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Bar Fly

her pint martini glass
sits among the bartop bullseyes
misery’s swimming pool

she followed a dump truck here
“In God We Trust”
in gold leaf
under hardened mud
on a leperous bumper

thank Christ the jukebox
is broken again
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[Untitled]

twice a day I put an obolus
in the motorman’s damp palm
the bridge replaced the ferry
the subway replaced the horse
nobody wants to be that close to the river, anyway
greenlit sewer of reactor waste
with a half-life of the moon

no one replaced me
salaryman
commuting to the other side
I’m the only one, alive on the IND at 5:15
extinguishing the candle at both ends
the distance to the far shore is never
the same

there’s a sign in the break room
next to a canopic jar of Darjeeling tea
“work life balance”
beneath a picture of a smiling man
putting on a hat and looking
up at the old-fashioned clock—
the kind with hands, like boiled crabs
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slow is smooth and smooth is fast
time passes through you at the speed of light
the Cherenkov radiation of consciousness
as long as you’re moving, you’re not dead

the motorman waves from his cab
the doors close, shutting out the night
inside people perform in a silent movie
under corpse lights

my day is over, just
there is no time in the psyche
feelings stay fresh in cold storage
I watch the train pull out of the station
on a möbius track of causality

3



you don’t have to come back

The bay primeval, saltwater slush a fathom deep
swept against a granite shoreline
by an onshore wind from the deep chest of the North Atlantic
the white slurry barely moves
between New Bedford and Bourne
in the engine room noise
is a kind of heat, the smell of diesel
converted into forward motion
you swap the strainers and dump
the slush in the bilge
looks like dirty sno-cones
you’re caught red-handed
between fire and ice

do the math in your head
thirty-one miles at nine knots
time rises up to catch in her throat
it’s a three second drop
from the deck of the Bourne Bridge
she hits the flat green water
doing the speed limit
and floats out to meet us
she does not look asleep
her eyes and body half open
somebody’s wife, mother, daughter
mute violence—naked in a bad way
we slide the basket under her hoping
she’s fresh enough to not strain through
you have to go out, the lifers say
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Missing in Action

He wasn’t at Normandy, though he told his son so:
I’ll give him this, he tried to get back in
after weak knees betrayed him
—there would be no parachute jumps—
but when an Austrian corporal

held a starter’s pistol to Poland’s head
and plunged the globe into a death race
the father’s failure to show up
followed him, followed his son
like a rattle of tin cans
tied to the bumper of a getaway car:
the faster you go, the louder it gets.

He wasn’t at home, leaving
behind a boy unfinished
and went places a son couldn’t follow
him mystified, terrified
on the dock
when the old man embarked on the Cutty Sark.

He wasn’t at work—not for a long time
the son learned
how to die on the installment plan
that women were powerful and contemptible
the sound of a drunk’s tread on the stairs
and
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how not to grieve.

He wore hats—cheap ones—when hats were out of fashion
and sobbed when JFK was shot
(he would have been a vegetable, he told his six-year-old son)
the old man never wore a mustache nor a beard
and the topography of his changeless face
only made him more himself.

He was the original astronaut
cut off from everyone else, but tethered
to a wife who held him in fearful contempt.
He did what he wanted,
what he wanted was not to feel
anything.

6



[Untitled]

my breath reeks
like floor sweepings from the lions’ cage
properly called an enclosure
—in the before times, when such niceties mattered—
as if we threw up steel and ballistic glass
around an acre of nature, blunted in tooth and claw

that’s how I feel: oozing
the hangover at the end of the world
an electrified crown of thorns headache
dry mouth and wet eyes

the animals have all been killed
(among ourselves we say “euthanized”
to make ourselves more palatable)
outdoors they will decompose into the landscaping
the last was a goat who bawled
right at the bitter end we were
out of Beuthanasia-D, instead
shooting the big animals with
the zoo director’s Remington
made a flat crack in the still cold
propagating at 2,700 feet per second

