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Abstract

The introduction to this project, entitled "The Value of Writing," discusses
the author’s experience of writing, both in her personal life and her career as a
writing teacher. The main focus is on writing that is done on a regular basis, as
with keeping a journal or diary, and how that activity can lead to emotional,
peychological and spiritual growth. Research includes opinions from many
prominent writers and teachers of writing about the value of writing in general.
The remainder of the project includes samples of the author’s short stories,

personal narratives and essays, and poetry, which she believes have developed as

a result of her continuing experience with personal writing.
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The Value of Writing
"It is well to understand as early as possible in one’s writing life that there is just
one contribution which every one of us can make; we can get into the common
pool of experience some comprehension of the world as it looks to each of us"

(Brande 24).

Why do people write? Back in the prehistoric age, as men and women
struggled to scrape an existence out of the earth, whatever drove some of them
to scratch pictures and signs on the walls of caves? Surely they had more
important activities to occupy their minds--finding food, shelter, protection from
wild beasts, procreating, learning to get along with others (or not). But some of
them felt an urge to record something about their lives on the walls of caves, and
those of us who came after them have often felt the desire to do the same.

I teach writing--creative writing, journalism, freshman English--to high
school students, and often they ask me why writing is important. I sometimes
offer any one of many pat answers, from the philosophical--"Recording our
thoughts and reading those of others broadens our sense of our own humanity"--to
the practical--"You need to write effectively so you can succeed in college, fill
out a job application, design a resume, or write a million dollar novel." While
both of these answers, and some of the many others I blurt out, are true enough,

they don’t really say everything.

I know this--writing is and has been one of the core activities of my life.
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I don’t think of myself as a writer, just as I don’t think of myself as breather,
eater, sleeper. But as breathing and eating and sleeping are part of what I do to
live, so in many aspects is writing. It doesn’t really matter what form the writing
takes because most of my writing is something which is meant primarily for
myself, such as my journals, notebooks, and diaries, or a select group of friends
and family to whom I write my letters, personal reflections, essays, poems, and

short stories. I write because writing helps me to discover who I am and what

I really think about a situation or a new idea. I write because it affirms my
existence, gives me a feel for my life. Writing aids me in sorting through
complex issues and making some sense of a world that sometimes appears to be

chaotic and absurd. Writing allows me to rediscover my roots, to dig into past

memories and find in them the glimmer of truth that I may have missed while I [
was living them. Writing, for me, is also a spiritual activity, almost a prayer, an |
act of faith in myself and in the God that dwells within me as well as in His
heaven. ;r
I cannot remember any stage in my life when I did not write. As a child
I wrote little stories and silly, carefully rhymed poems illustrated with little
pictures. I kept a locked diary where I recorded all the important events of the
day. High school brought reflective meanderings about the world with my own
funny vision of how everything from basketball games to thunderstorms looked
to me, poetry that didn’t fit any form, and some very bad short stories. For some

reason at this crucial time of my life, I stopped keeping a journal, which may be
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one reason that I recall it as such a confusing time. At that time in my life, I
especially liked to write about literature, which stirred all kinds of reactions in

me. I read voraciously, everything from Carl Jung and Erich Fromm to

Dostoevsky, and writing about what I read helped me to sift through all these
ideas.
I left college after a year and married a year later, but, even as a young

wife and mother, writing continued as an important aspect of my life. Before

they ever could read, I began a journal to each of my children, where I would
write to them at different points in their lives. I kept a personal journal, started
a parish newsletter, wrote Marriage Encounter talks with my husband, created
services for parish retreat days.

When our sixth child was two and I was 34, I returned to college, where
writing once again became one of the center focuses of my life. I prided myself
on writing effective, well-organized research papers, but my personal writing

really suffered during this hectic time. Likewise, so did my personal life. Many

things were changing in my life, and without the anchor my writing gave me, I
often slipped through situations without comprehending their significance. I felt
lost and confused. Beginning a journal again did not stop the traumatic events,
but often it helped me keep those events in perspective and to find balance.
Teaching writing has been a daily reminder of why writing is important

to me, and I try not to squelch the emerging voices in my students. In his book

Writing the Australian Crawl, William Stafford says, "My question is 'when did
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other people give up the idea of being a poet?’ You know when we are kids we
make up things, we write, and for me the puzzle is not that some people are still

writing, the real question is why did the other people stop" (Stafford 86). I

believe many students stop writing because their teachers red-marked the desire
out of them. Teachers are often guilty of the sin of repression, demanding a rigid
five-paragraph essay without too much thought as to what creativity and feeling
has gone into it as long as every paragraph has a topic sentence. I remind my

students (and myself) that their ideas and their experiences are the most valuable

aspects of their writing, even more important, at first anyway, than whether or
not they have a thesis statement and conclusion. We can always find a computer
program that will make spelling corrections and edit grammar mistakes. We can
work together to enhance organization. But a computer cannot think our
thoughts, share our experiences, give our insights. Only we can do that, and we

do it most often by writing.

