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W H E N  Y O U ’ R E  S T O N E D  O N  g R A S S  . . . 

When you’re stoned on grass and drinking wine and it’s 
really festive ... a lot of people, eight or ten, and everybody 
feeling privileged and pleased to be there and to be so hap-
py ... I’m talking about yesterday afternoon and evening. 
It was a birthday party. We were five of us waiting there 
for the birthday boy and the others and the cake and they 
all turned out to be about three hours late because of the 
traffic ... so we sat talking and enjoying it ... a fire in the 
fireplace ... and they did finally arrive; coming through the 
door. It felt like old-time family Christmases, waiting for the 
ones who lived farther away. And at some time during the 
evening ... the dilemma on grass if there’s a lot of jazzy talk-
ing is to remember any of it later ... so this Sunday morning 
I started remembering it with pleasure and thinking I prob-
ably talked too much but not really feeling worried about it 
and there was a moment in it that suddenly I remember I 
said ... feeling really high and delighted to get it out at last 
... I don’t even know if it was true but it felt so accurate ... 
we had been talking about school’s being narrower in some 
inverse ratio—like—the longer you’re there the less it’s got 
to tell you, and I remember saying the dues are worth it; all 
that’s worth it ... and what suddenly came out that I’m re-
membering lying here in bed is—I said with all the certainty 
and pleasure of revelation, “Nothing in my life ever hap-
pened that was as important to me as learning to read.” 

And this morning I’m hung on remembering I said that 
as if the statement itself has turned to metal and I can hold 
it and gauge it; as if it were negotiable. A riffle like flip-cards 
in my mind of—wouldn’t I pay it like a coin to have had this 
different or that different, as if that feeling, and being so 
definite saying it, really has to prove out. 

My daddy was a good-looking woman chaser. He looked like 
Clark gable and darkened his moustache with my mother’s 
Maybelline mascara in private so he was angry when he saw 
the kid, me, standing in the bathroom door watching him. 
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Pictures of me then show me as a skinny, spooky kid. 
I was really quiet. If I broke a dish I hid it under the most 
complicated mess of crumpled paper I could make, fill-
ing the trash to hide my dangerous broken dish. He had 
a lousy temper and I never ... I guess I never will get rid of 
that secret self-protection I learned then. 

They both were fighters, my mother and father. I re-
member him pulling the tablecloth off the table when his 
breakfast didn’t suit him ... what a mess. And the time she 
threw a meat cleaver after him and it stuck in the door jamb 
inches from his head. He stopped and she says he turned 
pale. But he left. Time and again he left and when he came 
back (it’s called coming-back-home) after a few months or 
whatever time, they’d get along until they didn’t. 

We moved all over Texas, never more than six months 
in a place (usually it was closer to three or four) and they 
fought wherever they were together. So I never made any 
friends that lasted and everything was various depending 
on whether it was just my mother and me or whether my 
father was there; and whether they were trying to run a res-
taurant together or whether my mother was working as a 
waitress ... do you know that breakfast-shift, dinner-shift, 
swing-shift vocabulary? ... or there was once when she 
worked in a candy factory coating chocolates and putting 
the identifying little swirl on top. What I remember most 
often is that we were just the two of us living in a bedroom 
in somebody’s house and my mother’s salary would run 
ten dollars a week and the room plus board for me, and the 
landlady’s looking after me, would run seven. 

I don’t mean to make this sound pathetic. 
At some time during that, when I was five, I started 

school and I was a whiz. I went through the first and sec-
ond grade the first year and I went through the third and 
fourth grade my second year and the third year when I was 
seven I was in the fifth grade and broke my arm twice so I 
got slowed down. 

That would have been when we were in Mineral Wells. 
My father was with us then and we were living in a three-
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room house with a yard and honeysuckle on the porch at 
the bottom of a hill that was notable for a line of twenty-
foot-high block letters filled with regular light bulbs that in 
the night glared out WELCOME toward the highway. 

I loved that sign. It felt like being in church to stand at 
the base of those letters. 

Just to finish that part of the story the next year we 
went to New Mexico and I went from being a whiz to passing 
the sixth grade “conditionally.” I was a kind of half-dummy 
thereafter. I don’t remember whether I had any notion of 
what went wrong.

It feels like years of chaos. 
My father finally truly left around then. We sat in my 

Aunt Hannah’s house south of Albuquerque and he roamed 
in the night around the house yelling Mae and my Uncle 
Horace would yell back Mae doesn’t want you anymore, and 
I’ve got a .22 here, and my father finally left for good. 

But, while I feel like that has to be told somehow, these 
few pages going the way they’ve gone, what I really want to 
mention and it took me until yesterday to get it into the air, 
is that all that time, and right from the first, reading was 
my darling pleasure. 
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I ’ V E  A L W A Y S  B E E N  I M P R E S S E D  . . . 

I’ve always been impressed by the ability some people have 
to remember everything, things from a long time back, the 
name of a first grade teacher, whatever. 

What I have instead is page after page of random notes 
to remind me. 

Miz VanArt with the gun under her pillow and bullet holes 
in her door eating squabs in Mineral Wells 

horny toads 
the old man throwing his shoe through the window and 

putting shoe polish in his nose 
the lady with the crazy daughter 
In a book like this, the “plot” is whether it can come 

together at all. It might help to think of it as having gath-
ered more than having been written. It’s got about as much 
plan to it as tumbleweeds blown against a fence and stuck 
there. 
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L A S T  O C T O B E R  . . . 

Last October for the first time in more than twenty years I 
went back to Texas. 

I went from San Francisco to my mother’s house in Al-
buquerque and the next day about mid-morning the two 
of us left there driving her three-year-old air-conditioned 
Buick, headed east. 

“We’re going to have the sun beating on our backs all the 
way to Cline’s Corners,” she said. And, “Honey, get Mama a 
cigarette. They’re in my purse. Do you want to drive?” 

“Sure, if you want me to. You sure it won’t make you 
nervous?” 

“I’ll just get us through the city limits. I know how all 
these freeways go.” 

“Are you supposed to smoke cigarettes?” I handed her 
the one I had lighted. 

“Oh, I’m not supposed to but it won’t hurt anything. 
Just, I’m not supposed to smoke so much that I get to 
coughing. Any kind of a cough plays hell with my throat.”  

When we were into the Sandias east of the city where 
the freeway turns into a more old-fashioned highway she 
pulled over and stopped to let us switch places. 

“This car handles really well at fifty-five,” she told me. 
“O.K. Mama.” 

She began an instantaneous nesting in the midst of 
Kleenex, brought out chewing gum, put her purse where 
she could get it. 

I put the seat back a couple of inches, checked the rear 
view mirror, pulled out onto the tartop. 

“You’re just used to those little cars that don’t have 
much power,” she said. “This car’ll creep right up on you 
if you don’t pay attention. You’ll think you’re just poking 
along and if you look at the speedometer it’ll be on eighty 
or ninety.” 

She pulled a plastic package of slippers out of the glove 
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compartment and exchanged her high heeled shoes for 
them. She clicked the radio on. 

The radio has a way of acting like a messenger. They 
play so many songs that if you’re in any kind of a particular 
“catch” there’s bound to be one that starts rising up above 
the rest like it’s got your name on it. 

If the song is at all popular it seems like that’s the only 
thing they’re playing after awhile. 

Merle Haggard came in on us singing that song that 
has the line in it Sing me back home, turn back the years 
... That song was number one all the time we spent driving 
around. We kept car company for just under three weeks, 
me, Mama, and Merle. It was like old times. 


