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Summary

 


This is the journal of a writer writing as
swiftly as he can for 84 days straight in 2007. It's about his
philosophy of life, of death and of writing. It's about his views
of the George W. Bush presidency and the war in Iraq. It's about
his friends and family, sports, diet, exercising and the universe.
It's about a man taking a leap into the self-publishing world and
how he and his editor/friend work together. All in all, it's about
a man spilling his guts onto the page.

 


 


 


Day 1

Tuesday, July 31, 2007

 


Endings, the
Beginning

 


I haven't had much of an urge to write since
Joan and I arrived home from Europe in the middle of May. I wrote
in my journal every day on that four-week trip to London, Rome and
Sicily. So starting today, I'm going to make it a point to write in
my journal, as swiftly as I can, for 84 days straight. No
ifs, ands or buts about it. Two words should be branded in my mind
when I wake up in the morning: write and exercise. Let me add a
third: eat and drink less, for as the ancient Greeks said,
"Everything in moderation." If I do those three things, I can live
to a ripe old age of, say, 90. Is that asking too much? 90 - 67 =
23 more years to live befo' I'm nomo'. Blank. Zero. The ending of
all endings.

Everything has a beginning, middle and end.
Our sun will end, our solar system will end, even our Milky Way
galaxy will end, as well as other galaxies in the universe. Every
person's life has a beginning, middle and end. Most people in the
world don't live into their 70s. Me, I'm 20 days shy of 67. I've
recently noticed a few things about myself at this age: I'm more
likely to make mistakes if I don't concentrate, like going down
wet, slippery steps or cutting an apple with a sharp knife or
plugging in the toaster or coffee grinder with wet hands.

Oh, it's so nice to be writing swiftly in my
journal again. It's where I'm free to write whatever comes to mind.
There's no thinking involved. No plots to invent. No characters to
build up. It's a no-holds-barred time for me. Yes, sir, I'm doin'
what I love to do, I'm doin' what comes naturally.

The conflict in Iraq continues. We're still
sending troops to fortify our occupation against insurgents. We
went into Iraq in 2003 thinking that we would stop Saddam Hussein
from developing weapons of mass destruction. Well, Saddam never had
the capacity to produce WMDs, nor did he come anywhere near to
producing them. George W. Bush, Dick Cheney, Condoleezza Rice and
Colin Powell deceived us. They led us into a war that should never
have happened. How can we ever trust our government leaders
again?

We Americans are losing our souls. We're not
only selling ourselves out, we're selling out the Founders of this
country. They knew that someone would someday take advantage of the
Constitution. That's why they conceived of the three branches of
government, so they could check and balance out one another. The
Bush administration, in the name of stopping terrorism, is taking
advantage of that balance. They believe in brute force and survival
of the fittest. And who are the fittest? The wealthy and the large
corporations. To hell with those who find it hard to make it in
this world. Congress and the Courts haven't been able to corral
this wild Texas bronco and his sidekick, Dick Cheney.

War is hell. It's a failure of the human
spirit. I remember way back, when I was 10 years old in 1950, my
oldest brother Charles took me to see All Quiet on the Western
Front, a great 1930s anti-war film about World War I. I loved
that movie and have hated war ever since. In the last scene of the
movie, a young, disillusioned German soldier, played by Lou Ayers,
returns to the battlefield after a furlough. He, a lover and
collector of butterflies, is sitting in a trench when he sees a
butterfly a few feet from him. He starts to reach over the edge of
the trench to touch the butterfly when a French sniper eyes him and
shoots. That's how his life ended, with a bang instead of a
whimper.

 


 


Day 2

Wednesday, August 1, 2007

 


No One Bought My
Book

 


Today I went to a memorial service for a
woman I met only once in my life. Her name was Isabelle Maynard.
She held a book reading for me at her apartment across the Bay in
Emeryville a few years ago. She was so nice to have done that for
me. There were over a hundred people present to pay their respects
to this wonderful human being. It was a well-prepared memorial of
people reading Isabelle's stories, playing her favorite songs and
reading their poems about her. The program was long, about 2 1/2
hours. Food and drink were served. I didn't eat anything and drank
only sparkling water.

Earlier in the day I worked out with my water
aerobics class at the YMCA. We fasten special flotation belts
around our waists to keep us afloat vertically in the water and
move our arms and legs in all types of manner for 45 minutes. It
surely gets the heart pumping. It's a refreshing, invigorating,
tiring workout. Everyone in the class loves doing it because we
know it's going to prolong our lives for at least five, maybe ten
years. I've been going to this 9:45 class for almost eight years
now. It's the only exercise I've ever stuck with because it's not
boring like jogging or swimming laps. It involves aerobic for the
heart and strength training due to water resistance.