the North American black bear, sleek from a steady diet of culled
impalas
(no supply chain issues there)
was euthanized by gunshot—
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assassinated the veterinarian said
—because we’d run out of big-bore darts
her name was Kaz
(unofficial—in zoo records she was Bear 0721,
the month and day of her birth)
and I sat with my arm around the heaving shoulders
of the mammal keeper
as she sobbed over Kaz’s departure on the .440 Nitro Express
the fasciculation of bear muscles
as nerves fired their last salvos
made the straw dance on her glossy black flank
as Kaz’s circuits went offline, one by one
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[Untitled]

on the badger train eastbound across Montana
this is the mountain west
outside the night camouflaged with drifts of snow
inside aspic of old horsehair and Macassar
the ghostly slap of cards and a kerosene flicker

we miss the bison, because we killed them in the millions
fetish of the frontier
in the corner of my eye Yesterday’s camel flashes past
a herd of mammoths plod across the snowy landscape like
ambulatory hills
on the forested knees of the Great Divide
Smilodon fatalis vocalizes under a winter moon

I remember
when having a disordered mind used to mean something
somewhere along the way
my thoughts have the organization of a junk drawer
always finding string when I need scissors
to cut the past off cleanly
from this moment and its belief in permanence

my then wife sleeps with her head resting on the chilled glass
I think of old men with faces damp from the puddles on the bar
a panoramic window into what might have been
so many extinctions
as the Empire Builder hammers the rails
toward sunrise in St. Paul
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[Untitled]

summer in the Emerald Valley
outside is green and lush
imagine Diplodocus nosing among the Jurassic ferns
the lodgepole pine, hemlock, Sitka spruce
are riotously fecund—fir needles more numerous than the stars
carpet dimly lit forests; the incense of pine underfoot
people built cathedrals
in imitation of these places

if god is here, so is the adversary
inside it is parvo season
suffering innocents sloughing off
dying gut lining
in showers of foul liquid

we change puppy bedding as fast as they soil it
an assembly line of laundry
and stroke their patient heads while we check IV lines and gums
still pink, good CRT—thank merciful Christ
while they wait to live or die

the owners can tell from the way we say hello
that the news isn’t good
they’re waiting to hear how bad it can be
some, like wild animals, keep the pain inside
embarrassed by their fast grief
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some curse, cry;
regardless, none are indifferent
not at our prices
most want to be told their pet didn’t suffer

the lucky ones—their owners can’t afford
72 hours of intensive care—are gentled
into death’s custody
only knowing warm hands and soft words
we go through a lot of Euthasol in the summer

after midnight the cool air falls down from the Cascades
we prop the doors open to let the green smells wash
through the hospital
there is never a moon when you need one
in the dark of the parking lot there is a white aluminum box
that holds the unlucky and unsaveable
fur stiff with frost
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View of a Martian Sunset

old man
your haven’t lost your memories
that part of you lives in the spirit world now

on Mars the snow falls only at night
the astronaut can’t retrace his steps
to be whole you must travel in places
where you are everywhere at once
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Ghost Ship

Mary Celeste—soul in need of a captain
drinks White Claw in a dry bathtub,
wearing a life jacket over her cocktail dress;
when the oxygen masks drop she will don hers first.

Lovers may spend the night, but no one is allowed to leave
a toothbrush in her bathroom
has been standing in a water glass since the blizzard of 1996.

Her days are elastic between 10 a.m. and dinner;
bodega flowers make evening fall like an axe
on the neck of fire escape shadows.

The landlord cries when Mary Celeste
will not allow the exterminator in;
she feeds the mice croissant crumbs
in the small hours of the morning.

The tread of the delivery man climbing three flights up
sounds like footsteps on a gallows;
she can taste the pleasantly acrid smell of vindaloo
through the door.
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There is a pizza slice of East River visible between the taller,
more self-possessed buildings—
she sometimes wishes for an earthquake
to shake the equanimity of brightly colored yoga mats.

