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“Fiction has a truth exceeding that of history”  

–Aristotle 

 

Year 4.03 
 
Two urges overcame him simultaneously.  He needed to offload the 
sugary drink from earlier at the beginning of his hitchhiking and his gut was 
signaling him with the “feed me” flag.  The large pale green building with the 
Western style false front had a sign above the double glass doors, Live Oak 
Bar & Grill, and in the large round window off to one side a twist of neon read 
Open. Once inside, he glanced around at the bar partly in the shadows further 
back from the natural light of window and doors.  He was looking for the 
facilities.  He noticed the knotty pine passageway leading further back next to 
the jukebox.   
 A silhouette detached itself from the shadows and stood by the cash 
register at the back bar, a younger man with a stubble of beard who nodded.  
“What can I get ya?” 
 He stared at the chalk board menu letting his eyes adjust.  “Kitchen 
open?” 
 “Sure is.  Here or to go?” 
 He noticed for the first time a couple of young men in ball caps seated 
at a table eating burgers from red plastic baskets, bottles of beer ranged 
between them.   
 “Patio’s open too, still a little shade.” 
 He turned his attention back to the menu.  The lunch special was 
pulled pork sandwich with secret sauce, salad or fries.  He chose it as the path 
of least resistance partly at the urging of his bladder. 
 “Drink?” 
 He hesitated.  A wise man would have chosen moderately, coffee, tea, 
soda.  “You carry New Albion?” 
 The bartender brightened.  “Sure do!  Lager, ale, or porter?” 
 He chose the lager reasoning that the porter would make him feel too 
full and the ale was a little too high octane for him right about then.  He 
pointed to the passageway by the juke box and was assured by a nod of the 
head that it was where the “men’s” was. 
 The young men at the table looked up as he walked by.  The silver suit 
was meant to stand out in a crowd in the city.  In the middle of nowhere it was 
an alien presence and an indicator that you thought you were some sort of 
superhero, jiveass, or pimp.  He’d gauged a similar reaction in the bar in 
Sebastopol the previous night, a place called Car Pet.  It had once been a 
carpet warehouse and the new owners, to save money, kept most the original 
sign intact.  It also housed a micro brewery and he had been stuck in a 
quandary over which style beer to order, there were so many to choose from. 
Now he just needed to pee. 
 The symbol on the door to the Live Oak restroom showed that it was 
dual usage.  Inside a commode and a sink and a paper towel dispenser 
crowded the minimal space.  On the back wall above the commode a framed 
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poster advertised a reggae festival of years past.  Next to it was a notice that 
read If you’re standing to pee, please lift the seat, place your feet on the foot 
prints on either side of the commode, aim, and replace the seat when you are 
done.  Thank You, The Mgmt.  Someone had scrawled Bitch on the laminated 
sign in black marker pen.  
 The walls of the bathroom were pale knotty pine similar to the interior 
of the bar.  The paneling lent a rustic appearance with its whorls of grain and 
the dark singularities of the knots.  However, correct placement of the boards 
to avoid repetition of a pattern is imperative so as not to have two boards with 
knots side by side at about waist height giving the appearance of eyes staring 
directly at the crotch area.  Anyone with a bashful kidney would certainly be 
disconcerted by something like that.  It reminded him of something he’d read 
that thanks to certain neural wiring humans can discern faces in just about 
any shape they see.  It drives some people crazy because they don’t realize that 
they are wired to recognize parallel dots or shadows as the signature of 
another binocular creature.  The permutations and configurations are infinite, 
every combination a potential face.   
 Above the paper towel dispenser to the right of the mirror was a plaque 
purporting to be in the local dialect, Boontling.  It began: If ya can harp (talk 
Boontling), let’s hear an almittey (loud burp) and give yer bahl (excellent, 
good) apple-head (girl friend) a barney (kiss) on the moldunes (breasts) 
or if you’ve a mind to burlap (have sexual intercourse) or get down to mate 
gormin’ (oral sex) that’s just bahl. But cock a fister on (get into a fight) 
and it’s no wess (lie) you’ll get an ear settin’ (talkin’ to) so don’t be no 
backdated chuck (stupid person) with their golden eagles (underwear) 
in a bunch.  Stay cool as a briney (ocean) breeze and everything will work 
out bahl. Underneath the text someone had scrawled if you’ve read all of this 
you’ve been in here too long and someone’s probably waiting to get in. Next! 
 
