarrassment. 

Then, over dinner on TV trays, another strange mood—this 
one contrary—descended on me. I ate in silence, looking now 
and then out the westward window until you said, “What’s the 
matter, honey?”

I couldn’t have said then, but I think I know now: part of 
me—a big part of me—was disappointed to have been found. 

Forgotten, the red mushrooms went through the wash.
 
                           Love, Steve

Tap-tapping
          On your window
                     Bare branches want in
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XXVII

Dear Mom:

In the last year of your life you befriended a black lady 
from the neighborhood—as you recall, our west Berkeley 
neighborhood was predominantly black—named Bobbi Hickey. 
You were classmates in a night school clerical brush-up course 
for secretaries. 

Bobbi was tall, sweet, quiet—and tired. You were both tired; 
I could see it in your body language: the way you held your 
purses; how you walked up and down our front stairs, slowly 
in both directions; even in the nods and smiles you exchanged 
when Bobbi came to the door and when she left, going home to 
make dinner. Except for color, you might’ve been twins.

I think Bobbi was a widow too—certainly there wasn’t a 
man in her life. I don’t know if she had kids. Most of all I 
remember a strange, faraway look in her eyes. It wasn’t wistful 
exactly, not unhappy or sad. It was, somehow, expectant; and 
here she differed from you. 

Because it seemed that you’d already seen what Bobbi was 
looking for, or toward, holding your breath as you examined it; 
until you turned away 

Or, more accurately: until it turned you away.         
 
                           Love, Steve

Deep woods
       Green rain—
              Farther and farther away
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XXVIII

Dear Mom:

Just last night, a few short hours ago, I had a terrible dream. 
I feel compelled to share it with you.

I’m back in Palo Alto, alone in our house on Emerson 
Street. The place is empty—no furniture, no kitchen appliances, 
nothing, not even drapes. Through the west window—next to 
that warped door which we perpetually struggled with, so that 
I was always afraid the window would shatter—I see the back 
yard fence, bowing reverentially toward a sun low in the sky, 
precursor to our Berkeley fence which also sagged. 

As the dream begins I’m happy, not at all distressed, and 
wander from room to room. The front yard, which I can see 
from my old bedroom window, is barren of trees, flowers, and 
bushes. Clouds mount in the east, putting me in mind of polar 
bears rearing up on their haunches.

Then a car pulls into our driveway, followed by a moving 
van; a 1950s’-style family, young parents and the obligatory 
two kids, flock to the door, chattering and laughing. The 
movers begin to unload furniture.

They can’t see me; no matter, since now I’m on my knees 
scooping up ashes in the fireplace with a dustpan, depositing 
them in a cardboard box, coughing and sneezing. Behind me, 
the kids dash from room to room in their new home, still 
laughing.

I despise this family, but just as I’m about to say something 
to the parents, they’ve vanished, to be replaced by another 
family pulling up outside; then another, then another. . . .

 Like the eastward clouds, my rage mounts; but before I 
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can do violence to this farrago of innocent strangers, I wake up, 
sweating.

 
                           Love, Steve

47 years later
         A blanket of snow—
                 The patience of crocuses
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XXIX

Dear Mom:
 
This is the last letter.
So what have you taught me, without meaning to? Two 

things: women’s hearts are deeper than men’s (take it from a 
spelunker); and women are better than men. 

I don’t believe in an afterlife—not, at least, in a drearily 
perfect next world where we meet the dear departed in a blaze 
of light and go off on a picnic. (Once, in my finer moments, I 
wished you could see me “from above”; then I realized that if 
you could do that, you could also see into my darker moments, 
so I quickly disabused myself of that notion).

But if I’m wrong about the afterlife, if we are destined to 
meet again and go on that picnic, so be it. 

Let’s hope there’ll be ants. 
 
                           Love, Steve

P.S. I have a lot more to tell both of you.

Beyond the rickety bridge
            Just out of reach
                River-moon
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L’Envoi
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L’ENVOI

     
Missing child found
          —Yes, missing
                       Being lost

Every tree is a witness tree: live-oaks, willows, aspens, elms, 
eucalyptus. Scattered among the imperturbable rocks of the 
Berkeley hills, they keep vigil over my mother’s funeral in a 
chapel my brother and I can’t find. We search neighborhood by 
neighborhood in the rain until, as blue light from San Francisco 
Bay cloaks the city, we give up and decide to head north in 
search of the aurora borealis.

    
   

Ripples darkening
            —In a blue mist
                       Angel Island
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