TheLittle Clerk

Jeff Gundy

Sunday morning, ten o’ clock, north through the greening,
partly ruined hills. Miles of thin grass behind the sign

for the Consolidated Coal Company, no fences, nothing moving.
Then cattle in a scrubby draw, black cow calmly grazing the ditch.

In the restaurant | asked dumb questions: Do you like Chicago?
Do you have sons? We both have sons. Do you fed grief,

you asked, when you think of them? Not about them, of them?
Wetalk and talk, we do, and then when it matters we go slow

and awkward, hoping not to disappoint. Still you seemed to me
abrother, lost for generations. What should we need to say?

It's all trying to become nobody, you said. | hate religion.
What is the ground of language, if not prayer? This must sound crazy.

You said, You still go to church when you don’t have to?

And were impressed, envious maybe. | said I’ d stopped trying

to escape, | said I’ ve only almost surrendered. In Holmes County,
crows harry the red hawks. Tourist farmsloll among the strip mines.

Three young men in gray stocking caps and plain clothes pump
their bicycles up the highway towards town. We're not separate,

you said, we're just not. Now you're on aplane, I'm here
with my windows rolled tight, music and coffee and the country
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rolling by like asilent movie or the set for the rest of the story,
or the suit the jailors bring for the great man to wear before

the governor. Just before they bring him in the little clerk bends
to tie his shoe. The cup on the dash basks in the sun, so clear,

the slight green flecks, the whirls of brown, the glaze webbed
and crazed, clinging hard. | pick it up, | drink the coffee, still hot

and good. | swing onto the ramp and it dlides an inch, adjusting,
asthough it’s learned some small, precious secret, and from now on . . .

—For LYL