For myself and for many of my students, writing is an act of self-
discovery. Some days when I sit down to write in my journal, I have nothing in ‘
particular in mind to say. But the simple act of forcing pen to paper often gets
my mind flowing, and I am surprised by a thought or opinion about something
I wasn’t even aware I was thinking about. Even the great writers have this
experience of self-discovery. The poet Robert Frost once said, " For me the

delight is in remembering something I didn’t know I knew...I have never started

a poem yet whose end I knew. Writing a poem is a discovery" (iv).
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Poets aren’t the only writers who have shared in this act of self-discovery.

The novelist James Baldwin said, "You go into a book and you’re in the dark,

really. You go in with a certain fear and trembling. You know one thing. You

know you will not be the same person when this voyage is over. But you don’t

know what’s going to happen to you between getting on the boat and stepping
off" (147).
I see similar things happening in my students all the time. I give a writing

assignment in my Basic English I class, and the room rustles with discontent and

mumbling. "What are we supposed to write about ‘?" they ask repeatedly. Or
"How long did you say this has to be?" Then they begin. The room quiets
down. I can hear the pencils scratching across the papers. Suddenly one of them
hunches down and begins writing rapidly. Soon he is standing beside my desk,

smiling shyly, holding his paper carefully in his hand, offering a gift. Something

happened. He remembered something of his past, or discovered a relationship
between things he had not seen before. He’s surprised at himself, and he is i
proud. It doesn’t matter if the words are misspelled or the sentence structure |
isn’t the best at this point. He found out he had something to say, something he
cared about, and he began to find a voice to say it.

Sometimes when I sit down to write in my journal, I am only aware of a
vague feeling of discontent. Perhaps I have not even had time during the day to

sit down and think about what really is bothering me. I keep myself busy moving

from one task to the next, unaware that there is a problem, but I snap at my kids
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and my neck is tight and my shoulder blades feel pinched. Not until I sit down
and begin writing do the feelings begin to surface. The anger or resentment or
frustration that lay seething under the surface begin to rise as my pen starts
moving across the page, and soon I've worked down to the source of the
problem. Iremember a hurt I felt at someone’s remark early in the day, or recall
that this is the anniversary of my mother’s death which I hadn’t consciously
remembered, or find myself trying to figure out what to do about the student who
always writes about being sexually molested as a child. Sometimes as I write I
am amazed at the mixture of things that emerge, the combinations of joy and
sorrow and confusion and frustration and hopefulness that coming pouring out
onto the pages. Just being aware of all these emotions through writing a journal
has helped me to see the sweet paradox that life is and has often gotten me
through many situations that might have otherwise seemed overwhelming. If I
were not writing, much of the reflection that takes place in my life would be
missing.

The novelist E.M. Forster once said, "How do I know what I think until
I see what I say?" (Arnold 77), and the playwright Edward Albee echoed this idea
when he wrote, "I write to find out what I'm thinking about" (26). I have seen
this same phenomena happen over and over again, both in myself and in my
students. That is why so often when I am trying to figure something out or when
I am presented with some new, perplexing information, I write. Writing forces

me to digest the information and to assimilate it into my body of beliefs and the
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world as I already know it. Writing is thought slowed down, forced to commit
itself to paper, and this more leisurely, disciplined ritual aids me in making
connections and insights that I often do not make as quickly without its assistance.
This idea of writing enhancing learning is the basis of the concept of writing
across the curriculum, where students in every subject from math to history are
encouraged to write about the information or the process they are studying. In
his book Write to Learn, Donald Murray says, "Writing, in fact, is the most
disciplined form of thinking. It allows us to be precise, to stand back and
examine what we have thought, to see what our words really mean, to see if they

stand up to our critical eye, make sense, and will be understood by someone else"

3).

One of my journalism students, an extremely bright young woman,
testifies that writing has helped her to make many connections between English,
history, art, math, and science which she would not have made as readily without
keeping a journal. She has embraced this interdisciplinary type of thought,

relishing the way all ideas are linked together into a pattern. She is an example

of what Marilyn Ferguson discusses in The Aquarian Conspiracy: "In most lives
insight has been accidental. We wait for it as primitive man awaited lightning for
fire. But making mental connections is our most crucial learning tool, the
essence of human intelligence: to forge links; to go beyond the given; to see
patterns, relationship, context" (46). For many of my students and myself,

writing is the anvil where those links are forged.
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Journals or diaries are most often where this kind of activity takes place,
although I have seen it come to full bloom in personal essays or reflective essays
as well. Poetry is another good outlet, where a mind making metaphors also
! creates connections to a broader picture. Many authors and poets speak of this
illuminating aspect of writing. In The Poetic Image, C. Day Lewis writes,
"First, I do not sit down at my desk to put into verse something that is already
clear in my mind. If it were clear in my mind, I should have no incentive or
need to write about it. We do not write in order to be understood; we write in
order to understand” (29). Murray insists that writing is how we explore our

world and learn (1). He believes in the value of writing on a regular basis, as in

a journal or diary. "Sometimes we write just for ourselves, to record what we
have seen or felt or thought. Sometimes we write to celebrate experience. Many
times we write just to find out what it all means, for by writing we can stand
back from ourselves and see significance in what is close to us" (3). This idea
is not only echoed throughout recent writing research, but it also can be found in
older works. In 1938, Brenda Ueland first published If You Want To Write, in
which she states, "Another reason for writing a diary is to discover that the ideas
in you are an inexhaustible fountain....No human being, as long as he is living,
can be exhausted of his ever-changing, ever-moving river of ideas. There is
much, much in all of us, but we do not know it" (146).