The pulled pork sandwich was tasty but sloppy and came with a 
sheaf of napkins. He put to use just about every one of them.  The cook, an 
older woman, a little on the heavy side, faded tattoo sleeves and a backward 
ballcap, had brought his plate out to him at the table in the patio just to check 
him out.  It reminded him of the time that he and Ken Wilson, now Chair of 
the Writing Dept. at Southern Illinois, had taken off at Easter break of their 
senior year in high school and headed out to Durham, North Carolina to drop 
in unannounced on Wallace Fowlie, the Rimbaud scholar then teaching at 
Duke.  He remembered Fowlie as a stern but pleasant man, balding, full faced, 
and likely amused by their youthful exuberance.  It was probably while taking 
tea with the older professor who was approaching his sixties then that the 
foolishness of their quest had dawned on him.  At one point in the 
conversation when they were pressing him for more details of Rimbaud’s life, 
Fowlie had protested, “It’s not like I knew him personally.”  The other thing 
he remembered the Rimbaud scholar telling them as they climbed in the old 
’57 Ford for the drive back to Indianapolis, “Read, boys, if you have any 
ambition of becoming poets, read like your life depends on it.” 
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 On the way back Ken had thought it wise take a short cut through the 
Appalachians. On the way to Durham they’d taken the straightest, quickest 
way, the north south Interstate to Tennessee and then the east west Interstate 
to North Carolina.  East of Memphis, they were pulled over by a State 
Trooper.  Ken was driving and his longish hair, the Indiana plates, IU sticker 
in the back window signaling “college boy,” and the Make Love Not War 
bumper sticker denoting “communist” probably had something to do with it.  
They had been traveling above the posted speed limit, the Trooper informed 
them.  Ken, never one to let the obvious slide, argued that everyone was 
travelling over the speed limit and he was just going with the traffic flow. The 
Trooper then declared that he smelled marijuana and ordered them out of the 
car, stepping back and placing his hand on the butt of his pistol, and in doing 
so, stepping to the edge of the traffic lane causing an oncoming semi to swerve 
suddenly into the path of a sedan in the process of pulling ahead of the 
lumbering dreadnaught and having to execute a maneuver that launched it 
into the center divider with all the attendant screeching of brakes and smoke 
and dust as it came to rest on its side almost in the west bound fast lane. The 
Trooper’s attention thus diverted, they took that as an indication that they 
could continue on their journey.  
 To avoid going through Tennessee on the way back, they’d left the 
Interstate near Winston-Salem, and then in Bristol, Virginia took a winding 
switchback road down into Kentucky stopping for breakfast in a small burg on 
the Cumberland River by the name of Elmore.  They sat down at the lunch 
counter in a dusty five and dime and all three waitresses who weren’t all that 
busy to begin with, seeing as how the morning rush was over, had to wait on 
them.  The brave one took their order and the other two stood behind her with 
their mouths wide open. It was a dueling banjos moment. That was the first 
time he’d ever been regarded as a freak by anyone. Besides the football team, 
that is, and they were just jealous.  It was the beginning of an assessment of 
himself based on the reaction to his mannerisms, his style, his ideas, that took 
years to mature and fully grasp, and maybe even now not so completely, that 
he was a freak, different, not as an affectation but different because he was, 
different.  
 When they got back to Indianapolis they learned that Martin Luther 
King had been murdered and the South was under curfew.  They had just 
missed getting caught up in it. 
  
The bartender sauntered over and asked if everything was alright and 
did he want anything else.  He suppressed a deep burp, an almittey in Boon 
slang, and handed over his credit card.  “I’m good.”  He had a pocket full of 
change and a wallet stuffed with dough.  The credit card thing took some 
getting used to though he was a quick study.  He’d had less change and fewer 
bills the previous evening when he sat down at the long polished wood-
grained bar in the Car Pet micro-brewery.  His plan, rather than panic and 
call Irma and Philippe to come all the way to Sebastopol and fetch him, was to 
call someone, a poet he knew by the name of Chuck Bolten, who lived near 
Sebastopol. Or Petaluma.     
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 He’d assumed, in out of blue desperation, that it was either of those 
odd sounding names. He fired up his iPad and searched the local white pages.  
There were a little more than half a dozen Boltens in the immediate area.  
When he asked to use the bar phone, the bartender give him a “what you don’t 
have your own phone” look and directed him to the pay phone in front of the 
McDonald’s down the street.  He’d had to break a twenty to get change if he 
was going to make some cold calls which didn’t sit well with the bartender 
either.  
 He’d lucked out.  On the third call, the surprised voice of a man replied, 
“Hey Carl, what can I do for you?”  He explained his predicament and said he 
needed a place to crash till the next morning when he could catch a bus or taxi 
back to the city.  He remembered the hesitance and Chuck eventually 
agreeing, “Yeah, sure.  Why not?”  He’d gone back to the Car Pet and awaited 
his succor while sipping a craft brew, and then another.  Chuck had indicated 
that it would take him about fifteen minutes as he was not just around the 
corner.  And he had another craft brew, remarking to himself that the bar was 
unusually busy for a Sunday night, tables and chairs in the cavernous space 
filling with young couples or groups of middle class hipster men discussing 
the finer points of their beers. He had another one, asking himself why he ever 
considered depriving himself of this pleasure.   
 He was laughing to himself, perplexed yet appreciating the irony of the 
unpredictable direction his life had taken, when he noticed an older guy, 
barbered hair and collared shirt, smiling tentatively at him.  As the man 
appeared to be preparing an haven’t-we-met-somewhere-before proposition, 
he’d fended him off with “I’m not into that kind of thing.”  So it was not a little 
embarrassing when the man introduced himself as Chuck Bolten.  Who was 
the guy he pictured as Chuck Bolten then?  And it had come to him, this 
Chuck Bolten was someone he’d met the NorCal Writers Conference several 
years back, someone who had given him a book of poems to review or to at 
least mention in his column.  And he couldn’t remember if he’d written a 
review of it or even mentioned it.  Not that it mattered.  He pegged Bolten as 
someone used to being a carpet, a doormat, or so he thought.  He’d gathered 
up his bag and the burlap sack of leaking oysters.  Bolten had reacted in 
surprise when he held it up to him and asked if he liked oysters.  In the 
parking lot, Bolten fumbled for the keys to his van and then turned to him 
with a maniacal grimace of pure hatred.   
 So it was “Fuck you, Wendt, and the horse you rode in on.”  Not 
something he hadn’t heard before. “You’re an arrogant prick,” yeah, “kissass 
snob,” ok, “asshole,” right, “overrated has-been,” sigh, “back-stabbing creep,” 
just staying alive, and when nothing else got a rise, the ever-popular “and your 
poetry sucks!”  Apparently he’d made a pass at Bolten’s wife at the afterparty 
for the Writers Conference and as that was when he usually tested his options 
for fun and debauchery, it was very possible.   
 Bolten drove off without him shouting something about poetic justice, 
flipping him off, and yelling “Cocksucker!”  Didn’t he know, there’s no justice 
in poetry, and he begged to differ.  Still, that wasn’t how he’d imagined it 
playing out, left standing on the curb under a streetlight in front of a fastfood 
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joint with a burlap bag of oysters and nowhere else to go.  What happened 
next had pushed the envelope of coincidence. 
 “Carl?”  The voice came from the car exiting the drive thru.  “Carl 
Wendt?  Is that you?” 
 
