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One can find so many pains when the rain is
falling.

 


—John Steinbeck
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Form



We’re sitting on the patio, Lu and her
husband Norm, and I, outside a coffee pub in Moscow, one of the
twin college towns straddling the Idaho-Washington border. I’ve
come to visit friends I have not seen in years, and to stretch my
legs. I must be drinking ale while we traipse around topics like
literature and philosophy in the healthy hours of the evening.

“You studied creative writing?” Norm asks me.
“What do you write?”

He and I are meeting for the first time, and
I am the type to feel a need to prove to spouses of friends I have
known since grade school that I am not a chump; so, with squinted
eyes and syrupy tone I say, “Personal essays, lately; but, I’ve
been writing poetry longer than that. I sort of move in seasons:
I’ll write essays for a while, then fiction, then poetry,” and I
try to shift the conversation to comparisons between modern
transgression fiction and the later works of C. S. Lewis.

Norm persists on the topic of poetry and the
three of us spend the next hour considering form and image, diction
and meter. His manner challenges me to keep up in ways I am not
used to. Even writers workshops during my undergrad weren’t quite
as aerobic as this after-dinner conversation between cigars. Lu
tells me later, “Norm wasn’t arguing with you, you know. He just
gets excited about poetry.”

“I know,” I say. “I’m easily on the
defensive.”

I’ve been reading the poet Kathleen Norris,
and in her memoir, The Cloister Walk, she suggests that, for better
or worse, poetry might best resemble faith when considering all the
strict technicality and consequential insecurities. The great poets
know about forms and structures, but also the space within the
structure for play, exploration, mistakes, and—perhaps most
important—creativity. But, lately, in classrooms where poetry is
taught and hammered and memorized, the forms have transformed into
dogma. The question Norris poses is whether or not we have done the
same to faith.

Volatile, maybe, a suggestion; but it
resonates with honesty I admire. Just as I struggle to keep up with
poetry, I struggle to keep up with faith. But I find grace in their
pairing. If in one I fall short—and often I do—I find grace in the
other, in much the same way I am beginning to realize that my
shortcomings in this life might find grace in the next. When I am
petty, argumentative, and selfish; hurtful and injured; lonely and
worrisome, grace is manifest in the resulting poetry. And when I
write badly, when I get it wrong, and when the forms fall apart; I
know there is grace in faith—faith that is practiced, faith that is
vulnerable and defenseless because it transcends form and
structure.

When I say I write in seasons—essays in one,
poems in another, and fiction somewhere along the way—I mean that I
am trying every door to a sanctuary to which I convince myself
others have already found access. What I fail to realize is that we
all search, and we must appreciate the process, the challenges,
until that which is perfect has come and we see face to face (1
Corinthians 13:12). My hope is that my poetry serves as a temporary
testament to how grace has made right what I have gotten wrong.


 


 


 


11 Demerits

 


One

for every day I am

late use profanity

sleep past ten AM

or stay up until

 


two watching MTV’s

Super-Sweet Sixteen

reruns from Shark Week

or anything on sixty-

 


three

snoring too loudly at

 


four

drinking too much

Pabst canned or tapped

it doesn’t matter.

 


Five for dirty

dishes jokes clothes

and phone calls

lasting more than

half an hour with

 


six

minutes of humming

 


seven

or more misunderstood

pop culture references or

 


eight flirtations

 


nine year olds

could come up with.

 


 


 


Ten

for lies nail biting

knuckle popping whining

pity party hopping

not running not writing

and listening to music

louder than

 


eleven on the dial

snubbing vagrants

and drinking more

than a French press alone.

 


 


 


 


Midnight Screening

 


Dull night like this and I

am at the video store for

low budget independents

that wouldn’t interest

me if not for insomnia and

a little too much skin.

 


It’s late and I might wait

too long for the right one

considering its only function

is putting me to bed.

 


Strange how tame I am

here, the clerk about his

business, God knows

what else he does when

he’s not stamping my

frequent renter card or

filing titles back where

they belong; and, I am

free to browse in peace

I hope to bring home

for a night of easy sleep.

 


Across the street there

are Tuesday night bars

open for shows I won’t

go to for no reason and

would find reasons not

to, even on prime nights.

 


The pale fluorescent light

inside dawns on floorboards

that creak between S and

T, and the VHS collection

with foam inserts where

tapes once were kept before

they were stored behind

the clerk’s corner counter.

 


He closes at midnight and

I find Wilby Wonderful by 11:39.

 


ID, cash, stamp card, receipt,

back to my car on the street

knowing I can’t just keep

renting movies when I

can’t get to sleep because

they serve to keep me up

until they’re over, while

the night is slipping

 


beneath my sheets.

 


 


Take Shelter, Take Cover

 


Seclusion

is a man refusing to revolve the doorway.

He pushes supermarket grocery carts

and avoids getting involved with anyone.

Loaded with bottled water and resolution,

he resides in the stale firmament

occupied by everyone

he never looked in the eye.

Between aisles of cold metal shelves

he carts just enough to horde

himself, a causation of solitude,

like how ipecac induces vomiting,

with weak corners of his mouth.

Butterflies are moths to him;

growing up was never metamorphosis,

merely a string of days leading to the
present.

Through the revolving door,

there is an ocean in the air.

He’ll just wait it out.

 


Still,

he is not what you would expect

as he watches clouds travel from his
doorstep.

He’ll close his eyes and think of record
players,

his table turning to static,

distorted warbles of misunderstood
memoir,

circling in toward another night alone.

Beneath
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