Personal writing has an additional value. It builds up a sense of self-

affirmation and allows the writer to experience the validity of his or her own
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experiences. Writer Natalie Goldberg writes that it is very difficult for us to

comprehend and value our own lives, and writing can help us to do that. She

states the following:

I know this working with my tired, resistant brain is the deepest

I’ll get on this earth. Not the joy or ecstasy I feel sometimes or
the momentary flashes of enlightenment, but this touching of the
nitty-gritty of my everyday life and standing in it and continuing
to write is what breaks my heart open so deeply to a tenderness

and softness toward myself and from that a growing compassion

for all that is around me. Not just for the table and the coke in
front of me, the paper straw and the air conditioner, men crossing
the street on this July day..., but for the swirling memories and
deep longings of our minds and the suffering we work through

daily. And it comes from me naturally as I move the pen across

the page and breakdown the hard, solid crusts of thoughts in my

own mind.... (136-137)

Ueland reiterates this message. "It [keeping a diary] has shown me that
writing is talking, thinking, on paper. And the more impulsive and immediate
the writing the closer it is to the thinking, which it should be. It has made me
like writing. It has shown me more and more what I am--what to discard in
myself and what to respect and love" (140). The details I record on a regular

basis are not important in themselves. It doesn’t matter if I record my delight in
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watching the groundhogs playing in our backyard or my frustration in driving in
rush hour traffic or my description of the early morning sun rising through the

trees. I can mull over the quandary of what we should do with an aging

grandmother who needs help or grieve over the loss of a dear friend. I can
ponder how God is speaking in my life, recall the silliness I shared with my
daughter on the way home from school, or cherish a moment of particular
tenderness with my husband. But when I read back over those experiences, I
touch my own humanity and begin to have a sense of my own life.

In many ways writing is the corollary of reading what people before us

have written, not just great works of fiction, but the journals and diaries and
essays of those that came before us. I love Samuel Pepys’ diary, not only for its
famous bawdiness, but also for its honest recording of a life, and for the way I

can find my own connectedness to his thoughts and reflections. Some of the

things I value most are little scraps and bits of papers written in my mother’s or
grandmother’s handwriting that record some bit of relatively inconsequential
thought. Some of them are poems or recipes which they didn’t write, but which
they had clipped from some magazine or another on which they had scribbled
little side notes. How much more I would have loved to have whole reams of
their words since they are no longer here. Perhaps writing is my quest for
immortality in some sense, the desire to record and pass on that which sits in the

deepest part of me, even if I don’t actively seek a large audience in the present.

I know that is why I began recording a journal to my children, so I could give to
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them, when they were old enough to comprehend, a record of some of the things
I thought and felt as they grew.

One of the saddest things I can recall recently was finding out that my
mother-in-law, whom I deeply loved, had burned all of the old love letters
between my father-in-law and herself before she died. Her death already hurt,
but to lose all those beautiful vestiges distressed me even more. My husband
said perhaps she thought the things they had recorded were too personal, too
private, and I do respect that, but part of me still aches. Even if all my journals
are full of nothing but drivel, I vow to leave them--along with all my love letters,
all my endless notes, poems, stories, and any other mindless gibberish I happen
to create--behind when I go. Anyone who cares to ramble through them and pick
up a twig or two of what once were my thoughts and feelings is welcome to do
so. Some of them may be embarrassing, but I doubt by then I will care.
Stafford discusses the psychological freedom that comes with writing:

Writing itself is one of the great, free human activities. There is

a scope for individuality, and elation, and discovery. In writing,

for the person who follows with trust and forgiveness what occurs

to him, the world remains always ready and deep, an inexhaustible
environment, with the combined vividness of an actuality and
flexibility of a dream. Working back and forth between
experience and thought, writers have more than space and time can

offer, they have the whole unexplored realm of human vision.

97




_

12

Writing helps us to create meaning out of the seeming chaos of our lives.
Sometimes things happen in our lives which are hard to comprehend and even
harder to accept. We lose a child or a parent whom we dearly love. We lose a
job, or we suffer the pain of seeing a child in trouble. We must suffer through

a debilitating illness, or worse, watch someone we love suffer through one. We

see injustices in our world, and we aren’t sure how to correct them. We lose our

faith in our government or in our God, or both. We come face to face with our

own inadequacies. Writing can help us to get a grip on some of these realities
and to work through them. The novelist Joyce Carol Oates says we write "to
seek out the meanings of life which are hidden. We write to give a more
coherent, abbreviated form to the world, which is often confusing and terrifying
and stupid as it unfolds about us" (xii). At such times in my life, when life
seems confusing and terrifying and stupid, writing is a source of therapy, the way
I work through my pain and remain at least relatively sane. Goldberg disagrees
with the idea that writing is therapy. She writes:

