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my thoughts had become largely tangential like balloons on sticks, 'ds' and 'ps' afloat, but less substantial, smoke rings, lying on my back blowing O's against an offwhite, orange peel ceiling in a small room, water stained, a garret, dim lit, alone, waiting patiently for the sun to shine, mottled through the limbs of deciduous trees, maples perhaps or elms, a white plum or rain ... the ruckus of birds about the eaves, pigeons perhaps, or doves, with jays and crows tormenting the coos with their caws, an occasional hawk, once a kestrel aghast at brick and glass and soot and horn, dieselstink, and  debauched hostility



Tangent: a straight line or plane  that touches a curve or curved surface at a point; or, a completely different line of thought, and a line is infinite in two directions. Neat trick, that, I thought. It has no width, one dimensional ... do our thoughts continue infinitely? without dimension? and do thoughts begin as circular misgivings, cyclonic, inward turning whirl of words, and then off they go on some linear, logical journey to abruptly end like dreams as some new thought arises, awhirl, to branch again, infinitely or not, what difference does it really make, as metaphors conflict and allusions confuse ...

I wrote in a small spiral notebook:


how presumptuous these literary devices seem to be: anthropomorphism, allusion, alliteration, analogy—-they do go on, dozens of them, the cognoscenti splitting hairs—-when simplicity is what i seek holding in my outstretched hand the elegant skull of a kestrel, wafer thin bone, hollowed, bleached white, like some bit of rice cake, alas, alack, eloquent as it sits silent, accusatory, remembering the walk along the narrow road with the river just beyond through a tangled copse, finding the gnarled remains of the bird, wing yet barely grayblue, talons, bit of white, spotted tail, all much abused, turning the dead bird in my hand, scooping a hole in soft, rooted dirt beneath the snowberry, wild ginger, and bleeding heart, the cows curious beyond a wire fence, chewing placidly, watching, the burial rights and wrongs, patting the fresh dirt, the skull kept for cleaning and introspection




a colleague mocked me: your little bird head like your genitals, bud? herbert kept for comparative study the skulls of cows and buffaloes and elk and moose, the ruminants, chew their cud, ya see, puked up from the rumen that curious organ and horse heads,too, but those critters do their fermenting in the large intestine, comes to the same thing fer all that ... he was a zoologist who lived in a barn and taught animal husbandry, preferred pigs to people ... you skinny wordsmiths living in yer head yer peckers shrivel up and yer brain swells or ya git queer like that shakespeare fella, fer christ sake



And poor Willi who was gay and who drove the north county for me delivering newsprint to small town weeklies, a weakling, emaciated, perhaps addicted to methamphetamine, yellowed chipped teeth, who decried  himself with loathing a faggot and who clutched at my offering of friendship and who wrote torrents of verbiage in pencil on rolls of paper towel and who had a collection of baseball cards he treasured and who lived obsessed with a cell phone he could not afford, who lived alone but for Eddy, a precocious cat that nobody owned.

It was Willi who told me the story of the cow that had, apparently, chosen death before dishonor. "Just before Elder out there on the Unick road, coming back into Bellingham," said Willi, smoking, sitting slumped in a chair at my kitchen table, "driving back from my run like two in the morning, dark and foggy and there was this cow all of a sudden there in the road, lying in the road, you unnerstand, or laying, whatever." He gave  a shrug; looked away. "No idea how she got there," he said, "No idea atall; had she been hit? had some perverted clown left her there? or was it a lie? the cow pulling a prank, making cars stop, you see, then up and clopclop away, laughing through her cud." He had snorted at the thought.

"Dead she was, stiff, a bit abraded, left foreleg at an odd angle, and me now relieved after worry and anxiety about dealing with the mangled beast, lovely hide in black and white, a Holstein, that I couldn't budge so waited, sitting with her, until a fellow came along with his two young sons saying, like they do, those Swedes or whatever, they cum dis way to slaughter must a fallen off da truck ha ha ha cost em a purty penny sure," mimicking the accent.  "And so we took a leg each and managed to drag her to the shoulder and this square headed fellow looked me up and down and shooed me on my way, and I went watching those little bastards poke at the dead beast with sticks in my side mirror, like ghosts in the fog, thinking about that cow, thinking that maybe old bossy, not wanting to become hamburger, ya unnerstand, had jumped ..."

He had slurped his coffee and sat silent for a time; then said: "Lucky me, I'm usually doing Unick like a bat outa hell, but the fog had me creeping along, empty carts bumping and creaking in the back of the van, headlights hardly seeing through the murky shit, wipers going and stopping, going and stopping, cold, the whole damn county blanketed, stuff rolling in from the strait, advection fog they call it, ya unnerstand, different stuff that kind, fishermen hate it cain't see shit and the only clear patch there is through Wapato where that friggin' fat cop's so bad, just a mean bastard, never wrong that cop, and he dont allow nothin' like fog ..." Suddenly angry, Willi's vocabulary, syntax and diction degraded, sitting there slurping coffee, clicking his lighter open, clicking it shut, open, shut ...

