
Saturday, March 28, 2020 

a grey cool day 

 

 

Lockdown, continued 

 

 

1900 

 dead 

 

1900 people have died so far in the US 

_____ 

 

“stimulus” bill  =     corporate takeover, unlimited slush fund, consolidation of 

corporations,  

   the end of democracy 

_______ 

 

I unload the dishwasher.  I can, literally, barely lift my arms. why am I so fatigued? 

 

Mel calls, asks if he can pick anything up for me.  Eileen is already shopping for me. 

________ 

 

Joseph Lowery has died 

___________ 

 

 

I can’t get the dishes up into the cupboard.  I have lost much of the left shoulder in addition to 

the right.   

 

I have a house, dishes, a dishwasher, cupboards to reach. 

 

Omg you should see the laundry folded by the person with neither shoulder, with otter mitts for 

hands.  I ended up laying the mattress pad down, nudging it into sections and then batting it up 

into a ball.  Ditto the fitted sheet.  Now, out of breath, I rest. 

 

I have sheets. 

 

 

Ok I transferred the load from washer to dryer.  The dryer door hinge is broken and now the 

strike plate has disappeared into the interior of the machine.  I can’t have anyone fix it because 

they’d have to come inside the house.  My chances of fixing the hinge, even if I had one, are 

small, since I can’t lift my arms or hold tools in my mitts. 

 

I try to prop the door shut but it takes many tries and variations. I’m sweating like crazy.  The 

world spins.  I have to stop and lean my head against the ironing board -- broken even when I 



purloined it 40 years ago -- leaning upright against the furnace.  I have a furnace. Finally I 

manage to prop a leaf from the dinner table against the door and it’s shut enough.  At some point 

I will face projects I will need help for and not be able to get it. 

____ 

 

First world problems, I say, but are they?   

Or: is this an aspiration, for everyone to have first world problems?   

And then I think: or is it first world problems that are causing all the others? 

____ 

 

Congestive heart failure, like coronavirus, knows no worlds.  But in the first, there is medicine. 

 

Except not for HFpEF, which constitutes 50% of CHF the world over.   

The other 50% have HFrEF, ameliorated by ACE inhibitors, beta blockers.   

These ornate acronyms are pronounced like pet nicknames, “heff-peff” and heff-reff,” my 

cardiologist teaches me. 

 

Video news of hazard-clad workers methodically spraying refugee tents with, we presume, 

disinfectant.  Who knows, maybe it’s DDT being repurposed in the third world. 

 

 (DDT dripping from the rafters of the fale in Samoa in 1981, years after it was banned in 

the US.) (Brother Aso dying from Parkinson’s, perhaps provoked by his years of exposure to 

insecticides as an agricultural consultant.) (The collateral damage of capitalism’s ruthless search 

for its own markets, how useful imperial domination to offload all those poisons.) 

 

In NYC, there are hardly any ventilators.  Or protective gowns, gloves, face shields, N95 masks 

and thousands of people are dying unnecessarily as a consequence. 

 

In the tent camps in Yemen, there are no bandages.  No oxygen.  No IVs.  No heat. No water. 

________   

 

“Africa is a ticking time bomb.”  How can we have allowed our current world to be this cruel? 

How could we have created this?  What can we do now, what? 

__________ 

 

On the radio: “Food Safety and the Coronavirus.” 

 

More than 700 people in NYC have died from COVID. 

 

(That intolerable artificial bombastic moronic voice. Can’t bear today to listen.) 

 

Whales are at risk of extinction from ship strikes as warming water pushes them into shipping 

lanes. 

 

I lie on the futon and tears leak from the corners of my eyes. 

 



NPR program – “food expert” -- says food is safe.  “This info was current as of 3/24 -- but new 

things learned every day”. Easy for you to say safe. 

 

 

My son calls.  Who is bringing me food?  I reassure him that while one friend was at Safeway, 

just now, another called to ask if he could pick anything up for me.   