Today is my second day of doing my swift
writing for 84 days straight. I've chosen 84 days because that's
what Julia Cameron advises in her book The Artists Way:
"Write non-stop first thing in the morning for 84 days to break out
of a writer's block." Jack Kerouac, William Saroyan and many other
writers have used this method of non-stop writing.

The few hours I spent at Isabelle Maynard's
memorial, I found out she was quite a patron of the arts. She wrote
beautifully, because a few of her pieces were read to the crowd.
She played the piano. She made art with paint and water colors. She
frequented many art and writing workshops to improve her skills.
And she helped me out a few years ago by holding a book reading at
the Watergate complex in Emeryville where she lived. Four people
who lived in the complex showed up. No one bought my book.

 


 


Day 3

Thursday, August 2, 2007

 


To-Do List

 


(1) Don Ellis' birthday is on August 6. Write
a poem. I saw a bumper sticker on a car the other day: "When the
Power of Love/Overcomes the Love of Power/The world will know
peace." I'd like to write something in that vein for my editor and
good friend. For the past six years we've had a tradition of
writing a birthday poem to each other.

(2) Revise and proofread A Class of
Leaders. Don has edited the first book I ever wrote, a novel
about a white teacher in an all-black high school who discards the
conventional teaching methods of assignments, tests and grades and
lets his students teach their peers. Now it's up to me to ponder
Don's red-penciling and revise if I think he's right, which he
usually is, and then proofread the manuscript.

(3) Pay ticket. A cop was waiting for a
sucker like me to not make a complete stop at a stop sign when I
was in L.A. two weeks ago. I slowed down considerably but not
completely, looked both ways, and now I have to pay $179 for my
mistake. That motherfucker was just waiting for people like me at
9:00 o'clock in the evening on a very little-traveled street.

(4) Finish two stories for Louie Ryave. I
promised Louie I'd send him my take on our fellow Bancroft Junior
High and Fairfax High School classmate, Bruce Gardner, who
committed suicide in 1971 on the pitching mound of Bovard Field on
the University of Southern California campus. Bruce holds the
record for the most wins by a USC pitcher. He was an All-American
three years in a row and led his team to the College World Series
in his junior and senior years. And then there's a story I wrote
about Louie that he'll be tickled to read, about when I met him,
after fifty years, at my cousin Vic's house party a few years back.
Vic, a Hollywood agent, threw a magnificent party, inviting his
friends, relatives and several of his movie star clients. I'd say
about 100 people were there for dinner, drinks, dessert and
dancing. So who did I glom onto for most of the evening? It wasn't
Tom Hanks, Halle Barry or Denzel Washington, it was none other than
my baseball coach for two summers when I was 12 and 13—Louie Ryave.
What a pleasure it was to talk to him. We could have gone on for a
whole week listening to each other's stories of the past fifty
years.

(5) I'm self-publishing my own book, Write
Now! On the Road to Getting Published or How I Learned to
Sell My Book. I have a million things to do before it's
supposed to come out later this month or next month or the month
after that. I'm going to have to put it on my website and
Amazon.

(6) Call my son Ray to help me with my new
cell phone because I'm a digitally ignorant person. The instruction
book reads like gobbledygook to me. I need my son to teach me the
ropes.

 


 


Day 4

Friday, August 3, 2007

 


I Become Numb

 


It's been a long day, but a very good one.
Everything has gone smoothly. Before leaving the house to go to my
water aerobics class, I usually eat a bowl of dry cereal with two
cut-up fruits and pour almond milk over everything. Today I cut-up
an apple and banana. While eating my cereal and drinking coffee,
I'm reading the San Francisco Chronicle. Then I rush out of
the house and get to my water class at 9:45. If I don't get there
on time, I have to exercise in the back of the class where my feet
sometimes touch the pool floor.

After 45 minutes of strenuous exercise and 10
minutes of stretching, I enter the dry sauna. I sit in the little
enclosed area either by myself or with one to seven other people.
Today I was in there with Avram, an elderly Jewish man from Russia
who asked me if I was Jewish. "Yes," I told him, "I'm a Syrian
Jew."