"Got cronies, too, that friggin' cop, pals," Willi said. "Sleepin' judge for one, got  a paunch on him wakes the dead when he walks, be drowned dead if'n he dont snore sittin' up there got to nudge him to get a verdict, like ..." clicking his lighter open, snapping it shut and then falls silent, does Willi, considering life's vicissitudes. I said, to fill a silence, to offer some token commiseration: "'The robbed that smiles steals something from the thief; he robs himself that spends a bootless grief ...'"

Charged with lewd conduct, specifically: exposing a body part without benefit of a full and opaque covering, Willi could not pay the fine of $500 and so his jail time had doubled to six months and he had come out a wraith, an addict, and much abused physically. A friend of a friend had steered Willi to me, had told me the story, had begged an indulgence; I gave him the job, feeling somewhat apprehensive, seeing this boy, my doppelganger when I was clad in a young man's clothes.

"More coffee?" I had asked. And: "Need to get the van serviced. You good with that?" Just shop talk, to begin to steer his thoughts away from his miseries. But Willi just sat staring vacantly out the window, across the dark waters of the bay,  face grim, sucking teeth and gums. "... Beat up a friend of mine, that fat assed sumbitch cop, him, kicked open his door, knew my friend was ... was ... with someone ... just laughin', thumbs through his belt; unpinned his badge, he did, stuffed it in a pocket and ... and ..." Willi went silent then, eyes glistening, filling.

A story I hadn't heard, this one; but that was all of it, he would say no more. Rose, as he would, all in one gangly motion and pushed the slider open with a grunt, turned and said, "You never judged me," tears welling, falling, and walked away, much left unsaid, that night, never to be said. He had wrecked a friend's pickup two days before, drunk or drugged, had spent a night in a cell, would go to trial, would face, in all likelihood, a fine he could not pay, and more jail time.


to my dismal letter mia replies: saving the children is a noble virtue, jimmy, but drowning to rescue the drowned is just stupidity and vainglory, the weather here is frightful, quakes rattling the buildings; glad, i am, for your sweet love remembered ... her long closings mixing the sacred with the profane, her long absence imposing grief and determination, my refusal to skype, to email, my insistence that she put words on paper, the gradual acceptance of our outcast state, our resilience, her mother's concern and affection (mimi no gaijin, you gaijin, pointing, stern, full of rectitude, her mother feigning ignorance with small bits of english overlaying a core of traditional japanese virtues) ... mia teaching english to corporate drones and shakespeare to eager academics in sendai, a city waiting to be engulfed again by ocean wave ... i wait; willi, apparently, is gone



They came the following afternoon. From my balcony, the nondescript sedan slowly crested the hill and stopped at my carport. With misgivings, I put the kettle on and arranged cups on the table. Two men, one in jeans and jacket, the other older, stouter, shorter, in baggy, worn corduroys and a tweed sport coat with patches peeling from the elbows, had come asking if I were James Cunningham. Saying I was, the ritual with identification following, and I rummaged for my license. That done, the older man, holding a manila envelope, asked if they might come in, have a word.

The afternoon sun, screened by wisps and strands of translucent cloud, hung over the sea. They came through the door; and, without preamble, the younger one snatched up the manila envelope and plucked out a clear, zippered bag. Inside was a copy of my book of stories and poems, plump black crows, and he tossed it onto the table asking if I was that James Cunningham. I waited. The kettle came to boil hissing and whistling and rattling. I said, "Sit down, please. Tea?" And the young one looked quickly to the older one who grinned with the right side of his mouth, but slid a chair out and sat, saying: "What you got?"  "Henry Ford," I said, "anything you want as long as it's black or green." The man nodding; almost a smile. "Gimme the green," he said. "Joey?" he asked his partner, who declined curtly with a shake of his head.

We had tea, the older man, was his name Jeffreys? a detective? admiring the cup, its lid and lip for holding fine leaves of tea. "Better'n Lipton's," he said. Then the grin went to grim, and he said: "This your book, huh, how 'bout this?" And another clear zippered bag, smaller, plops down on the table: my business card.

I sipped tea. "What happened to him?" I asked. "Him?" the young one said. "Willi," I said to Jeffreys. "Willi Darling." "That his name?" the detective asked. "Well, seems he jumped himself off a ferry boat."

The younger cop, pointing at a portrait of Mia that my mother had commissioned, nodded approval, said, "Nice, if you like 'em like that." Then turned to me: "Presumed dead," he said."No body yet would there be, tide taking him to hell and gone. Good looking, all the same. Girlfriend?" Leaving the water color, wandering through my living room, pulling books from shelves, looking at the prints and paintings, the music, prying, the oaf. "Don't got a lot of furniture in here," he said, sweeping the room with his eyes. "Couple of bedrooms back there?" nodding.

