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TRUCKSTOP RELIQUARY 

Clay Marrhews 

This i a rory f what gees picked up along the way: 
a coffee counter and fountain soda that won't srop 
running. pring up O well of everlasting life. 
Oh well the old man be ide me says. 
He hack inro a napkin, buries it inro his overalls, 
throw a d llar on the counter and waves goodbye 
ro everyone. Everyone should at some point 
ay omething per onal ro a tranger in the restroom. 

Books on tape, Moby Dick played in a cab across Iowa, 
the hills of orthern Mi souri, down Mississippi way, 
Alabama, and rubbs, aying: But I am not a brave man; 
never aid I wa a brave man; I am a coward; and I sing 
ro keep up my pirits. I sit with ilverware. 
A real cl th napkin. Hor gravy. A sense of home 
for my elf, for the fife en uu kers, for the family 
too tired ro pull through another drive-through, 
just wanting a cold glas of water, a booth, a little time 
ro unwind, ro talk. I could stay in thi place forever, 
I think, if it were home. Perhaps sometimes 
it i . o I it in another truck rop and try ro avoid 
thinking ab uc politi , the dramatic tension of a conversation 
two booth down. Or not politics bur politics 
as I understand them. The personal level. The ashy arms 
of the waitr s wiping away the mess a child has left 
behind, no anger in her wipe, but rather compassion there, 
love, as briefly an entirely different life of swing sets 
and oggy teddy bear walks lowly across her mind, 
paced ro the tick f cowboy boots, clicking on the tile Boor 
behind her. Taped to the windows, dollar pledges 
for medical r earch, the donors' names displayed 
on paper tar . Po t your arrow . Post your hopes. 
Buy a linle ridiculou something at the counter 
becau e being ridi ulous is the best way to feel 
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like a good consumer. A good customer. I tip her 
well and hope it's enough for the hot plate, 
the timely coffee refills, Just a little to keep you warm, 
she say , and out ide, circus tents, boxed up 
on flatbeds , twenty trucks in a row, and tarps and tie-downs 
and the wailing moans of tired and exotic animals, 
calling out all the ecrets of the magician's magic underneath. 
The snake charmer cakes a seat on the bench outside. 
The scaled man practices blowing fire from his mouth. 
Home is nowhere, in this moment. Home is mashed 
potatoes, a hot roll, and after a long day on the road 
sometime the simplest things can almost make you weep. 
Then she lowers the blinds as the sun comes down, 
and through the windows it cuts across the countertop, 
and on and into a thousand small gadgets, extra lights 
for the trailer, leather gloves, automotive oil Roses 
for tho e who need ro es, postcards for those writing home. 
Hello, there: Just stopping through for a chicken-fried steak 
in Joplin, MO. Be home soon. It is cold today. I miss you. 
Yours, me. In the distance, only a mile away, the interstate hums, 
and the machines rush in either direction, making pathways 
with their lights, leaving, arriving, traveling on while on the side 
of the road the large sign for this place offers everything 
they could wane, everything but where they want, and how, 
and who. They go on and off, at 80 miles an hour, 
passing the glow of this place, preserved in memory, a holy relic 
of the journey, the long and at last, this exit from which they had 
no way to return. o many state lines and alcohol or no alcohol 
behind the counters, on the shelves, cold beer in the cooler 
or no beer at all-a dry county and 30 more miles 
if you be a thirsty one. Ac the gasoline pumps they shiver 
and watch as the wheel turns, the dollar turns, the price 
turns over and up, another gallon of milk, a bucket of honey. 
This the land that stretches out in the middle, and the red 
suspenders of a trucker crawling out of his cab, yawning, 
waking to a world of lace darkness, early dawn, a frost 

137 
2

Harpur Palate: a Literary Journal, Vol. 9, Iss. 1 [2009], Art. 34

https://orb.binghamton.edu/harpurpalate/vol9/iss1/34



HAfu>uR PALATE 

as he pull the tight elastic off his shoulders, stretches 
and reaches roward the low pitch blue of a morning sky. 
We go as the wind goes, roday: wild and long and slowly 
bawling it way from the north, moving as the weather vane 
turn , the metal hor e arop the central building, pointing 
the other way and with a tailwind at her back, wanting to run. 
Pas enger and a hard push against the car door. Open. 

ometime omething out ide ourselves pushes back. 
A tra hcan be id the pump to get rid of all the memories 
too painful to carry anymore, thrown under the seat 
to ride and ride another thousand miles before the stench 
be ome too much to hold, too much to bear, and comes out 
of the darkne , to the light of an open sky, an open highway, 
opened up there ut of it foil wrapper t0 the fluorescent 
parking I t, ecting it elf in a hundred directions of free. 
A five-dollar haircut and men wait beside the men's shower room 

for the barber tO return. Video games in an arcade buzz 
in the background, and a middle-aged trucker sits with his son 
in a mail, dual car game, as they race each other and keep driving 
through the night, even as they have come to this place for the road 
tO temporarily end. And it is the end of the road, sometimes­
a dinner bell, and a place tO rake your boors off 
At th Perro cation in Kingdom City, MO, there is even 
a tiny movie theater, a popcorn machine, all the comforts 
of a mall rown wrapped around the inner and outer effects 
of Am ri an ar hitecture. Hot food served in iron skillets. 
Tin p ter of the Tin Man. And behind the curtain, 
the wizard i out for now. He will return, as on the journey back 
fr m th we t coast, the ame trucker will return, and buy 
the ame meal , thank the same woman, scare longingly 
at the ame po tcard for the same Caribbean island 
that ha held the ame place in his heart as it has beat 
for o long now, tucked beneath the same brand 
of cigarette , rising and falling in his shirt pocket as he breathes. 
Br ath in, and the smell of bleach. Telephones in each 
of the re taurant booths. A long distance call, and it is so good, 
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tonight, co hear your voice. I eye che pocket knives 
and wonder how well they hold their sharpness. 
I eye the lighters and wonder about the duration of the flame. 
I eye the menthol smokes behind che counter, the coffee, 
che Budweiser, the crowbar display and the rest of the cools. 
Aye, aye, captain, and outside the ships sec sail. The diesel motors, 
the gasoline motors, the motors chat fuel each of the singular captains 
on their long way of going or coming or just getting ouc of the house. 
The door open , and inside a bell rings. The sound and signal 
and sign of a human, a ghost, a being entering, or leaving, or lose 
or lonely. And outside the door waits an abandoned dog left co beg. 
le wags, and I cake it a bit of food, something warm co eat. 
As do the ochers, all of chem, whatever they have left co offer. 
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