True fact: traffic noise is louder on the fourth floor;
the tractor-trailers from Ohio and Pennsylvania idle on First Avenue,
trucker caps waiting for the sun to illuminate supermarket windows.

Mary Celeste remembers
the West Village shop where she bought a Rothko reproduction
is now an urgent care with a green neon cross in the window.

There are bite marks on the arm of a wooden chair;
she doesn’t know how they got there, but sometimes
she hears a leopard roar in the night.

Across the river the stars come out over Astoria
she can see a fold in the terrycloth sky;
for a moment the universe is quiet.
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A Million Little Calculations

Georgia has six ex-lovers
none of them know about the others
she puts 78,000 miles on her car
between October and April
the driver’s seat as far back as it will go
their new wives take the news badly
when wearily, profoundly expectant,
Georgia rings their doorbell
always during breakfast
(she craves toaster pastries)

the floured crust
survives intermodal shipping
plump with sweet cargo;
on a five-and-dime plate
lead glazed

she forgets what she came for
lost in the strawberry taste of childhood
at other women’s tables, with
other women’s children
think she’s the Madonna, green eyed
she has to trim her gravid bush
just to get her panties
over the underslope of miscalculation
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her belly
makes every room a confessional
the mother of the one-eyed priest
tells him of a merciful god
Georgia likes the jack of spades
because he knows the hand he’s been dealt
and refuses to forgive
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[Untitled]

I descend into a garden at the bottom of a stair. One geriatric elm
leans against the brick wall—in the dead of night there is no birdsong,
only the scrabbling of basilisk claws on gray bark. I hold a leaf out to
the porter: currency for which there is no denomination. The wind
smells of moonlight and rain. Two dark-haired women smoke, and
talk about me in low tones. They are mother and daughter. Their
heads block the stars. I feel the ground shudder beneath my bare
feet—this is life in the subduction zone. I don’t know that I’m at a
party until someone far away pops a bottle of sparkling wine. The
cork achieves escape velocity: the faster you go, the longer you’re
gone. In the gloom I can see people’s voices, ropey and clogged with
regret. I look for a priest, a rabbi, a minister; there is a woman dressed
as a rodeo clown and she is happy, despite the sadface paint. She
distracts the minotaur long enough for me to slip away for another
cup of coffee, black, unsweetened, penance. A man with a long face
passes hors d'oeuvres on a chrome hubcap. He wears a British Navy
uniform of World War II and seems to know my name. The broiled
oysters are on the salty side. I wander under the eaves of fir trees
exhaling resinous breath into the cool night. The understory is a
carnival of fairy lights. Time eddies around the sturdy brown trunks,
and I can feel a heartbeat when I press my palm against a tamarack’s
rough bark. Charles Darwin passes in the distance, recognizable by his
oversized head. He is composing a letter to Harriet Tubman, but I am
too far away to make out the words. An inconstant breeze shakes the
branches; the green rustle of pine needles makes me feel loose. I
come to a clearing on the edge of a great pond: the Milky Way ripples
on its surface. The spoor of mating plesiosaurs is thick along the
bank—the scent of cheese aged on beds of straw. Mystery (life?) tastes
like a copper penny under the tongue.
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Trauma Room One

soft flakes curtain down under a windless, milk-blue sky
the color of the president’s sightless eyes, staring
at asbestos ceiling tiles the color of corruption
above the clouds the traffic pattern is undisturbed
Boeings depart on 131 magnetic

my father thought it was the end of the world
because he was Irish, and a union man
he grieved in a bottle, in a bar, inside, incoherently
and shed tears he didn’t understand
smoking alone in the dim November evening

gray matter on the floor
the smell of rubber tubes, blood and tissue
red blooms on a pink suit, pillbox hat askew
in the room numbness masquerades as calm—
people crying in the streets, a man cries on television

my mother cooked, scared by unnatural events—thunder
precedes lightning—resentful of my father’s alcoholic pain
and enraged by questions; she didn’t know how
to tell a six-year-old boy why someone killed the president
was there a war?
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the shooter is shot, surprised
a boy and girl in powder-blue coats and red shoes
against a wall of black suits
a butterfly flaps its wings in the Capital, and
in Southeast Asia farmers sense a change in the weather

my sister was old enough to be sad
but not enough to understand why
someone would praise the marksmanship of a crank
with a mail order rifle; before the decade is out another president
will send her fiancé to Vietnam with a better weapon
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Carrying the Fire