He’d been feeling no pain after an early dinner and a couple of drinks.  
More than a couple of drinks, actually, and he’d meant to flop in his bedroom 
for a nap and a second wind before beginning his late evening social travails.  
Almost ten years past, back when his bid for immortality was still under 
review with the Olympians and alcohol was having its predictable effect.  He’d 
heard a shriek of laughter coming from the room down the hall from his and 
which he immediately identified as belonging to Val. He’d let his curiosity get 
the best of him as it always did when laughter and women were concerned. 
The door wasn’t really closed so he’d peeked in.   
 There were four women in the tiny room crowded by a bed, a dresser, 
and a chair.  He recognized three of them.  Shannon, whose room it was, 
seated on the bed with Val.  Angela was in the overstuffed chair, and at her 
feet on the floor, a skinny woman with a blunt cut bob, Hello Kitty barrettes 
and glasses who was introduced as Patti Purloin.   
 Funny and also frighteningly fluky that they should run into each other 
in Sebastopol that way, and that Patti had allowed him to crash on her couch 
less than twenty four hours earlier. A coincidence that was stranger than 
fiction would allow. And the memory of Val, as their relationship shattered 
into bitter recrimination, drifting apart because it was too painful to be 
together, came back to him with a shudder.   
 But that night Val was flying first class and on more than just the bottle 
of Jack Daniels they were passing around.  She was wearing a synthetic 
powder blue wig, slightly askew allowing her darker pixie cut to peek out.  
He’d excused himself for intruding and turned to leave, warned in part by the 
intense female energy in the room, the knowing excitement imparted by a 
secret pact.  But Val had insisted that he join them for a drink, seconded 
siren-like by the other women.  Step into my parlor said the spiders to the fly. 
Most everything after that was murky and fragmented.  He’d definitely lost a 
few brain cells.  What he remembered in particular about that night was the 
smell, the pungent sweaty odor of overheated genitalia. 
 
When Patti reminisced about Val, she was sad and serious, and a little 
upset about how she had not learned of her passing until six months after the 
fact. She had been a performance artist like Val, which was how she got to 
know her. They’d been lovers for a while, after that night, in fact. She 
confessed that she’d always been shocked and in awe of Val’s addictive 
behavior, her seductive decadence as if it were, a lustful leprosy, the fear of 
surrender to a darker side, one that she still trembled to imagine. 
 It all came back to him as if it had never left. Patti and Ginger, friends 
of Val’s from the femme performance circuit.  They had a routine called Men 
U, billing themselves as PhD’s, Doctors of Phallicology, and presenting a 
curriculum that included Basic Menship (or How To Handle The Prow), 
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Penis 101, Blame The Mother, He’s Just A Dick On A Stick, Some Dissembling 
Required, When A Cigar Is Not Just A Cigar (The Clinton/Lewinsky 
Syndrome), and Sperm Deliveryman. Ginger was no longer around, and he 
hadn’t asked why. 
 He’d spent much of the night talking and not talking about Val, skirting 
the events of that particular night ten years ago, sitting at the table in the 
brightly lit kitchen of Patti’s little farmhouse on the outskirts of Sebastopol 
before she bid him good night, excusing herself because she had early classes 
the next morning, teaching in the Drama Department at the local State 
University.  
 It was with a sense of relief and gratefulness at his rescue that he’d sat 
around chatting, pulling up stray strands of memory of when they had first 
met but still hesitant to speak of the particulars of what had actually gone on 
that night.  He had to guess, by the way Patti smiled and chortled at his 
discomfort, that he had had her as one of his sex partners. 
   It was during the course of her favorite parlor game, Truth Or Dare—
Val knowing that he was more comfortable with a dare than the truth—that he 
had been the first to lose his shirt. Could his pants have been close behind?  
He did end up on his back on Shannon’s bed, he was fairly certain of that.  
One of them had placed their naked twat on his face but from his position it 
was hard to tell which one of them, if it had been only one of them and not all 
of them, and taking turns on his tumescence as if it were some kind of 
amusement ride, but distinctly remembering being milked like the Minotaur 
in the labyrinth.  
 Patti had asked after Angie, too, having fallen out of touch with her. 
She reminded him that Angie had got very drunk and had passed out around 
the time that most everyone’s clothes had come off. She’d also heard that 
Angie had a child, a girl, and asked how he felt about that. 
  He didn’t know how he felt about that.  Angie was his landlady who 
just happened to get pregnant and have a child during the time he rented a 
room there. She had always talked about having a kid. But she was also 
fiercely independent and outspoken with a low tolerance for stupidity. That 
left out most men.  He’d seen her intently studying the literature about the 
Melville Fertility Institute, a high end sperm bank, at the kitchen table.  She 
hadn’t asked for his opinion or his consent, and he hadn’t offered.  
 Patti had scoffed: “There’s a whole woman’s world out there that guys 
just pretend doesn’t exist, and that’s been going on, for what, a million years?”  
and then asked him if he’d ever caught her performance routines, Clueless In 
Long Pants or Anatomy Is Destiny. He hadn’t and couldn’t figure why she’d 
asked him that, dismissing it as more enigmatic insinuations he was just too 
tired to puzzle over. Later on the couch as he’d started to fade, replaying the 
conversation, fatigued at the thought of revisiting all the various possibilities 
and combinations of that night, and the drinking after a long absence catching 
up with him, something swam out to trouble him, and he’d been overcome by 
an urgency to get into the storage unit and recover Val’s diary as if it might 
hold the answer to a vague nagging question. 
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“Those aren’t tits!  They’re flaps with big brown buttons!” he was quoted as 
saying, and he got in trouble for that one, too. If he hadn’t started enough of a 
shit storm with his long poem, Procreation, he was now working on another 
multipart poem that was bound to rankle the ranks and rattle the bars of 
political correctness. It was the output of an exercise that he had picked up 
from Val’s performance routine.  Val would find a random text, a passage in a 
novel, an article in a newspaper, and search for sentences beginning with the 
pronoun she.  Part of the act was to point out how few such constructions 
there actually were.  He had always been amused by the random incongruity 
of her examples.  He’d jotted down the few that had lodged in his memory 
along with all the other Val related miscellany.  He had tried her method and 
her contention was valid, there was a dearth of she constructions of any 
authority.  He’d accumulated a list that was beginning to show signs of life on 
its own.  That, as a consequence, had started a creative dialogue with the 
material and was generating some original constructs in the process of 
assembly and inspiration. 
 The idea that the poem should be in the form of an ode had come from 
Ian Blake’s collection of poems entitled Ode To Sunset that included titles 
such as Ode To My Nikes, Ode To Grecian Formula, Ode To Kitty Litter, Ode 
To Moby’s Dick, Ode To A Good Dump, whose epigraph was “I shit the sun” 
that Blake had facetiously attributed to Shelley, the title poem of the book, 
Ode To Sunset, with the dedication In Memoriam Carl Wendt deleted, and 
Ode To The Coffee Maker which claimed to be inspired by Frank O’Hara’s To 
The Harbormaster, but actually was a riff from O’Hara’s Ode To Michael 
Goldberg. 