 

We have the conversations that are normal and necessary now.  I tell him that Michigan hospitals 

are taking flack for sending letters to staff and patients outlining triage choices they may have to 

face.  This is not alarmist, nor cruel. It is realistic, sensible, and smart. So, I say, if I get this 

virus, what do we do? When I’m in the hospital, or, I rephrase more comfortingly, if I go into the 

hospital, we won’t be able to see each other. So, perhaps, what is the point of your coming back? 

Or, do you come back so we can visit from a distance before I go into the hospital, without you 

getting sick? 

 

He says, I don’t care if I get sick. 

 

I say, well, you also have underlying vulnerabilities, and I don’t want you to die. 

 

He’s been sick for two weeks now, low level aches, sinus congestion, now a cough.  Maybe I 

have the coronavirus, he says. Maybe that’s good. Maybe I’ll get over this, then be fine.  I tell 

him that one of the insidious things about this virus is that one profile finds a person feeling 

crappy for a week or two, then better -- and then, a few days later, a sudden crash. 

 

If he gets sick, will I ever see him again? 

 

____________________________ 

 

 

This is not a first world problem. 

 

This is science, and trump. 

 

The virus carries no malice. It is humans who have a measure of choice. It is criminal enough to 

have not been prepared – to have not listened – I mean, to have ignored – I mean, to have refused 

to follow – advice from WHO, NIH, CDC, high-level task forces on pandemics, the 

government’s own modeling from last FALL.   

 

It is an even bigger level of crime, of venality, to persist now to refuse to order the 

manufacturing of protective gear, of ventilators; to mobilize the military. 

 

 

The United States, preening narcistic that it is, should be the one, mouth shut, sending all of this 

stuff right now, to India, Africa, South America.  There is not one single excuse. 

 

________________ 



 

The NPR “expert” says, condescendingly, don’t worry about restaurant food -- restaurants are 

under strict safety conditions already -- probably safer than food at home. 

 

Obviously, he has never worked in a restaurant. 

 

(Waylon the Cajun cook throwing the steak on the floor, picking it up and slamming it onto the 

plate for me to take back to the customer who had me return it because it wasn’t cooked enough.) 

___________ 

clean it up.  post on your blog.  revive the blog. 

________ 

 

I lie on the futon on my left side.  I’ve finally cooled down enough after transferring the laundry, 

to change out of compression shorts and tank top to flannel pajamas pants and sweatshirt. A 

wave washes over me. The airlines might ground all planes. Wash me. Wash over me. Carry my 

family away. My family is gone, who even were they? But my son, my son is the truth that has 

emerged from all that deceit, all that cowardice, and loss.  Devin, Devin. Will I see you? 

 

___________ 

 

NPR program discussing “the relative value of life;” “how to fuel capitalism?”  

 

___________ 

 

 

 

 

Devin and I have commenced our oral history project. We began, a group effort enfolding his 

three best friends, a week ago, and continued just the two of us the other night. We are starting 

with Afghanistan, 1962-1964. 

 

The unearthing of show-and-tell has created a continuing mess in the house.   

 

dolls   fritz   micro finance   patronizing   useful  beautiful  intricate embroidery 

 

the colorful embroidered portrait of the Koochi family, woman holding baby, seated on horse, 

bridle in hand of man beside them   

 

the large flat manila envelope marked “Sharman’s broken arm,” filled with x rays 

 

The enemy is not invisible, as trump pompously bemoans, bewildered. 

 

The enemy is all too visible. It has orange skin and hair.  I wish someone would take a needle 

and thread and sew shut the purse of its puckered mouth. 



the picture of my father crouching in a Koochi tent, Afghan doctor hunkering beside him, a 

turbaned man with bare chest and beard lying before them, smallpox covering him, his eyes 

squeezed shut. 

 

Up all night reading my diaries, at the very end of our “tour” there the entries lengthening, 

decrying in anguish my parents’ stupidity. 