I met an Apollo astronaut on the F-Train to Coney Island
sandwiched among the beach chairs and eccentric hats
slick with coconut-scented sunscreen
he wanted to talk about everything
but the 22 hours and 4 minutes
he’d spent afoot
on the moon’s surface
which was all I wanted to hear about
the taste of powdery regolith and what space smelled like
to stand on a body with a population of two and see
Earthrise for the first time
he said the groove on that record wore out
decades ago he told that story hundreds of times
to people who cared less about standing on another world
than what it was like to be him and famous and
who take 81 pictures of the sunset that they never look at
he couldn’t blame them, he said
looking out the window at Smith and Ninth Streets
—the highest station in the subway system—
there is not a frame of reference
that will fit around the moon
and a yellow beachball in a little girl’s hands
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An Absence of Fathers

I’m writing poetry as if
Putin is not trying
to set Europe on fire.

Vladimir child of the KGB, child
of the Great Patriotic War:
half of all the corpses had Russian names
(in Mein Kampf, Lebensraum precedes Judenfrei).

Vladimir’s pockmarked Russian soul
forged in the ravaged Motherland’s
(so many fathers had gone in the ground—
the Soviets lagged in the Baby Race)
an only child of war: his older brothers
were buried in infant coffins.

The smell of burned out houses
(Only the dead know Leningrad)
and silent fields stripped of life and livestock
by armies of both sides in the cannonfire winters
in The Forties no one expected to live that long.

Ivan, listen
the dead already outnumber the living
from the Polyarny Inlet to the Black Sea
if you press your ear to the ground you can hear
your fathers’ restless bones saying enough, enough!
(nearly the same in Russia as Ukraine—
dostatochno, dostatnʹo!)
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[Untitled]
Previously published in The Piltdown Review, June 2019

every time I see
a bird, I apologize
there but for the grace of . . .
well, not god
certainly

but the minute perturbation
of gravity just enough
to send a Mannahatta of rock
to its cretaceous appointment in Samarra
where it punched a hole
in a dynasty 180 million years
in the making
of jumped-up rodents
who found the trees
then the stars

it's hard to overstate
the condition of luck
(chance it cuts both ways)
so much is undeserved:
that I tell the grackle
he is descended of kings
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Inheritance

Handed down is
a weak and misleading turn of phrase:
in my family misery
isn’t just passed around casually;
we scrupulously document its chain of custody
to ensure ourselves the right to feel cheated.

It’s not an accident, that vendetta
comes from the Italian:
my Calabrian mother remembered
the mild look of disapproval
of a passing stranger
over a certain hat
on the boardwalk
at Coney Island
in 1949—
fifty-five years later
she was still bitter.

What my Irish father remembered
was the delicious fatty pop
of a Nathan’s hot dog
when he bit into it, and
how crisp and cold
the Rheingold was in the July sun.
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You could taste Bavaria
he would say to me, many
decades later I would think
You mean Bushwick
because I am my mother’s son:
because I will let a sour word ruin
a day
a meal
a friendship
because my mother was afraid
of the Italian word
piacere
because it means
you have something
to lose.
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[Untitled]

The spirit killers—our new mothers
are married to Jesus:
they wear their black wedding dresses to school every day
to teach us about sin, and that we are full of it.