I gave a pint of blood at the local blood
center today. I try to give at least three or four times a year.
Before I gave blood, I stopped by the Apple store to ask a few
questions about my new cell phone. After that, I met my wife Joan
at her favorite coffeehouse—Royal Grounds on Fillmore and
California Streets—where she studies ancient Greek and the Greek
Classics. We checked out a desk and a painting she wanted me to
look at for our guestroom downstairs. I was against buying both
items, so we didn't buy anything. I ate a very thick turkey
sandwich at Royal Grounds. I got home around three and started in
on finishing off "The Bruce Gardner Story" and "My Cousin Vic's
Party." They are now in an envelope ready to be sent to Louie
Ryave.

While working on the stories, I listened to
the Giants-San Diego Padres game. Matt Cain was pitching
beautifully into the 8th inning. The Giants were leading 3-0 and
that's when manager Bruce Bochy replaced Cain with reliever Vinny
Chulk. So what happened? Scott Hairston hits a three-run homer for
San Diego and the game goes into extra innings. Hairston comes to
bat in the 10th and hits another home run to win the game for the
Padres. That's been the story of the Giants this year—heartbreak
after heartbreak. I become numb to their losing and shrug it off. I
feel the same way with George W. Bush. Every day, someone in his
administration either lies or abuses the Constitution. I become
numb and shrug it off or else I'd end up in a nuthouse.

 


 


Day 5

Saturday, August 4, 2007

 


Barry Bonds and Hank
Aaron

 


This is my fifth day in a row of swift
writing. It feels good because I have something to look forward to
every day, such as chronicling my past and present life. Which
reminds me, I now know why William Saroyan said he wrote a story a
day. He was writing in his journal, just like I'm doing now. I
remember him telling me when I knocked on his door in Fresno many
years ago that he began each day writing whatever came to his mind,
and as a consequence, he said, he took a lot out of the beginning
of a story.

Well, this entry, like all my journal
entries, is my story a day. Unlike Saroyan I'm leaving everything
in.

Today Diane Feinstein, my so-called senator,
voted to give the Bush administration more powers to wiretap
Americans. You know, what it all boils down to in this country is
that the elite of America protect the elite of America. It's money,
money, money, greed, greed, greed that is ruining this country.
We're in a freefall from democracy and I don't know how to stop it.
I'm wondering who I'm going to vote for in next year's primary,
John Edwards or Barack Obama? Edwards is against selling $20
billion worth of weapons to Saudi Arabia to balance out the power
in the Middle East. I'm leaning toward Edwards because of that
stance.

Barry Bonds just this second tied Hank
Aaron's home run record of 755. It was a blast over the left field
wall in San Diego's Petco Park. I've seen all his memorable home
runs—500, 600, 700 and now 755 to tie Hammerin' Hank's home run
record. Rumor has it that Aaron doesn't think Bonds deserves to be
the home run king when he breaks his record. "You cheated. You took
steroids," Aaron would say. But Bonds would counter, "What about
your generation? You guys took amphetamines."

It's the 8th inning with the score tied, 2-2.
The Giants are in contention in most of their games, but then comes
the 8th or 9th inning and kablooey, the world caves in on them.
Their relief pitchers can't hold onto a tie or a lead. They need a
closer badly.

I believe my Book Party for Write Now!
will be extraordinary because Joan and I are inviting more people
than we've ever had in our house at one time. My book will sell for
$10 to anyone who walks into our house come September or
October.

 


 


Day 6

Sunday, August 5. 2007

 


Don't Overdo It

 


The Giants lost today by one run, their third
one-run loss in a row to the Padres. They're mired in the cellar of
their division. It's just not their year. But I remember the New
York Giants, in 1951, when they were 13 games behind the Brooklyn
Dodgers in the middle of August and they went on to tie the Dodgers
for the National League pennant on the last day of the regular
season. Then they had a two-out-of-three playoff series with the
Dodgers and that's when Bobby Thomson hit his famous three-run
homer in the bottom of the 9th off Ralph Branca to win the third
and final game for the Giants, 5-4. Thomson's home run is known as
"The Shot Heard 'Round the World." It's known as one of the most
dramatic hits in baseball history. What I'm saying is, the Giants
shouldn't give up. They're 13 games behind the league leading
Arizona Diamondbacks. Here's my rally cry for the Giants, "Remember
1951." It's possible. Everything is always possible if you stick to
your guns and don't give up.

That's what I'm doing now, sticking to my
writing guns. That's what I'm going to do for the next eleven
weeks, getting everything that's in my system out on this computer
screen.

Joan has been extremely busy working on her
master's thesis in Classics. She's writing about Greek tragedies
and what they have in common. If the paper is approved, she will
have to write two more papers to get her Master's degree in
Classics at San Francisco State University. I'm a completely free
man in the meantime, since she's so busy with the paper. I'm eating
less because she's cooking less, which is all right with me. Most
of the time we don't have much food in the house. But I make sure,
no matter what, to eat my daily dose of vegetables and fruit.