Writing is not therapy, though it may have a therapeutic effect.
You don’t discover that you write because of lack of love and then
quit, as you might in therapy discover that you eat chocolate as a |
love substitute, and seeing the reason, stop (if you’re lucky) eating

Hershey bars and hot fudge. Writing is deeper than therapy. You

write through your pain, and even your suffering must be written

out and let go of. (13-14)
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Recently my own life has held many traumatic events. Last November,
Tom, our oldest son, age 22, announced that he and his girlfriend Kristin were
planning a small wedding during the holidays. We handled that announcement
without a blink, but two days before the wedding both Tom and his brother
Kevin, three years his junior, were arrested on federal drug conspiracy charges,
dealing with some activities surrounding the 1991 sale of LSD that, unknown to
our sons at the time, had been transported through the federal mail at some time
before they received it. The shock of their arrest was followed by the bittersweet
beauty of Tom’s and Kristin’s wedding, where in the face of such calamity they
pledged their love to one another and their hopefulness for the future. They had
written all the ceremony themselves and read to each other from Kahlil Gibran,
e.e. cummings, and Native American prayers. Their beauty and optimism almost
hurt against the backdrop of the legal proceedings that entangled them.

Then before we could adjust to the shock of that situation, Tom’s mother
discovered she had terminal cancer in mid-January. At 68, she was an active,
seemingly healthy, woman and a mainstay in our family. She was involved in
many church projects and had lived with us for many years, helping to take care
of our large house and family. In addition to assisting me in keeping track of the
laundry, the house, and the kids plus handling her endless list of service projects,
Mom was the main care-giver for her own mother, who also lived with us and

had suffered a series of strokes several years ago. At 87, Grandma was
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physically spry but had suffered complete dementia and needed constant care.
J With Mom trying to recover from surgery and battling her own serious illness
and me working full-time, my husband and I decided we had to find a nursing

home for Grandma, which we were fortunate to do on such short notice. The

doctors predicted that Mom would have at least six months to a year, but her

condition rapidly deteriorated, and on March 7, she died. Our family had gone,
in a few short months, from an unusual four-generation household which we

thought was strong and whole to a nuclear family with two sons facing jail terms

and a new generation on the horizon. My friends were almost afraid to call for

fear that I would either be shattered by the series of events or some other new
tragedy would have befallen our family.

Writing during this time was my coping mechanism. I would sit down |
and pour out the range of emotions I was feeling and somehow just the expression
of them helped. Also writing allowed me to experience all of what I was feeling,
both the bad and the good. There were days in the beginning when the pain was
numbing but eventually it found a voice and found its way to the writing pad.
And what happened there was almost miraculous. In my writing I began to see
shades of hopefulness in the midst of the blackness. Each day after pouring
myself out on paper, I was able to turn back to my family with renewed energy
and work through some of the many problems that confronted us. As I wrote
I began to distinguish some actual positive elements in the midst of the negatives.

Our family pulled in tighter, out of necessity and heartache, and we experienced
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some much-needed healing of some of the rifts that adolescent problems often
create in families. I rekindled my faith in the power of God to work through our

' weaknesses and in the midst of adversity to bring new life. I let go of my need

to control and take care of everything, for in most of the situations with which
I was confronted there was very little else I could do. I came face to face with
my own inability to rescue three of the people I loved most from circumstances
in their lives that at times seemed harsh or unfair. My writing actually helped

me to come through everything with a basic sense of inner peace and calm.

Goldberg spoke of this kind of experience when she wrote,

To begin writing from our pain eventually engenders compassion
for our small, groping lives. Out of this broken state there comes
a tenderness for the cement below our feet, the dried grass
cracking in a terrible wind. We can touch the things around us we
once thought ugly and see their special detail, the peeling paint
and gray shadows as they are--simply what they are: not bad, just
part of the life around us--and love this life because it is ours and
in this moment there is nothing better. (107)

I have seen this experience many times in my students as well, especially
my creative writing students that must keep a writer’s notebook as part of their
course requirements. Sometimes it is painful to read some of the things that
begin to come pouring out onto the pages of their journals, and I always feel

privileged to share their struggles to make meaning in their own lives.
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Sometimes they are dealing with typical adolescent hassles, such as the wondrous
pain of first love and trying to discover who they are, but some of them are also
dealing with abusive home situations, parents who have lost their jobs, friends or
1 even themselves fighting a chemical dependency or discovering they are pregnant.
They are searching out answers to questions that don’t have easy, pat responses. .
They are fighting to find things that mean something in their lives, and over and
over they bring these battles to their notebooks and try to make some sense of
them and themselves in the midst of it all. In one of the texts we use in class,

Writers INC., Patrick Sebranek writes, "It (writing) helps you make meaning out

of your experiences. You may not always like what you discover when you
write, but if you give writing an honest chance, it will help you understand you
and the people you care for" (1). I think my students take him at his word, and

their notebooks are filled with growing understanding.  This experience of

dealing with their lives in writing enriches the rest of their writing. I can usually
pick out who my poets and fiction authors are going to be by their notebooks in
the early days of class. Their notebooks not only help them to find their voices,
but they also create in them a respect for character and detail and life which
colors the rest of their work. And if written in honestly, their notebooks break
them open, crack through the walls and defenses they have built around
themselves, and let their spirits run free.