Obedience is the only commandment we learn
and that it’s not enough to deflect God’s wrath,
delivered “for our own good” at the end of a brass ruler, stiff
in the spidery hands of women

whose best years have leaked into the dust.

Their hard hands hurt, not as much as
their ridicule, a scalpel to cut boys down to size
and our ears ring with the slap
of their ancient rage falling heavy.

A hot handprint on a third-grader’s face
and the taste of chalk dust—not quite soothing
shame leaking wetly from his eyes
incoherent and not explaining what he thought he was doing.

Habited nuns are the cartographers of danger
drawing monsters around the edges
of a very small map of boys’ lives:
you’re only safe as long as you’re with us.
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The bond between teacher and pupil is an old-fashioned person
a pact among enemies:
we bear their pain as long as we don’t have to know it
is inscribed directly on our souls; bypassing senses.

We can’t not speak the truth, feel it in our bones
our tender, tender bones
we know nuns lie, just not how they lie
about who they are, and what they do to us.

Learning to live in fear that treads in heavy shoes
of their self-loathing, turned origami-like into contempt
for us like a birthmark, their casual disdain on our backs
that grows as we grow.

They know
underneath our forced smiles
we don’t like them—they know, we don’t trust them, we don’t
believe them nor their prison yard catechism.

These old habits with hard faces are practicing
exorcisms the only way they know how:
they can’t forgive themselves.
They will never forgive us for being innocent
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Dance of the Red Queen
Previously published in Tampa Review 61/62 June 2022

the Anthropocene is a black kite against an empty sky
seen through the wrong end of the telescope
the days get hotter—
summer is a taffy pull from April to October
blue turns to white as the moisture cooks out of the sky
winter is misery, more wet than cold; rotten ice like broken
bottles in the gutter
spring and fall spinning in ever-tightening orbits of the
equinox

I killed a mosquito on Thanksgiving day
at the edge of a pond in the Adirondacks
she was taking a meal from the back of my hand
what I did not notice were tadpoles that were not there
to eat larvae suspended from the surface of the water like
chandeliers

wilderness flows like sand in an hourglass
out of the world and into our heads
the human umwelt is a camera obscura
the wilderness of our imagination in a pixel
when we say let nature take its course we don’t mean
anything good
creatures disappear without a sound
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a wolf can smell the amniotic fluid on an elk calf
from a mile away
if game is scarce,
the pack’s territory could be a thousand square miles
pugmarks on the bank of creek in the high desert
there are maybe minutes between me
and the passage of a mountain lion stalking mules
technically the property of the federal government
the wild pursuing the feral

nature documentaries are commercials for a past
we never understood: there’s so little left of outside
our memories of the world are secondhand and fetishized
better than nothing
Olduvai Gorge is the crack of doom
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The Rogue’s Mass

I stood at the rail on Palm Sunday feeding doughnuts to a camel
who’d come with a film studies class to see Berlin Alexanderplatz. A
young man in a sky-blue turtleneck asked me if I spoke German. He
seemed too young to be in the Kriegsmarine. Just above eye level,
faith dried bright on the walls like patches of fresh spackle. Two
priests concelebrated the mass: one passed out the hosts and the other
took them away. Forty-one feet above our heads, blue-eyed Mary
looked on with benevolent consternation. Church mice swung
censors in the apse, and the green scent of timothy hay bathed our
bruised souls. The marble basins of holy water were smooth and wet
like polar bear teeth. When I dipped in two fingers, people in Sault
Ste. Marie gasped with erotic pleasure. In the choir loft, castrati
smoked menthol cigarettes and sang “Bleeker Street” accompanied by
a uniformed footman on the organ. The confessionals were busy that
day: there weren’t enough clerics around, so we took turns hearing
one another’s sins. An old woman told me God would never forgive
her for running over a squirrel with her Ford Falcon. I assured her
that she was right, and she left the booth with a lightened heart.
During the mass a patch of sunlight—let in by bomb damage to the
nave—crept across the pews. It warmed the back of my neck as I
knelt for the Profession of Faith. Somewhere outside a car backfired,
and the lay deacon fell dead atop the mosaic of The First Luminous
Mystery, a smile on his face. The hunchbacked priest delivered the
Trinitarian Blessing and we shuffled out under a canopic sky clutching
our Greyhound bus tickets.
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The Moon Babies