 

 
Yippee! she’s steaming! she’s 
boiling the kettle on the stove 
and I simply pour it (the water) 
burbling over the drip ground coffee 
(this shouldn’t infer derogatorily 
rather merely imply the process— 
if that’s possible—by which the 
coffee’s prepared so that the essence 
can be extracted from the bean) 
and yippee! she’s frothing! 
in the cone and oh! the aroma! 
I don’t know if I can wait! 
now I have the first (fresh) cup 
and I’m too delighted for words! 
yippee! oh my taste buds! oh yippee! 

 
 
 On his own, he had come across a likely form in an obscure study on 
Gnosticism, an old goddess poem entitled Lightning Flash Thunder Clap. He 
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could claim to be a goddess poet, in the style of Robert Graves, for that poem 
at least. Technically, Ode To Woman, dedicated to Val, was more of a litany, 
familiar enough from his childhood, and rosary fingering grandmother.  It 
was a praise song that he felt qualified to call an ode though Pindar might 
have wanted to arm wrestle over it.   
 Originally his intent had been to honor Valerie Richards by editing a 
posthumous collection of her work.  But the Richards of New Hampshire were 
not having any of it.  Vivian, Val’s sister, got right to the point: he would never 
have his name associated with that of her sister’s under threat of lawsuit.  So 
the idea for the ode dedicated to Val’s performance persona, Valentina Fox, 
seemed to be the likely work-around.  
 

She takes just like a woman   
She’s a party girl   
She’s a sweet thing   
She’s a rebel   
She’s a ballerina   
She’s a funny girl   
She’s a rock'n'roll woman   
She’s a rainbow   
She comes in colors   
(I heard her call my name)   
She’s a big girl now   
(if you see her say hello)   
She’s a black widow spider   
She’s a barefoot country girl   
She’s an American woman   
She’s a parachute woman   
She’s a factory girl   
She’s a brown skinned girl   
She’s got a sister   
She’s got the silver   
She’s a stupid girl   
She belongs to me   
(I've grown accustomed to her face)   
She has faraway eyes   
(they're Bette Davis')   
She’s a sweet black angel   
She smiled sweetly   
She’s a lady   
She should have just   
She’s long and she's tall   
She came in through the bathroom window   
She’s too much for my mirror   
She’s waiting for her man   
She ain't gonna do right   
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was how some of it went. 
 
 
“I don’t care what they say about it as long as it’s not true,” was his 
attitude in the reaction to the publication of Procreation.  Once in print, his 
long poem had confounded everyone’s opinion. Instead of the expectation of 
his usual scurrilous imprecations and political incorrectness, it was reviewed 
as a maturing of his oeuvre whose clarity of vision was based on a breadth of 
learning. “Procreation is divided into three parts,” a review of the book 
pointed out, “Man, Woman, and The Act.  Sex is the eating of the apple from 
the tree of knowledge of good and evil.  Once you’ve tasted it, there’s no 
going back.”  It also helped that he’d received an excellent although breathless 
blurb from his old pal, still in hiding, Yuri Khasid.  
 

 “Carl Wendt is a poet who immortalizes and, in many 
instances, resurrects not only the popular but neglected regions, 
landmarks, and eccentricities in our modern culture, combining a 
poet’s vision with a jazz musician’s rhythmic sophistication, in a 
manner not only winningly but surprisingly beautiful, as a 
haunting contemporary song of amazing intelligence and grace 
that is brave, ravenous, intensely moving and utterly his own, a 
poetry that charms the birds out of the trees with a clarity that 
breaks the heart, presenting satisfying and arresting insights 
marked by a lush lyricism in passages fusing innocence and 
wisdom. Reading this poem while guided by conventions of 
collective spectatorship, we catch ourselves perversely trying to 
refamiliarize what Carl Wendt has so successfully defamiliarized, 
and in doing so, the double bind of our ethical conundrum becomes 
acutely perceptible.” 
 