Writers are at times faced with the duty of imprinting the page with their

particular vision of a situation, their insights which may or may not have been
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discovered by others as well. "We write because we are ordained to a noble task,
that of making clear mysteries, or pointing out mysteries where a numbing and

inaccurate simplicity has held power" ( Oates xvi). For example, I've had the

experience of watching several people I care for deeply suffer complete dementia
from various causes. The first time this experience was almost overwhelming;
I felt only the pain of losing the relationship with the person involved, my
mother, who at age 48 died from Alzheimer’s. But in both my own grandmother
and my husband’s grandmother, I began to see a different reality that

accompanied their loss of mental capacity, perhaps because they were both much

older than my mother had been. Before my grandmother’s senility, she had fallen
and broken her hip. She was never again able to walk completely by herself, and
she hated that she could no longer physically do all the things she had once so

loved-- gardening, cooking, crocheting--because of the crippling effect of her

arthritis. During this period of her life, when I visited with her at the nursing
home, she often complained about her situation and talked about how much she
wished she were somewhere else or even dead rather than to be shut up there.
But once the senility had taken its effect, she seemed much happier, seemed to
glide easily from one memory to the next without having to be bothered by the
harsh realities of the present. Every time I visited her after that she seemed
content and peaceful. She didn’t know what day it was, and not often was she
sure who I was, but I had the impression of her floating among her own

memories of a life well-lived. One minute she would be on the way to her long-
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dead mother’s house for dinner, and a few minutes later she would speak as if she
were still a little girl. But she was no longer unhappy. She was still capable of
giving and responding to affection, but she wasn’t aware of how physically
limited her life had become. In her demented world she had not outlived her

husband and friends, and she was not confined to a wheelchair in a nursing

home. It occurred to me as I wrote about this that while this disease had robbed
me of the chance to have the kind of relationship I was used to having with my
grandmother, for her it was almost a blessing in disguise. Reality in her world
was much more painful than the gentle journeys she took through her past life.
I began to see the flip-side of the coin of which I had previously seen only the
top, only my own perspective. That insight found its way out of my journal into

a short story called "Violet Memories," which is included in this work.

My writing has also helped me to find my roots and to dig back into past
experiences. Isaac Bashevis Singer once said in an interview, "If you write about
the things and the people you know best, you discover your roots. Even if they
are new roots, fresh roots...they are better than no roots" (Brezin 48). Each of
us must come to terms with our beginnings and the things and people that have
affected us, and writing can encourage us to do that. In his book Indirections
Jor Those Who Want To Write, Sidney Cox writes:

You will always be the son or daughter of the hereditary
chromosomes. You will always be the creature surrounded by the

certain nest. You will always be the one who had your particular
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grandparents, lived so many years in a certain special psychic
atmosphere, and had a unique set of pressures to yield to and
resist. Breeding, bringing up or being left to come up, and the
composite interplay of family remains determinants of you. And
| usually you will cherish, even though you may regret; you will be
i glad of the fostering that was partly crippling, while you see how

this trait got overdeveloped, that gnarl got fixed in your main

trunk. Do what we may about it, to the family we belong. (26-

27)

Here is where the richness of detail is most deeply engrained in our beings; the

sights, sounds, smells are etched deeply into our hearts and minds, and we have

only to run our finger across the indentations to release a flood of memories.

Sometimes it seems no matter what I write about, it always comes down to family
and my experience of family, both as a child and an adult. Goldberg writes, "We
are products of the modern era--it is our richness and our dilemma. We are not
one thing. Our roots are becoming harder to dig out. Yet they are important and
the ones most easy to avoid because there is often pain embedded there--that’s
why we left in the first place" (145). But it is only by going back and making
peace with ourselves, our past, and our heritage that we can reach beyond our
own tradition to others. "In the ability to connect with one people lies the chance
to feel compassion for all people.... You can penetrate quietly and clearly into

your own people and from that begin to understand all people and their struggles” *

— e
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(Goldberg 145).

Writing is also, at least for me, a spiritual experience. It helps me

connect with my own spirit if nothing else. During troubled times, my writing

often resembles a prayer, and, in fact, I have used it as a means of praying,
reflecting on scriptures, sermons, life. It brings its own sense of peace and order
in time. Writing provides a place of vulnerability where we can lay our souls bare
and not feel the judgmental reactions of others. Goldberg puts it this way:
While we are busy writing all the burning life we are eager to

express should come out of a place of peace....Some place in us

should know the utter simplicity of saying what we feel.... Not in
anger, self-recrimination, or self-pity, but out of an acceptance of

the truth of who we are. If we can hit that level in our writing,

we can touch down on something that will keep us going as
writers. And though we would rather be in the high hills of Tibet
than at our desks in Newark, New Jersey, and though death is
howling at our backs and life is roaring at our faces, we can just
begin to write, simply begin to write what we have to say. (167-
168)
Murray says, "Most of the time writing is a private act with a public
result” (3), and eventually most people who write on a regular basis want to share
some of the things they have written with others. Sometimes I can be convinced