I thought of my brother Charles on my walk
today. He died of a massive heart attack at the age of 63. I was
walking up a very steep hill in the neighborhood, wanting to make
it to the top without stopping, but I stopped about 7/8 of the way
up. Charles came to mind because he died running after a thief in
Long Beach. He put too much stress on his heart. I stopped and
counted my heart rate. 145. Too much. At my age, my heartbeat
shouldn't be over 130. I stopped because a picture of my brother
came to mind and I didn't want to end up dead on the street like
him. My brother was talking to me. He was saying, "Don't overdo it,
Joe."

 


 


Day 7

Monday, August 6, 2007

 


Hiroshima

 


On August 6, 1945, exactly 62 years ago, the
city of Hiroshima was flattened by the first atomic bomb ever
dropped on a population. Nagasaki, three days later, was the second
and, let us hope, the last atomic or nuclear bomb dropped on a
population. Every leader and representative in every country on
Earth should watch the documentary I watched tonight, White
Light, Black Rain. It was about the survivors of the two
devastated cities. Their lives have been a living hell since. They
can never forget what happened to them. Their scars and illnesses
show it.

In the documentary, the words "water, water"
were what so many survivors cried for after the explosion. It was
so hot, that bomb. The documentary said it was 9000 degrees at
ground zero. And the wind speed was in the range of 1000 miles per
hour. The poor survivors. There's a reason why they survived: to
show the human race how ugly and repulsive nuclear warfare can be.
That was over 60 years ago. What about today's much more powerful
nuclear weapons? I hear there are close to 21,000 of them
stockpiled worldwide.

Today is also the birthday of Don Ellis, my
former-publisher-turned-editor-and-friend. I wrote a poem for him
on his 66th birthday.

 


 


Hiroshima

 


Today, 62 years ago, in 1945, Hiroshima

was obliterated by an atomic bomb.

It was the first atomic bomb to be

dropped on a populated city.

Nagasaki, three days later, was the

second and last atomic bomb to be

dropped on a population.

Have we humans learned anything from

those two atrocities?

Have we learned how vile and horrific

nuclear warfare can be?

I would like to say "Yes, we have
learned,"

but in reality, I have a sneaking
suspicion

we haven't learned.

 


 


Day 8

Tuesday, August 7, 2007

 


The New Home Run King of
Baseball

 


My vigil is over. Barry Bonds surpassed Henry
Aaron as the home run king of baseball. It was a fast ball on the
inside part of the plate thrown by Washington Nationals'
left-handed pitcher Mike Bacsik. Bonds connected perfectly and hit
a line drive into the right center field stands, the deepest part
of the Giants' ballpark. News is that a New York Mets fan on his
way to Australia after the game, retrieved the ball amongst a crowd
of wild piranhas and came out of the skirmish bruised and battered.
Bonds, after making a picture perfect swing, stood at home plate a
few seconds, his arms raised in triumph, and then he clapped his
hands and started rounding the bases. There was pandemonium in the
stands. Fireworks started lighting the sky and the fog horn in the
stadium kept blasting away. Cameras were flashing as soon as
Bacsik's pitch was thrown, and then Bonds swung and connected on a
3-2 pitch, his home run giving the Giants a 5-4 lead, and as he
rounded the bases, cameras were still flashing. Bonds' young son
Nikolai, who jumped over the dugout railing as soon as Barry
connected (it was that obvious of a home run), met his father at
home plate. Barry didn't hug his son as he did when he tied the
record, this time it was his son who hugged Barry. Barry exulted at
home plate by raising his arms and looking up in the sky, toward
his father, his mentor, Bobby Bonds, who died four years ago of
cancer. His teammates stood in a line from home plate to the dugout
and one by one, they hugged and congratulated him. Then, without
notice, on the large screen in center field, Henry Aaron's face
appeared and AT&T Park became silent. Aaron delivered a short,
gentlemanly-like message to congratulate Barry and his family and
said it was an honor to hold the record since April 1974. Willie
Mays came on the field to congratulate his godson. Barry was then
given the microphone and thanked the San Francisco fans, the
Washington Nationals, Hank Aaron, his father and mother, his family
and the world. He kept saying "Thank you, thank you." It was truly
his night. Manager Bruce Bochy sent Barry out to left field at the
top of the 6th inning to give the crowd a chance to show their
appreciation of Barry's exploits. A few minutes later, Bonds was
replaced by Dave Roberts. Barry jogged back into the dugout, sat
down, and looked
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