 Still, some had to demean the opus as mansplaining and typically 
phallocentric. The bee and the flower image “I’m the bee and your pussy is the 
flower” had come in for some heavy criticism. One such reviewer opined that 
Procreation was “an attack on women by a male chauvinist pig, a fossilized 
anti-social mentality desperately grasping for notoriety by outraging 
convention—how juvenile!” Others claimed that it was a wannabe Wasteland.  
That had stung.  The common criticism, though, even among those who 
viewed the one hundred and fifty odd pages positively, was that the title might 
have been a bit misleading. One reviewer voiced the opinion that it could have 
been titled Scenes From Life In The City, but then a similar one had already 
used. 
 He had sent the manuscript to Leo J. Nightly, of Robo Jive Press out of 
New Haven, who had expressed an eagerness to publish it. He’d added the 
caveat “print this, and duck!”  Portions of the long poem had already appeared 
in Plainspeak, a magazine from Lincoln, Nebraska, whose editor, Elmer Pike, 
an old friend of Dick Granahan’s, had wanted to do a special issue of his and 
Dick’s work.  No pay as the magazine was yet another marginal and minor 
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poetry operation, and being cast as one of Granahan’s acolytes had invariably 
rubbed him the wrong way.  But in advance of Granahan’s collected poems 
announced for later the following year, the issue received a lot of attention.   
 “My only fear about what critics say about me is that they might be 
right,” Granahan had confessed shortly before he passed.  That was when Dick 
had asked him to oversee the publication of the posthumous collected, maybe 
write a preface. UC Press had already contracted to publish it, and an 
honorarium had been set aside to pay for his effort. 
   Jane, Dick’s ex, had gone along with Granahan’s choice, saying, “Carl, I 
never liked you.  I don’t think that will ever change.  You brought out the 
worst infantile tendencies in Richard.  However, he was confident in your 
ability to do right by him in this collection, and I respect that.”  
 There was also a big kerfuffle with Marguerite “Kay” Sayrah over his 
being appointed editor of the collected.  The compromise was Jane’s doing.  
Marguerite would get to write the introduction since he was contributing the 
preface.   
 Needless to say, Kay’s introduction to Granahan’s collected, There’s 
Always Something, like her poetry, was incomprehensible.  Her ideas of what 
constituted the esthetic behind Granahan’s poetry were a convoluted mess of 
postmodern jargon and academese. The text acted as an off-putting barrier to 
anyone curious about but not familiar with Granahan’s work. He had 
complained to Jane about it to no avail, and there was no talking to Kay 
because communication between her and the planet Earth was virtually 
nonexistent.  To him this was yet another instance of the grannyhand’s 
unintended consequence rearing its pointy head, and that on top of the 
rumblings about the correctness of publishing the work of a known sexual 
predator.  He felt that he should somehow redeem his old friend’s reputation, 
but that would only call to mind his own repute for unsavory behavior.  In the 
end, it looked like old Dick was going to have to shoulder most of the weight 
with his own words. 
 He’d found a letter Dick had addressed to him among the boxes of 
manuscript for the final edition.  He figured to bracket the letter with a little 
biographical material and praiseful assessment of Ganahan’s importance to 
American letters.  The letter pretty much spoke for itself. 
 

Dear Carl—  
 Sometime in the latter decades of the past century, I 
realized, like many of my contemporaries, that poetry, as it was 
written in the US, had lost its identity and consequently its efficacy 
in making any impact on contemporary culture.  The fractiousness 
of the various schools of poetics had stretched the art so thin that it 
became transparent, the invisible art.  Vain attempts (pun 
intended) were made to reinstate poetry in the pantheon of 
cultural darlings.  They failed because they all tried to make 
poetry what it was not. Attempts to redefine poetry in the modern 
trappings of popular entertainment or intellectual faddism missed 
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the point. Poetry is archaic, and its appeal is to the archaic in all of 
us. It is the original joy of language, the play of words.  
 To think that the poet is some kind of highly sensitive 
antenna tuned to the deepest sensibilities and secrets of the heart is 
a romantic notion.  The man or woman with the talent for words, 
the ability to string them together with lyrical fluidity is just as 
likely to be blind and deaf to the motives that their words reveal.  
What’s to guarantee that they are not hollow instruments, empty 
as a metal tube? Yet perhaps there is a possibility that if such a 
pipe is positioned in such a way that a breeze or light wind coming 
from the right direction might blow across one end and produce a 
sound that causes both awe and fear at the realization of our 
tenuous hold on the moment, a haunting haunted breath, and a 
match for the resonant frequency of being. “The unconscious 
cannot be civilized” as Bachelard states, hence the primitive anti-
social attitude of the true artist and poet.  
 To that end, participation in the art becomes a very 
personal and at times private practice for those who accept this 
perception. If the art is invisible, then the practitioners are unseen 
as well.  Performing on stage, construction (or deconstruction) 
isms, or braying from the podium doesn’t amount to a blip on the 