to hand over a journal to someone I really trust, but often it still feels too
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vulnerable to give my writing, myself, in such a naked form. Usually I feel as
if I have to dress myself, at least a little, before I let others see me. So my
|'_ writing begins to take shape into poems, personal narratives, essays, and short
stories. The raw material hammered out in my journals is bent and twisted into
other forms. Sometimes I play with the same idea over and over again, molding
it like a piece of literary clay into one genre, then another. The act of going
public, even to a highly select audience, is always a bit risky for any writer, and
sometimes I think the closer we are to the audience, the riskier it feels. Sharing

my writing in a creative writing class with other student writers whom I most

likely will never see again after the next three months is a little intimidating but

not really threatening. Sharing a piece of writing that talks about how I

experienced my father when I was a child with my father is much more
frightening, but it is also freeing. It can build and heal relationships that have
been distant or strained, and, just as easily, it can destroy them.

I always insist that my creative writing students share some of their work
with the rest of the class. Idon’t make them share everything. They can choose
what they want to share, but I think it’s important for them to have a real
audience and to experience the impact their words have on others. Murray
writes, "There are many side benefits to writing. Writing allows you to discover
that you have a voice, a way of speaking that is individual and effective. It

allows you to share with others and even to influence others” (3). It is important

at some point for writers to savor the effect their voice and their vision have on
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others, no matter what the response is. Ueland wrote:

At last I understood from William Blake and Van Gogh and other
great men, and from myself--from the truth that is in me (and
which I have at last learned to declare and stand up for, as I am
trying to persuade you to stand up for your inner truth)--at last I
understood that writing was this: an impulse to share with other
people a feeling or truth that I myself had. Not to preach to them,
but to give it to them if they cared to have it. If they did not, '
fine. They did not need to listen. That was all right too.  (24)

One of the problems I encounter with my students as they shape and mold

their writing is their quandary about what part of their writing is "true" and what

part is fiction. I always ask my students if fiction writing is true. They aren’t
sure what to say to that. I ask them if every detail they record in their notebooks

is absolute truth, and they can’t answer that with certainty either. Joan Didion

writes:

So the point of keeping a notebook has never been, nor is it now,
to have an accurate factual record of what I have been doing or
thinking...Perhaps it never did snow that August in Vermont;
perhaps there were never flurries in the night wind, and maybe no
one else felt the ground hardening and summer already dead even
as we tried to bask in it, but that was how it felt to me, and it

might as well have snowed, could have snowed, did snow. How
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it felt to me: that is getting closer to the truth about a notebook.
47
It also the truth about most personal writing and fiction. Cox says:

You will not be afraid to make up as much of your story as you

need to. And you will make sure that the part you make up rings

as true as the recollected part. You will not let us know when you '
are inventing. It will still be your experience that supplies the
elements. They will come from long ago and yesterday and

though they never went together so before, you will make the

whole inevitable. For, beneath your conscious thought, you will
be matching all the time with your private pattern of the way \
things are. Your imagination will be using only what you know. ‘
And you will discover that you know a lot more that you didn’t

know you knew. (43)

So while I have never found myself in the exact circumstances of Marci in my
short story "Being Practical," I know her feelings and frustrations and hopes. I
have lived them. My brothers may argue with me about the chronology of
events in my personal narrative "The Day the House Stopped Talking," but they
recognize the feeling of our childhood home and its impact on our lives. Truth
becomes a relative, somewhat subjective, quantity in such situations. I tell my
students to write the deeper truth of their lives or their experience and to let such l

insignificant details as names and events change as they need to change them. I
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try to follow that advice myself. Even completely non-biographical writing will
| contain its own truths, based on our own perceptions of the world around us.

I I have enclosed here a variety of my more "public" writings, including
short stories, personal essays, personal narratives and some poetry. I use the
word "public" to distinguish between these pieces and my journal writing, which
I consider my more private stock. I believe all of them deal with the issues of
family and belonging in some way. They have been written over the past few

years and shared with small groups of people, but none of them have ever been

submitted anywhere for publication. Sometimes my friends encourage me to try
that, but to this point it has not seemed important enough to pursue (or perhaps
I haven’t wanted to risk the inevitable rejection). They were never written with
the idea of being published. Ueland writes: .'
I want to assure you with all earnestness, that no writing is a waste
of time--no creative work where the feelings, the imagination, the
intelligence must work. With every sentence you write, you have
learned something. It has done you good. It has stretched your
understanding. 1 know that. Even if I knew for certain that I
would never have anything published again, and would never make

another cent from it, I would still keep on writing. (15-16)

All T can add to that is amen.
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SHORT STORIES




BEING PRACTICAL

It always happened right at dusk, just as the coral fire of the sun faded
into pinks and purples, little wisps of glory lingering in the clouds. Sometimes
it was in the garden with the fragrance of lilacs floating in the air; sometimes in
the park near her girlhood home, on the little vine-covered bridge that crossed
over the creek; or sometimes in a magical place she couldn’t quite recall. But
always she wore that yellow sundress. The one she had worn when she went to
kiss Stephen good-bye. The one with the tiny spaghetti straps and the fitted
bodice and the skirt that floated around her legs when she walked. Her long,
blond hair cascaded around her shoulders, and her face was bright with color
from the sun. Looking 17 again and feeling 17 again, she walked towards him,
innocent and trusting in a way that had long since vanished. Those eyes she had
never been able to avoid brightened, and that smile that had haunted her for so
long broke across his face. He would tell how good it was to see her or how
much he had missed her or how often he had thought about her, and her heart,
full of first love, would pound as if it would break. Sometimes they would talk
about how their lives had been. At other times, they would just look into each
other’s eyes, and she would feel idealistic and hopeful again, just as she had been
when she was 17.