This is dedicated to all the babies
born on the Moon in the wet fall of 1957
I have a tattoo of the solar system
on my left arm, strung by gravity
in a sunlit purple aether
it marks the place where inner touches outer space

I have always belonged to both worlds
the ink a passport stamp for a citizen of the galaxy
it’s lonely to be a Voyager
the furthest and the fastest on a one-way trip
aren’t we all?
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A Childhood Horror

I want

thunder and lightning: brilliant arcs
against dark, rain-spattered windows
picnics in the graveyard—life after death after death after death
and the spirit world on the other side of gauzy black curtain

to drive a souped-up hearse to the Monster’s Ball,
a hunchbacked uncle to tutor me in alchemy
—ars totum requirit hominem
to read old books by stormlight, and divine the future in tidal wrack

Victorian black crêpe and disembodied hands
closets full of old swords, stained
with the blood of infernal creatures
and a witch for an aunt;
one who knows the healing spell for a broken heart

to look out turret windows at a fleet of pirate ships, and
feed crusts to a my pet raven while we discuss the rings of Jupiter
beneath a ghost moon that never sets

an attic full of bats and cobwebbed bookcases
a clawfoot bathtub that goes walking through the house at night
and wolves singing outside a wrought iron fence
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a crystal ball in a candle-lit parlor
and a coffin filled with trans-Carpathian soil
in a basement laboratory walled in mossy stone

I want
the eerie, the uncanny, the undead, the gothic, the macabre, the dark
beneath the trees, the unusual, the archaic, the monstrous, the
misunderstood, the mysterious, the subterranean, the nightmarish, the
castaways, the hermits, the children of the night, the fall—always the fall,
the inexplicable, the wild, the irregular, the ancient, the foreign, the
fantastic, the forgotten, and the land of Nod
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Chim Chim Cheree

chimpanzees pant and hoot
at approaching storms, and
the thunderous rain on iroko leaves
glistening like wet spearpoints
I’ll never know, but I hope
what they meet in those moments
are the conjoined twins awe and wonder

I was eight
at the Kent Theater
eight and amazed
among the stale popcorn, tacky armrests
and seatbacks sweating hair oil
that someone somewhere dreamed
what I’d dreamt—that secret door, limned in chalk

my father swooned over Mary Poppins
(she placed no demands on him)
I was agnostic, then she jumped from a gray London day
through the sidewalk drawing
into the Technicolor, sparrow-haunted countryside
the where didn’t matter, only the how:
there are other countries!
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what I understood in that darkened theater smelling
of cigarettes and popcorn grease is that Bert
—the musician
the dancer
the jack-of-all-trades
the chimney sweep
the cheerful ne'er-do-well—
Bert drew the pictures, Bert is the maker
and in the movie light of a Saturday afternoon,
my eight-year-old heart decided before my head
that I would take up the calling—chimney sweep

34



Language Barrier

the women in the family did not love boys
their bandwidth ran from disgust
to outrage: fondness was a tone
well outside their range

underway in the engine room of contempt
makes you deaf to certain frequencies: a stranger
in your own life
adequate for transactional conversation

forever groping for a sign
language without an alphabet
the effort of speaking pidgin emotions leaves you sweating
with paralyzing self-scrutiny in real-time

food became the lingua franca
not only is food love
only food is love, an historical choice
you choke at the plate and miss

you go to the bathroom and splash your eyes
with water cold enough to stop your breath
so that when you look in the mirror
you won’t see the same old things
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while you look for oblivion
time eddies around the pilings of your life
youth is haste, believing in endless time
age is the patience of stone, hearing the clock loud and close

what happened to those women
should not have happened to anybody
you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time
an accident waiting to happen
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Reflections on the American Museum of Natural History

If you grew up with television
like I did everything
on the other side of the glass was real
and you could see forever.