culture radar.  Invisible is as invisible does.  Even as I write this, 
the paper crinkles smugly and the ink giggles that I have not 
abandoned my conviction that the work alone should be judged 
not the mitigating influence of the writer as salesperson.  
 If poets and their milieu are essentially non-existent to a 
large part of the public to the point of being obscure—this applies 
to some of the best and better known writers of the day—then 
imagine what it means to be obscure and nonexistent to that set. 
The poetry pie is very small, a tart in fact.  Some will never even 
taste a crumb. And they are the most vulnerable, ripe pickings for 
all kinds of products and scams from workshops to self-publishing 
to poetry apps.  
 The role of the poet in this country has been relegated to 
teaching at a college or university while writing innocuous verse 
and staying away from politics.  Academics are a cheap 
investment.  They’re happy just to have sand in their sandbox.  
However they are notorious about not sharing their toys.   
The other option is to belong to the marginalized majority of 
unaffiliated ineffectual poetizers whose sole aim appears to be to 
war with each other. North American poets because of their manic 
quest for visibility are always looking to try the latest fad, diet, 
cause, camp, school, program.  They are pulled in a thousand 
different directions at once, shredded to tatters, unable to fashion 
a coherence if their poetic lives depended on it. The literary world, 
especially the poetry scene, is one of tormented and agonized 
beings who only contrive to exist by devouring each other, and  in 
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which every ravenous writer is the living grave of thousands of 
others, its self-maintenance a chain of painful deaths in which the 
capacity for feeling decreases with knowledge. 
 It should come as no surprise that there are three classes of 
writers: the working class writer, the middle class writer, and the 
aristocrat.  Working class writers tend of be utopian while also 
keenly aware of convention and their abject adherence to a 
hackneyed ideal.  The middle class writers are the ones with the 
greatest interest in keeping the particle board ceiling in place and 
making up the rules as they go along.  Middle class writers are 
bifurcated into two general groupings that consist of the successful 
(i.e., professional) and a much larger grouping, critics (also 
professional) of conventional success.  What they inflict on each 
other is only amusing from the sidelines.  Those sidelines are 
populated by aristocrats, by nature bored, looking to dabble in a 
little decadence. Some write, quite well at times.  They inhabit a 
closed world similar to that of the working class writer but with a 
better view. 
 The authorship of literature has pulled away from 
addressing an audience on any common communicative level that 
is not fraught with code for obviously limited consumption and the 
assumptions of elitism. At some point literature becomes abstruse, 
it leaves off the reader and becomes entirely the province of the 
writer and specialist as an ornate rococo that assumes the guise of 
the mock discursion of science that modern philosophers employ, 
and yet even while it advocates the equanimity of humanity, it 
distances itself from the rabble by its use of obfuscating language. 
 True, there are still a few pockets of informed intelligence in 
the poetry world but most of it is unmitigated dreck, a squirming 
field of half formed and unrealized egos on the rotting carcass of a 
deathless idea that the right word or combination of words will 
guarantee immortality. The poetry path is a gauntlet lined with 
people greeting you with smiles and handshakes as you approach 
but backstabbing and spitefulness as you pass. So with the obvious 
exception of those still in the fray, shadowy narcissists that they 
are, poetry and poets have faded into the woodwork.    
 What comes off as interesting, in the final analysis, after all 
my eager efforts to gauge and disseminate the worth of my 
writing in comparison to anyone else in the field, the adjustments 
and fine tuning, the practice all the while compulsive, passionate, 
fiercely engaged in its output within the parameters of an 
uncommon aesthetic, is the realization that a return to the original 
impulse to set words down on paper has occurred, fleshed out but 
essentially the same, and that, looking over my shoulder, looking 
over someone else’s shoulders, standing on the shoulders of others, 
I end up back to where I started from. 
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 I forget who said it originally, but I must, before I die, find 
some means of leaving behind the essential thing which is in me, 
that which cannot yet be said, a thing which is neither love nor 
hate nor pity nor scorn but the very breath of life, shining and 
coming from afar which will link to human life the immensity, the 
frightening, wondrous and implacable forces of the nonhuman. 
 This must be where these pages come from. The acts and 
events I can tell you about, and the reasons for them, are mine 
because I made them.  And because they made me.  What I am is 
that agent whose life I can tell you about.  I can tell you, and I can 
tell myself.  The process of self-description begins in earliest 
childhood and includes a good deal of fantasy from the outset.  It 
continues through life.  It is what I do, it is what I am.   
 Poetry, it turns out, is not for the casual reader.  Nor is 
poetry knowledge.  Poetry is revelation, a revelation brought 
about by random language.  Poetry is now the art of reading the 
equations of existence, the art of being read. 