Marci woke with a start and rolled away from John’s arm draped limply
around her side. She stared at the clock. It glowed 3:36. She felt clammy and

slightly sick to her stomach, but she dreaded the thought of getting up, hated to
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chance waking John. She didn’t want to talk right now, as they so often did in
the middle of the night when one of them couldn’t sleep. He would roll over and
ask, "Something wrong, babe?" and what could she reply?
She poked the pillow, struggled with the covers, trying to get comfortable,
but the air hung still around her. The quiet of the house irritated her already ‘

unsettled mood. She longed for the noise and emotional distractions that normally ]

filled her life. Silently, she slid one leg to the floor, rolled over on her stomach
and slid out the other leg, letting her knees come down gently on the carpet. |

Then slowly--very slowly--she lifted her body away from the bed, so the mattress

wouldn’t move, and the springs wouldn’t squeak. She had learned this trick when
Brian, their oldest child, was two and insisted she lay by him at night while he
fell asleep. It had been the only way she could get out of his room without I
waking him up. It still worked; John only shifted slightly and continued sleeping. '
Marci crept across the bedroom carpet to the bathroom, with its marble
jacuzzi and polished brass fixtures, sat down on the toilet and began to shed silent
tears. Marci didn’t know why she was crying; and she didn’t know why, after
20 years, she still dreamed of Stephen.
She cried silently in the dark, not wanting to disturb John or the children
until the first streaks of morning began to filter through the bathroom curtains.
Then she sneaked back to bed, slid under the covers and waited for the alarm to |
go off. John stretched in response to her presence, pulled her close to him and

kissed the back of her neck.
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"Morning, babe. How’d you sleep?"

Marci turned to him, cuddling her head to his chest. "Okay, I guess, but
I think I need a hug."

She held him tightly. (But last night she had dreamed of Stephen.)

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah, really. I'm fine. Just a little tired today, that’s all."

Marci kissed John’s chest and got up, pulling on her robe. John grabbed
for her hand., looking at her questioningly.

"You sure you’re okay, hon? You act like something’s wrong."

Marci could see the look of concern on John's face, but it only irritated
her even more. She snapped at him curtly, "Really, John, I'm fine. All right?"

God, how she both loved and hated John’s uncanny ability to sense her
feelings. She could never hide from him, and today that irritated her beyond
belief. (But last night she had dreamed of Stephen.)

She put on her slippers and hurried down to the kitchen to take part in the
morning ritual of preparing breakfasts and lunches. Brian dashed in, grabbed his
lunch and headed for the door without saying a word.

Marci grabbed his sleeve. "Hey, did you have any breakfast yet?"

Brian pulled his arm free and sighed. "Mom, I'm old enough to decide

when and what to eat." '

Oh, boy, here we go again, Marci thought. "I know you are, Brian.

You don’t have to be so defensive. I only asked a simple question."
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"It’s just that I’m not a baby any more, Mom, and you keep trying to treat
me like I am."

Brian grabbed his books and opened the door, balancing the pile of
supplies on his hip. "By the way, I’m staying late to put the school paper to bed.
I don’t know when I'll be home."

“Do you think you’ll be home for dinner?"

"MOM!" Brian glared and stomped out the door.

Every conversation--if that was what you called what had just happened--

with Brian ended in conflict lately. Marci watched him out the window, trying

to conjure up the feelings of maternal tenderness that she had always had for him, '
but today it was hard to imagine that this defiant, young man, dressed in cast-offs
from the Salvation Army and with his hair buzzed in stripes around his head, was
really her treasured first-born. (But last night she had dreamed of Stephen.)
Just then, Danny charged down the steps with the twins in hot pursuit.
"Mom, he took something from our room!" shrieked Abigail.
"And we want it back NOW!" yelled Amanda. "Make him give it back!"
Danny held his hands behind his back, looking firm in his five-year-old
resolve not to give in. "But, Mommy, Mandy called me 'baby’ and looked at me
funny, and Abby scratched me. Twice! In the same spot!" He offered up his
elbow as evidence, careful not to remove his hand from behind his back. A little
gouge at the tip of his elbow was bleeding slightly. (But last night she had

dreamed of Stephen.) Marci felt tired again. These were the kinds of things that
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no one ever told you before you had kids. No one dared, she thought, and I
probably wouldn’t have listened anyway. She sighed.

"Okay, girls. You know Danny doesn’t like to be called a baby. And,
Abby, the scratching stuff has to stop. If you want to be allowed to grow your
fingernails long, then you may not use them as weapons. Okay? Now, what did
Danny take that belongs to you?"