 

I don’t bring that part up with Devin.  Or the boy my father was so enraged about.  Or how that 

boy’s Mormon family sent him to Viet Nam when he was 17.  Or the letters he wrote me, then 

stopped.  

 

My poems.  “Daryl You Didn’t Slouch Down Far Enough,” 

and the war memorial poem when I looked to see if his was one of the names engraved. 

 

Here’s one with Dad and Daryl. 

 

 

 
RECONCILIATION  
 
 

At the party I gave for my parents’ 50th, 
another doctor, come all the way from Toronto, 
  i 
who’d worked with Dad 
in the two-room mud hospital, 
 
remembered the moon thirty years ago 
in our town on the southern Afghan desert. 
 
So do I: the moon: rising to fill a stretch of horizon, 
so close it was coming up to dock 
 
as Daryl walked me home 
--a concept that at 12 I’d never heard before-- 
 
a surprisingly circuitous route 
considering our two-street town. 
 
I was stunned, in a blazing, 
moonstruck heat, sunk  
 
so far inside my body and so unexpectedly 
that I felt no risk 
 



beyond my father, 
who was, in fact, waiting, 
 
impatiently pulling the curtains aside, 
catching our kiss on the sidewalk,  
 
thundering out like a Russian boar, haloed  
by dark, wild all-over hair. 
 
But he was bald even then, 
so it must have been moonshadow, silhouetting him, 
 
or, moonlight catching on his spirt instead, 
 
that bristled in fury  
and premonition of the next twenty-odd years. 
 

 

 

(I have to search for this poem.  Find 5 versions of it, print them all out, revise, again.  That’s 

another flaw.  If it has to be perfect, it’ll never see the light of day. 

 

     Why should it, the chorus mocks.) 

_____________ 

 

Today, I continue my archeology, finally find the hanging folder with the Field Studies Dad 

wrote for UC Berkeley as he got his MPH, in the 3 years after we got back from Afghanistan 

 

Told the Fireside group last week – little did either of us guess, but I got my own MPH 

from Cal, 15 years later – from the same professors.  And then Wes tells us his father, a 

cardiologist, almost my age, ALSO got his MPH there, a few years after me. 

 

The threads ravel, unravel, tangle, loosen, weave not Penelope’s tapestry but our ongoing, 

increasingly intricate history. 

 

________________ 

 

Dad’s term papers for his Masters of Public Health from Cal: 

 

• Some Problems Encountered in Starting a Nursing Course in Afghanistan, 1962-

1964 

 

• Afghanistan: Four Programs in Public Health: 

o Tuberculosis Control 

o Public Help Nutrition 



o Maternal and Child Health 

o Environmental Sanitation 

 

(comment: “This was a very interesting paper because the material was so new to me. I think you 

could have strengthened it, if you had elaborated on the reasons why the tolerable limits could be 

set in such a limited way only. What are the economic, social, cultural and political situation 

pressures? What are the pressures for change? Could you have also clarified the areas where 

primary prevention can be carried out – e.g. vaccinations, malaria control, sewage control and 

those in which you are stuck on secondary why?”)  (Dad’s comment: “We were told that this 

paper was to be no longer than eight pages; that no more than eight pages would be read. RKM”) 

(grade: B) 

 

(Interesting, my indignation. Like in the laboratory in Olympia, me pushing Dad in his 

wheelchair. The lab tech impatient, patronizing, unable to draw his blood. Dad kindly, calmly, 

putting his hand on hers, saying there, use a butterfly, approach it slowly, there, good job. Me 

thinking, oh my God, do you have any idea who this man is? Scenes from Afghanistan flashed 

through my mind, Samoa. Leua falling down 16 steps, Dad relieving the pressure inside his 

cracked skull in the hospital.) 

 

That day in the lab, looking around the waiting room with sick, miserable people, many of them 

old, and it struck me like one of those light rays – oh my God, do we have any idea who that man 

is? Who that woman is? Each one of these people – each one of us -- what stories we carry, what 

capabilities. 

