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Porter Fox

Runner

You been here before? the man sitting beside me asked. He was
old and gray and had on blue sweatpants. He tapped his long, black
fingers on the table as we waited.

To the library, I said, not the readings.

Me either.

The library?

The readings.

Have to be on your toes at this place, I said. Lot of crazies.

And meanies.

How about the skinny one at the reference desk?

Tucked-in tie?

Beware of redheads.

The library’s special events staff had set up a dozen tables for the
reading with linen tablecloths, candles, vases of tulips. Posters
around the library advertised it as a celebration of the 150th
Anniversary of Leaves of Grass.

You really have to listen to this stuff to get into it, the man said.
He wiped his forehead with a wristband. Then he picked up an eval-
uation form the staff had left on the table.

How do you mean?

I mean get up into it, like you’d written it.

You’re a writer?

Reader.

Safer.
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Not necessarily, said the man, pointing to the form.

“In my home,” the first poet began. He was a slight man with thin
wrists and a hunched back. He bowed his head as he read. The poem
searched for its legs, something about his mother, a 7-11, an arms
dealer. The man scribbled on the back of his form as the poet read, a
diagram of words and arrows.

In the end, the piece came together. A slight lifting, then the
closer: “While the past burns out of control, in a vacant lot, on the
edge of town.”

Not bad, I said.

Too much I, not enough us, said the man.

I like the burning.

People do.

Who are you? I asked, looking at the form. And what are you
going to do with that?

Not sit on it if that’s what you mean.

You have to be careful with poets, you know.

They should be careful with us.

You think anyone actually reads those forms?

Irrelevant.

The crowd applauded as the next poet took the stage. He was
nervous. He looked down at the podium, pursed his lips, ran a hand
through his hair. Pretty eyes, nice shirt. The old man frowned.

“Is it too late to call?” the poet began. It is, the old man whispered.
But then the verse took off. Skeet shooting, nightwinds, crashing
butterflies. The poetry came from far away, the words formed well
before the poet recited them. I nodded in rhythm. The man put
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down his pen, raised his brows.
Quel surprise, he said.

A siren screeched by, a boombox, a bus. Then the closer: ...I have
concluded that it is/the painters’ utter ineptitude/that has made
their very subject weep./Such is the miraculous power of art.”

Now that was something, I said, clapping.
The old man shook his head, wrote on the evaluation.

Don’t you think? I asked.
He shouldn’t bother us with his problem:s.

He scratched a few lines, wiped his forehead, crossed them out,
scratched a few more, sipped his coffee. I couldn’t make out what he
was writing. I took a few notes, looked around the room, caught the
second poet glancing nervously at our table.

Are you a critic? I finally asked.

Hardly, the man said, putting his pen down.
Editor?

Close.

Law enforcement?

Inventor, the man said.

Of what?

Products.

What do they do?

If you want to be faster, I can make you faster.
In your mind?

On your feet.
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The poets sat down together. One laughed while the other read the
newspaper. The old man tapped me on the shoulder and handed me
a card. There was a picture of a man running on it. He was on a
treadmill with a strap tied around his waist.

Running? T asked.

People say you’re born with speed, you can’t learn it.

I’ve heard that.

There’s no creativity in running these days. Or writing for that
matter.

They’re related?

Get from A to B as fast as you can.

How?

Progressive resistance, cadence, form.

This machine does that?

Push and pull, pneumatics, the harness.

You made it?

Put on my Visi-Glasses and you could run the streets of
Istanbul in your living room.

How can the poets use it?

You think this crowd is tough, try reading to a machine.

A woman took the podium next, said she was the curator of the
series. She asked us to look at the schedule of Whitman events in
April. The man folded his evaluation in half and stood to leave.

How about him? I asked.
Who?

Whitman.

Crybaby.

Seer of the unseen, I said.
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That’s not it.

“T am he that walks with the tender and growing night;/I call to
the earth and sea half-held by the night.”

Seer of the seen, the man said.

He sees what we can’t.

That’s not it.

What then?

He sees what’s right in front of him.

Is that good? T asked.

The old man bent quickly and touched his toes. The curator walked
past and he handed her his form. She scowled and turned away.

Then he turned to me and said,

I could’ve made a Carl Lewis out of that man.
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