"We’re not sure, Mom," spoke Amanda. "I just saw him grab something
and run."

"Danny, you know you can’t take other people’s things without

permission. Give it back to the girls."

"No," Danny replied firmly, with his hand still tight behind his back.

"Danny, I mean it." Marci’s voice began to rise.

"No. They didn’t say ’sorry’."

John’s voice came booming down the stairs. "Danny, listen to your
mother. Mandy and Abby, settle down and stop teasing. Does this place have
to sound like a madhouse every morning?"

"Sorry," offered Amanda, but Abigail stood silent.

"Here," said Danny, pushing out a ragged piece of wrinkled hair ribbon.

Marci looked in amazement. "All this fuss over a piece of shredded hair
ribbon?"

The three shrugged their shoulders as the frazzled ribbon fell to the floor,

then they ran back upstairs to finish getting ready for school. (But last night she |
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Soaring Dreams
A Pantoum
An icon of purple and red
Gyrates across the sky
A dragon with fifty-foot tail

Undulates in the wind

Gyrates across the sky
Pulling his heart by its strings
Undulates in the wind

Whipping his hope into frenzy

Pulling his heart by its strings
His legs strain to keep up
Whipping his hope into frenzy
The dragon dips and dives

His legs strain to kep up
His arms pulled taut by the string
The dragon dips and dives

Crashing his dreams on the field

His arms pulled taut by the string
An icon of purple and red
Crashing his dreams on the field

A dragon with fifty-foot tail



The Unraveling
To Tom at 16

The apron string is unraveling

Tie a knot in the end
so it won’t come undone

Perhaps a knot will keep it from shredding
No--
Despite the knot--

You continue to unravel the apron string
pulling out each strand
one by one

Carefully you examine the strength of each fiber
Some you casually toss aside
Some you angrily fling to the floor
Some you leave hanging in tatters

Had I known the pain of the unraveling
of all that ties us together

I would have cut the apron string
while it was still whole
and given it to you with love

But--

what could you do with an apron string?
No--

Untie the knot
Come

Unravel it slowly
One strand at a time
It is the only way

Perhaps in time
you will gather a few of the strands
you've cast aside
put them with other threads
you’ve collected
and weave a beautiful cloth
all your own
to wrap around you
to keep you warm at night

A strong cloth might be better for you
than an apron string
anyway
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Playing the Part

Last year you wanted to be a model
preening before the mirror
coordinated in trendy colors
Today clad in someone’s castoffs
proudly wearing your own mark
You peer at me with steely-blue eyes
red indignation burns from the end
of your low-tar Camel
"Jesus was a Utopian communist,"
you throw at me,
"And you reduce his message to just being nice"
I look away from you
uncertain how to turn human suffering
or the experience of faith
into a political agenda
Angry smoke circles your face
as you wait for an answer that is not coming
I remember you at three, insisting
I play Cinderella to your Prince Charming
dancing in the kitchen
until the clock struck the dinner hour
and the glass slipper broke
along with the magic spell
You tore your construction paper crown
tearfully glaring at me
Even then

I couldn’t quite get the role right
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May 4, 1970

Maybe somehow this all started on the day you were born.
I know you were due on Friday, May 1, 1970.
While you were refusing to make your entrance
until the timing was right,
Students from Kent State gathered
in protest to the Cambodian bombings,
vandalized downtown Kent,
smashing windows.
Saturday night, as I sat in your nursery,
rocking with longing to hold you in my arms,
the students were burning the ROTC building to the ground.
Sunday I played nine games of croquet,
belly swollen in the hot May sun,
trying to coax you to come out,
and the National Guard file into Kent State
carrying rifles and bayonets.
Monday at 2 A.M. when you abruptly woke me
to start my vigil,
young National Guardsmen sat bleary-eyed with anxiety
on campus lawns.
After we watched the sun rise in anticipation,
your dad and I--full of you--left for the hospital,
laughing with nervous joy.
At Kent State, students began to drift to class,
eyeing the worn-down Guardsmen,
tossing caustic words at them.
All morning Dad and I played cards between contractions,
joked and talked with the labor room nurses,

Not believing that this could be so easy,



Not knowing what lay ahead, unseen.
At 11:30 A.M. my water broke,

and you became painfully insistent about being born.

At the same time that your demands engulfed me,
sending wave after wave flooding over me,

the noon bell at Kent State was tolling,

and students were marching up the hill
towards the Guardsmen,
pelting them with their angry sneers,
taunting them with rocks,
calling for them to leave their campus.

In St. Louis the nurses wheeled me into the delivery room.

Dad mopped my head, held my shoulders,
so I could push
as you overwhelmed me with your desire
to break free from me.

At Kent State, as the crowd approached the top of the hill,
the Guardsmen turned towards the students,
and without warning,
opened fire, killing four.

In angry response, you burst into this broken world,
wailing loudly before we even knew
if you were a boy or a girl.

Maybe this is how it began. Perhaps

It was in the stars that you would struggle
with these paradoxes.

I am certain of one thing--

Later that day when I heard the news,

I cried for the students of Kent State

and for you.
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