____________ 

 

Here’s the folder marked “Dad’s Memoirs,” and one marked “Dad’s poems.” 

 

Inside a poem of a little girl. 

 

 
My little girl came close to me and put 

 

Her satin arms around my neck 

 

To pull my head down close to hers. 

 

The clear brown eyes looked gravely into mine 

 

And then she smiled and said, “Do you know what?” 

 

And when I said I didn’t, 

 

She laid her cheek on mind to whisper in my ear 

 

“In one more day and one again --" 

 

She stopped and together then we said 

 

“It’s going to be your Birthday then!” 

 



She broke away to skip and dance 

 

Her way into the other room 

 

Leaving behind the glowing of her love. 

 

 

 

_____________ 

 

 

We pursued each other all our lives, sideways, beseeching. 

 

__________ 

 

I look for an unused picture frame for a watercolor portrait of me in the desert, which I just 

discovered, that Dad painted, punch the CD player on.  Cued to Sweet Surrender, Sarah 

McLaughlin, disc my youngest brother sent me when our father died.  This brother, too, now 

dead to me. Wash away, Wash me clean. 

 

As the coronavirus swirls, unseen.  Yes, invisible.  But it is not our enemy. 

 

 

Each person presents as our next potential murderer. 

 

 

 

The community of the immunocompromised is here to raise our hands toward you -- from a safe 

distance -- and say, “welcome to our world.” 

 

 

 

From Alexandria, on our way back to America from Lash, Doug Atwood took us to the 

pyramids, Doug himself part of my father’s ongoing story not just woven into mine, but weaving 

the fabric out of which I come, one thread unraveling the fabric as it weaves itself back in.  

 

Doug joined CARE the week after meeting with us in NYC before we left for Afghanistan, and 

had CARE post him in the North-African desert where he and Dad had driven ambulance for the 

British Army before America was even in WWII. 

 

We crouched in the 3-foot tunnels, my two brothers and I, up hundreds of steps inside the 

mausoleums, back down again, quads so charlie-horsed we couldn’t walk for days. 

 

musty, cool.  tunnel and stairs spilling into a holy grotto.  you can see the shadows of the dead 

 

this hanging folder with its files, I am following my father deeper into his own crypt. 

___________ 



 

I’ll never have time for an autobiography because I won’t have time for his. 

 

What it is to have that humble sober man crouching in my dreams, tending the dying, saving the 

stricken,  

 

what is to it bear that weight?  

____ 

 

What is it to be my son, bearing, in turn, my weight? 

 

_____ 

 

(Don’t worry, Devin, I have failed.  You cannot fail to live up to me. 

 

There: see? that’s one of Those Voices.  Then my father’s says Despair is a self-indulgence.) 

 

__________ 

 

Dad did it.  Did.  Created a hospital, opened a nursing school so he’d have nurses, lifted off the 

plate of the little boy’s skull and cleaned the gravel out. 

 

My work: record it. 

 

_______________ 

 

Eileen brought groceries.  I wore gloves, disinfected surfaces with wipes, emptied boxes of 

popsicles into clean box, peeled back the plastic packaging of the Monterey jack cheese and 

dropped the block onto a clean surface. 

 

I brought the box inside, transferred the popsicles into the freezer.  One fell through the wire 

basket.  I had to retrieve it.  Angle the wheelchair so I could reach an arm in, compensating for 

the shoulder.  I’m sweating like crazy when I finish. 

 

Sharply flavored popsicles about the only thing that cuts the nausea. 

 

_______________ 

 

“You look pretty out of breath,” Eileen comments straightforwardly.  This is her day off from the 

low-income clinic where she works as a Physician’s Assistant.  She’s used part of that day to buy 

me some food. 

 

Eileen’s heartened by the humane and intelligent choices her clinic is making; (I suspect those 

decisions have something to do with her).  They have two clinics, have designated Live Oak for 

COVID, Laurel St for health problems as usual.  They manage to do 80% of their visits over the 



phone.  Still they are swamped.  They have set up a screening table outside the clinic; they 

monitor people inside their cars. 