Standing next to my mother
with a mountain lion on a canyon ledge
my first vision, wilderness
in The Hall of North American Mammals.

My mother was raised to keep her eyes close
in a family that hid from sight
saw only her reflection in the glass
that separated us from the world inside: dioramas
—such a Sixties word—were the gates of creation.

I go back now to see those wild places
where she is a ghost in the glass
we stand on carpet, springy underfoot like turf
behind the big cat, my eyes trained out in the same direction
like me she is alert to movement: seeing first is a survival skill
when you’re on your own in the wild.
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Under a gallery sun reflected off prehistoric rocks
the eye follows a blue curve of river far below,
a line of paint laid down by some long ago artist
making a territory of the map.

Together my mother and I would go to different places
never seeing the same
things—appeared different to her:
she shrank from the brown bear’s glassy stare
the heaving bulk of moose, mounted in motion
made her tighten her grip on my hand
a fundamental confusion of wonder and fear.
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Road Dog

he arrived in a tricked-out, air-conditioned Jeep
the suspension of which was only slightly stiffer than a minivan’s
styling himself Road Dog
he turned off the CB when truckers tagged him Pavement Poodle

stopping for a stretch and a piss
at Loretta’s he was the only man not wearing work denim
he thought his Oakland A’s ball cap made him one of the guys
not understanding
weather-worn prairie towns
went in for small, pure churches
misery, not flash, uniting the congregants

he ordered a coffee black
not because he liked it, but because he was an iconoclast
stayin’ or goin’ the waitress asked, missing the nuances
he settled himself on a stool, one of eight
stayin’ he said
the unnaturalness of the word in his mouth
like lipstick on a pig

an old man of forty hunched two stools over
bracing himself for ten more hours
of shoveling asphalt onto winter-savaged roads
and thinking only of the aspirin bottle he'd left in the glove box
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Road Dog nodded in a way performative
conveying the accessibility of noblesse oblige
a gesture missed by eyes unfocused
as the man tuned into the wailing radio station
of his worn joints
disappointed Road Dog

a life of letters had to be leavened by connection with the world
the minor adversities of bitter coffee and dirty counters
flyblown flyover country and its denizens
he actually thought of them as the salt of the earth
unable to accept that his interest was unrequited

after standing in front of classrooms for twenty years
you become accustomed to being the center of attention
even wise
he hadn't noted the border he'd crossed
philosophical rather than geographical
to a country in which his currency was debased

the waitress—Dawn stitched above one middle-aged breast encased in
a Walmart bra that had soaked through with sweat by 9 in the
morning and was going to chafe until closing time roundabout 7 in
the evening—nodded at his mug
just the check, he said
her look said you have no idea where you are, sunshine
aloud she said, that's a dollar twenty-five
quoting a price she made up on the spot
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he left two singles, earning her contempt
and pushed off to the one-seater in the back
past the home permanent knitting a baby blanket
and the wiry coveralls scrutinizing a pair of lottery tickets—the
Rosetta Stones of hope, grease thumbed and frayed from a pocketful
of loose change left over after last night’s cribbage game—and sighing
loudly over life choices he didn't remember making

the restroom was suffocating from a dinner-plate urinal cake
the chemical strawberry reek would linger in his linen shirt for the
next 500 miles
opting for the toilet instead, with its floating cigarette butt
and dying man’s gurgle
he closed his eyes and tried to relax
enough to loose a hesitant stream
thinking that he should have packed more underwear

he ran the same indifferent gauntlet on the way to the door
holding it open for a bird-chested man
with an adjustable aluminum cane
who looked him over and by way of thanks
said, your barn door’s open, slick

the leather seat was hot
which was good for his hemorrhoids
but made his ass damp with perspiration
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