 
 
Coming out of his thoughts he found himself walking to the west end of 
the small one horse town, toward a tall conifer offering shade on the shoulder 
of the road.  As Diogenes the dog once said “I have come to debase the 
coinage.” Now I’m leaving, he added with a measure of self-satisfaction. He 
was a poetry curmudgeon, like Rexroth, but without the Wobbly cachet.  He’d 
always thought of himself as different, eccentric perhaps, superior, some 
would say, certainly apart from the rest, an exile from the herd.  And that bit 
of askew provided him with an off kilter balance that kept him unique. “What 
does it matter beyond gilding the breath for its own sake?”  
 Was he to consider himself a cynic like old Dio Dog?  Well, for one 
thing, he was pretty blasé and indifferent, like a stray, living the public life, 
making no bones about his lust, on the loose, running free.  A dog is 
shameless, and he was as shameless as an Irishman. In fact he was one of a 
cult of the shameless, not as being beneath modesty, but as superior to it, and 
which included most poets whether they admit it or not. And as a cynical cur 
he had an infallible olfactory sense to sniff out what was bullshit and what was 
not when it came to the tenets of poetry. Like the mutt that he was, he was 
loyal to his friends and presented a lip curled snarl to those egotistical poetry 
pimps who would dare tread on his turf with their out-dated presumptions. 
 On the other hand, he tried to maintain an easygoing temperament. 
That was his goal at least.  And be thankful for a clarity of mind that 
penetrated the smokescreen of mindless ignorance, folly, and conceit, his own 
and that of others, particularly that of others.  And his good nature came from 
living in accord with a common sense that allowed him to accentuate the 
positive while sidestepping the dog pile of the negative in the furtherance of 
his day-to-day survival. He had a rein on his arrogance most of the time 
because he knew that it led to false judgments which in turn led to negative 
emotions, unnatural desires of the fame and fortune variety.  All the same he 
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had a killer instinct for the emotional jugular. He walked the line knowing 
that his good nature depended on a single minded self-sufficiency, the mental 
composure of a Zen monk, a joyful participation in the sorrows of the world, 
that allowed him to glean nuggets of wisdom from the most mundane and 
insignificant moments of existence, what Basho had called the spirit of 
karumi.  
 For his good nature to flourish he knew he has to eschew such valueless 
concepts as wealth, fame, power.  How then could he explain the wad in his 
wallet, his bank account, his sudden rise in visibility? He’d been nominated 
for The Holbrooke Excellence in Literature Prize, otherwise known as HELP, 
and been assured that he was a shoo-in.  He was being sucked into the 
mainstream by the attention of others, tagged for envy and spite, but also 
appreciated as a discovery much as the bones of a fossil might be. His 
shameless impudence, his ridicule of social norms, of literary conventions, his 
violating the rules of conduct and social interaction taken for granted as 
civilized behavior were now being lauded as visionary and/or quaint. 
 He’d taken pride in his robust no-frills life style that required only the 
bare necessities for existence, a liberty unshackled from any need to conform 
to convention. And it was essential that he apply himself to keeping himself 
unfettered by dint of daily practice much as Buddhists put into practice the 
tenets of their beliefs, not only in exercising judgments and forming mental 
impressions, but also by keeping physically fit with his meditative 
constitutionals which also served to get him from one place to another.  
 As D Dog used to say, “There are two kinds of exercise, that of the mind 
and that of the body.”  The healthy body creates in the mind split second 
intuitions by virtue of its vigor but the one is imperfect without the other, 
since a healthy body and clarity of intellect depend equally on both.  Of course 
he had strayed, often willfully, from many of these precepts yet he had kept 
them in mind like a cracked and faded photo in the folds of a wallet. And it 
was not like he was a recluse or anything. He had lived in the full glare of the 
public’s gaze, indifferent in the face of criticism at his unconventional poetics. 
And certainly, not cowed by the proscriptions of political correctness, he had 
the right to be outspoken, contrary, and irascible, vain and intractable.  He 
considered himself, above all, a citizen of the cosmos, elbowing the stars and 
gods alike.  And perhaps because of this heady company, he was always more 
than ready to point out the fallacies and pretensions at the root of everyday 
rote, and to question every aspect of interaction with the world as a clear path 
to integrity and purity of existence. 
 In light of events over the past six months, his was an ironic reversal of 
fortune.  For starters he wasn’t in all that good of a shape, physically.  Not 
since the night of what he self-referenced as the “Halloween Bash.”  The time 
in the hospital, the months spent recuperating after the surgery, had taken a 
toll on his stamina.  He still got around but less easily with his game leg, and 
his jaunts around the city required careful consideration and the hustling of 
rides from friends.  It had slowed him down and subsequently he slowed 
down. 
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 Then there was the money.  The award had only succeeded in making 
his life more complicated.  Suddenly he was back on the debt radar and being 
hounded by collection agencies over his unpaid student loan, back taxes, and 
medical expenses.  Not to mention those of his acquaintances who suddenly 
and conveniently remembered a loan they had made some years before and 
couldn’t remember if he had ever paid them back.  Wasn’t there a statute of 
limitations on that kind of thing? Not that it mattered. He was going to eat up 
that money like a termite with a sweet tooth through sugar pine. 
 In his vacillating self-concealment he was feeling the regret that comes 
with questionable success.  What he had lost with this sudden celebrity was 
his shadow.  He had become transparent so that light passed right through 
him, an invisible man practicing an invisible art.  At one time he had been 
content with being a famous nobody or, better yet, nobody famous.  Behind 
his cynical dog-like sneer he tried to maintain a core of innocence that allowed 
him to still write poetry. Yet the corrosive effect of fame on the innocents was 
well documented. Kerouac was a prime example, hounded and shamed for 
being just that, a pure product of America, harassed for the very innocence he 
proclaimed.  “Fame makes you stop writing,” he’d heard Jack had said. He 
was also reminded of Michel Brazon’s story of hanging out with Bryce 
Dunnigan on the terrace at Enrico’s one night.  Someone at the table was 
annoying the celebrated Confederate author of Fishing With Dynamite with 
suggestions as to how he could further boost his national appeal, such as 
making appearances on late night talk shows.  All of which sounded exactly 
like something the predictably inappropriate Brazon would do.  As Michel told 
it, Dunnigan fished a hundred dollar bill from his wallet and held it up, saying 
something like “this is what is what I think of fame,” and set it aflame with the 
centerpiece candle. When he heard the news that Dunnigan had put a bullet 
through his head, the thought had crossed his mind: much more effective 
than burning a C note. 
 “You know that there will always be an awful lot of good poets,” Dick 
Granahan had once told him.  “Some no one has ever heard of, and that’s what 
kills them.  Some, on the heels of luck, are renowned from the first word that 
dribbles from their pens, and that’s what kills them.  Everyone else is just 
twisting in the wind of slow death oblivion. Great artists are always offing 
themselves because it doesn’t matter that they’re great, they still can’t live 
with themselves.” 
 That he knew, but it bore repeating. Fame, like shit and death, 
happens. Then the times and fashion change and step right over you as if your 
entire life were nothing more than a crack in the sidewalk, a lump of detritus, 
a flash in the pan. 
 