 

No, they don’t have enough masks.  They’ve asked the hospital for some, but Dominican is 

running low.  The State is in an anguish of frustration. 

 

Eileen is calm, clear.  She’s a hero.  She is always a hero, but right now she is being forced into a 

level of risk that reaches beyond necessary, into the realm of evil. 

 

_______ 

 

I ride the stationary bike while I match and roll compression stockings. Then I look in vain for a 

pair of neoprene booties to give to Rich so he can venture into the ocean in this era of closed 

pools.  Good for him.  I have decided to stick around here today after my experience yesterday. 

 

Balancing on a wire between asthma provoked by a dusty house, and asthma provoked by 

cleaning the house, yesterday I carefully swiffered, keeping the pile close, not disturbing 

anything.  I still had an asthma attack. Nebulizer treatment.  Maybe fresh air.  I drove along West 

Cliff Dr., impressed that the City has erected sawhorses blocking every other parallel parking 

space, but the sidewalk is just too narrow for people to pass each other with a 6-foot berth.  No 

one is wearing a mask, not even homemade.  I take pictures, post on Facebook, suggest the City 

close one lane of W Cliff, since people will not stop walking, riding their bikes, walking their 

dogs, pushing their babies in strollers.  Walking is good for you! And the ocean is so 

heartbreakingly beautiful.  Make it 1 lane, 1-way, and open the other lane for all these cheerful 

idiotic people. 

 

I drove to Davenport Landing, stayed in my car while people passed it, wore a mask, walked to 

the beach. Oh so healing. The wind so clean and so cold. 

 

I carefully picked a spot where I thought no one would walk past me, high up on the edge of the 

beach on the ice plant, where I also then had enough step-up so I could more easily get up.  Then 

I was drawn, compelled, to the sand, to stretch myself out on my back with the round sky above 

me and the wind, with the planet holding me up from below. 

 

But getting up is hard.  I have to roll over somehow.  Rest, get up on my knees and forearms, and 

so forth, so I was alert when a couple comes swinging down the beach, damn them in their 

confident long strides.  Surely they won’t come close to me.  Everyone knows.  This is a huge 

beach.  Their trajectory doesn’t seem to swerve.  “Could you please give me a little more room?” 

I call out to them, gesturing toward the beach, “Please don’t come near me.”  Still they came, and 

again I said, and still they came, giving me a little American smirk.  I said “You have the whole 

goddamned beach.”  What is it about these people?   

 

Americans want to feel like heroes -- without doing anything.   

 

They feel entitled to feel like heroes, while entitled to tend only to themselves, and then entitled 

to complain about how burdened they are by their privilege.  This sallow bullying, like 



humiliating kids uncomfortable in their brand-new clothes at the junior high school dance, this 

wielding of superiority without any evidence of it, this fearful refusal to examine. 

 

So today I stay home. 

 

For dinner I make two quesadillas with the cheese Eileen brought me, chopping cabbage 

Margaret brought me a few days ago for the insides.  So far I have eaten two popsicles, it’s a red-

letter day. 

 

_________ 

 

My son and I visit on the phone, both gingerly approach the daily ebb and flow of our decision. 

Should he stay there?  Come back? I tell him about the trove of material I found today. He tells 

me about his rainy half day of bow hunting goats on Oahu, then takes a shower. Later, we play a 

dangerously compelling video game on our phones where our little Mario-like spacesuit-clad 

figures run determinedly along brick walls, leap across to the next, trip weapons and super 

powers, and rush to their porta-potties awaiting at the end.  I beat Devin once.  Our times hover 

around 56 seconds.  He’s done it in 53 with me hot on his heels. 

 

______ 

 

I spellcheck my typing.  I have to add “COVID-19.” 

__________ 

 

The death toll in the US has surpassed 2,000. 

 