We sat, Jeffreys and I, as he told me what they knew. The boy had  walked on the 6:00 AM commuter to Anacortes, the book with the business card found on a bench on the upper deck. This Willi gets up, pats the book, then walks to the rail and heaves himself off, half dozen witnesses, woman screams, crewman comes, boat stops, and the usual routine starts. "Your business card stuck in at a poem called ..."  thumbing through a small, spiral notebook, "'... consulting huang po,'" saying 'hung' and 'po,' awkward with the Chinese; and then said: "What can you tell me?"

"You live here alone?" the young cop asked with some implication lurking in his syntax, his diction. "How well you know this Willi Darling anyway? When'd you see him last?" pushing the bathroom door open.

I gave Jeffreys a brief history of William Smith, pseudonym Willi Darling, burgeoning poet, jail bird, employee, and the impending court date. "You'll find Smith, William in the system."

"You married?" asked the young cop. Standing, "Not exactly," I answered. Sipped tea. Considered. "What's that mean? 'Not exactly,'" looking at Jeffreys, scratching behind his ear with a forefinger. "And so what were you doing exactly earlier this morning? Meeting a ferry," smirking.

I poured more tea. Drank.

And so it went. They hadn't found Willi; ebb tide, Lummi Island the most likely spot; but presumed dead was stamped on the report. Jeffreys stopped by one evening to tell me; we had tea. "You JLC Industries, that Cunningham," he asked me. "I am," I said. "Ah," he said, nodding. "I'm the black sheep," I told him. "An intellectual." He gave me the half grin; then, "Old Joey's feeling a bit of trepidation, finding out who you were." "Good for something," I said. "Got a feeling," Jeffreys said, "that you don't give a tinker's dam one way or another about the extent of your portfolio." I shrugged.

Jeffreys chuckled, shook his head. "Black sheep," he muttered, stood. "Got to git back to the desk," he said. "Crime fighting just never lets up." Then: "Talk to Papadakis lately?" he asked. "Sure," I said. And he nodded, knowing that I knew that he knew that I had come up for the summer to run the newspaper that Gus Papadakis owns. "Said a lot of good things about you, he did," Jeffreys added. "But old Gus P seems to have gone a bit south lately, don't see him around much. Asked him if he wanted to do a ballgame, got seats together, see, and he passed, said if anybody downtown wanted a ticket ... So I kinda wondered what was up. Not my business to ask, acourse, so ..."

And I let him stand there. And he said, "Well, there ya be, steppin' on toes again got nuthin' to do with Smith, William ..." He walked to the windows looking out over the bay, past Portage to Lummi, indigo sky, strands of cloud on the horizon, sun just down. "See ya around," he said.


sitting on the deck with the doleful rise and  fall and wavering of the shakuhachi, the view  no longer giving solace, cedar and salt tang, endings and interruptions and tangential thinking, inward turning whirl of words, will miss the cry of gulls and wash of rippling wave on pebbly shore ... gus understands; back to academia; he has no need of me yet ... my novel is to be published in late summer ... mia flies home for her mother's funeral; we walk through waterfront park arm in arm, then gone again, with me ensconced in the attic rooms of my mother's house, the west hills, portland, oregon, the moon a balloon through the bedroom windows, 'ds' and 'ps' as days pass, the ruckus of birds about the eaves, pigeons perhaps, or doves, with jays and crows tormenting the coos with their caws, an occasional hawk, once a kestrel aghast at brick and glass and soot and horn, dieselstink, and  debauched hostility
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dawn, down the cobbled path in dim light, fetching water with the bottomless pail, master hsi yun now sitting quietly on mt huang po, one with hsin, mind, spirit, become he who inhabits a mere sack of flesh and bone, sits looking out from his seat in the teaching hall of the temple below vulture peak, breathing in, breathing out, making no distinction between this and that ... mist rising up the dark green ridge, warmed by summer sun, snow falling from gray cloud, his students filing in, sitting cross-legged before him, two hwamel birds singing their melodious song from thick dark beams ... a question raised and again the master answers ... to think in concepts, he says, is to leave the substance ... rather grim now, this tall ascetic, a man with a reputation for shouting, slapping, ridicule ... dawn



Entering the classroom, I was surprised to see eighteen students sitting at the round oak tables, perched on the straight backed wooden chairs, alert faces that watched me place my notes and my two battered books deliberately down on a tall end table that served as my lectern. Turning to the board, I wrote: james lewis cunningham, underlining the last name; then turned slowly and said, "I am accused of being both; or sometimes neither." Looking at the young now blank faces, boys and girls, sloppy dress, piercings, tattoos, under some duress, for it is common knowledge that Professor Cunningham provides no syllabus, uses no textbook, is idiosyncratic, forbids cell phones, laptops, tablets
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