 
“Eating pussy and having your dick sucked are like the two major 
facts of life, dude.” 
 It was a surprising turn to the conversation and maybe he shouldn’t 
have expected anything less.  He hadn’t been standing in the shade of the tall 
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redwood for long when the purple muscle car minus grill and pounding out a 
thunderous chassis vibrating bass pulled over to give him a ride. 
 “Jusgowindownaroadapeace, Philo.” The driver shouted over the ear 
rupturing pulse. 
 At his blank look the driver turned the sound down.  “Gowintaphilo.”  
And then, “Philo?” 
 “Where’s that?” 
 “Couplamiles.  Wherugowin?” 
 “Elk.” 
 The driver, a young man in his late teens early twenties, backward 
ballcap, earlobe plugs, smear of goatee, and Yakusa style tattoo sleeves poking 
out of a black tee shirt with a Beetle Juice logo splashed across the front, 
nodded.  “Gechacloser.” 
 He lowered himself into the ratty leather bucket seat and noticed that 
the back seat was taken up entirely with two enormous black speakers ready 
to blast the back of his head off.  He’d barely buckled up when the car shot out 
onto the highway, fishtailing a bit before hugging the yellow line. 
 “So like whatdayado? Band manager, booking agent, record producer?” 
 “Uh, no, what makes you think that?” 
 “Wayurdrest, yaknow.  You out scouting local talent for the big festival?  
I’m inna great band, rockincountryreggae, I play harp for’m.”  He pointed to 
the tee shirt. “Beetle Juice.  It’s a band and it’s a drink, man!” 
 “Betelgeuse, like the star?” 
 “Naw, man, I mean, yeah, like a superstar, the band, but it’s also a 
drink, you know, like the juice from a beetle.” 
 “Ringo, Paul, John or George?” 
 “What? Oh yeah, like those English dudes, the British Invasion, yeah, 
nothing like that, man.  Besides they were too pop corporate, their stuff sucks, 
I mean, where’s the sex, where’s the pain? It’s the kind that’s a bug, a beetle.” 
 “An old Volkswagen.” 
 Naw, man, not that kind of bug, man, an insect.” 
 “Ok, I get it, like a dung beetle maybe, also known as the scarab beetle. 
They spend most of their existence rolling around balls of shit. The ancient 
people of the Nile delta, where they’re from, believed that the beetle species 
had no female.  They were wrong, of course, there will always be a female 
component to any successful reproductive binary. They thought that the male 
beetle ejaculated sperm into the balls of shit, and reproduced themselves in 
that way. Which really speaks to the primal hubris of primitive male homo 
sapiens who would actually conceive that they could create themselves out of 
nothing but shit.” 
 “Dude, what you said.” 
 “The Egyptians were a civilized people and understood the importance 
of the shit disturbers which is why they placed the beetle so high in their 
animistic pantheon. Dung beetles, incidentally, are currently the only known 
non-human animal to navigate and orient themselves using the Milky Way.” 
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 “Yeah, I heard about those Egyptians, man, and they built the 
pyramids.  Those dudes were cool.  And to think that they learned to build 
them from the scarab beetle.” 
 “I don’t think I follow you.” 
 “Well, it’s kinda like, if you’re gonna stack your shit, the pyramid is the 
maximal way to do it.  I mean if it’s a shit ball, it’s gonna be round, and when 
you stack it on another ball it will fall off to the side, and if you continue to try 
to stack your shit balls, they will eventually form a layer of shit balls that will 
support the additional balls, stacked one on the other. In time, shit ball by shit 
ball, a pyramidal shape will arise.  Just sayin’.” 
 “Does your product contain the juice of the betel nut?  It’s used as a 
mild narcotic in some cultures, you know.” 
 “Right, right, I heard about that shit, turns your teeth black.  Not gonna 
happen in smiley face land, man, white teeth are health indicators, you know, 
good teeth, good genes, and besides you start gaming that shit, the Dental 
Association would be on your ass like white on rice, and you don’t want to be 
messing with no dentists, they’re like some sadistic motherfuckers, man.” 
 “So what are the ingredients then?” 
 “Mostly papaya, hibiscus, grape extract. . . .” 
 “Grape extract?  You mean juice? Or concentrate?” 
 “Yeah, juice, but you know extract’s got more biotech buzz, everybody 
can key off the word, too, man because, you know, it’s got a resonance for 
certain people.  You feel?  Plus there’s a secret ingredient I’m not at liberty to 
disclose but it’s from the leaf of a plant whose name starts with a C.” 
 “Chrysanthemum.” 
 “Not even close, dude.” 
 At that point the driver cranked up the volume. The thud thud 
thudding of the bass supported what sounded like a solo by a squeaky hinge 
or spring or just really bad harmonica playing.  He was getting pulverized by 
one end of the frequency spectrum and put on his last nerve by the other.  He 
read the driver’s mouth to hear him say, “That’s me!”   
 Out of the polyrhythmic chaos, a voice unconcerned with the potential 
for song of the laryngeal harp, spit out the lyrics.  The driver sang along.  They 
were a karaoke on wheels. 
  
 You suck my dick, I’ll lick your clit 
 Got something here you know gonna fit 
 Go down on me baby go down on me 
 (break) and I’ll go down on you 
  
 (Chorus) 
 Go down baby go down  
 Yeah, baby go down 
 And I’ll go down on you 
 
 I’ll flick your bean, you flick my bic,  
 Glom your lips round my lovin’ stick 
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 Go down on me baby go down on me 
 (break) and I’ll go down on you 
  
 (Chorus) 
 
It was obviously a love song.  And it ended, finally, none too soon, as they 
were leaving the canopy of trees and stretches of vineyard for a wide spot in 
the road populated by a few small businesses and a post office.  The sedan 
angled onto the paved shoulder and muscled its way into a parking space 
between a minivan and a pickup truck in front of a country diner. 
 “I work in the kitchen,” the driver said turning off the engine to a 
remarkable silence.  “Whaja think of that song?”   
 “Interesting lyrics.” 
 “I wrote them.” 
 “At least we know what’s on your mind.” 
 “Eating pussy and having your dick sucked are like the two major facts 
of life, dude.” 
 Once out of the car, he oriented himself, looking for a shady spot to 
stand and exercise his thumb.  He had to get out of the bright day glare or 
wilt.  Luck was not with him as the road narrowed almost immediately as it 
left Philo and that’s where the shade was, where there was no place for a ride 
to pull over.  He was forced to walk a distance, his leg nagging him, hobbling 
him, as he stumbled over tree litter on the uneven roadside.  In spite of the 
shade, jacket slung over one shoulder, his Banlon was drenched with sweat.  
He stopped to retrieve an amber bottle from his bag and dry swallowed 
another pain pill.  He could barely muster the saliva and the bitter residue 
caused a shudder of revulsion that stopped him in his tracks.  Eventually the 
road widened out to accommodate a convenience store fronted by gas pumps 
on the other side of the country highway.  There was a rutted pullout on his 
side of the road and somewhat shaded by a mossy branched specimen whose 
tiny dark shiny leaves looked like jagged green teeth.   
 Cars and trucks sped by in either direction and he got the full effect of 
their exhaust.  He was either invisible or too visible, whichever way he spent 
an interminable while gazing at the winking neon in the window of the 
convenience store and the hill behind it dotted with trees from among which a 
yellow green shimmering haze seemed to rise as an indication of the 
increasing midday temperature. 
 


