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Backwards through my life, I drive

from the Atlantic on Independence Day,

past my husband’s grave, the home

where our children grew, all the places

that recall old embarrassments and secret tales.

I am returning, at last, to the Pacific.

Rewinding as I go my errors and shame,

pink discoveries and foolish dares,

reviewing shredded heartaches and joys

that are beside me now, like the unraveled

tires and dead deer that memorialize

the shoulders of Pennsylvania.

Ohio rest stops are plentiful and lush.

Indiana chugs side to side with trucks,

as the interstate churns buyers into goods,

day into night, too vast for one set of eyes.

A nostalgic plague of Illinois sweet corn

advances to the border of the motel parking lot.

July sun dries up old jitters of stepping wrong

to an unfamiliar beat. Painted buses and vans

tote riders and bikes to the Iowa meet. On billboards,

heavenly rainbows and unicorn quilts suggest

Meredith Wilson, about to begin his overture:

What the heck, you’re welcome, join us at the picnic.



Nebraska is hotter still but gas pump chat is friendly.

I drive alongside years of corn and wheat and history,

my own and everyone else’s, comfortable at the wheel.

I read the signs. This big country has room for me. 

In the back seat my dog snoozes unconcerned.

Colorado unveils an assumption of self-sufficiency.

No rest for those who fail to plan, it reminds,

but I can trace these unlit roads. An image unfurls:

the last time I was awake at three was our back porch,

one good August night, comet-watching with my girl.

A light glows at Poncha Springs, and hot coffee

fortifies vigilance for the ancient mountain pass.

Unconceived my last time here, now my daughter

warns of wildlife. I avoid contact like a soldier.

Alert for unheralded leaps, any risky lurch of horns,

I conquer every midnight bend. She cooks me eggs

with tomatoes and avocados on the rim of the

Black Canyon, and offers lessons in geography.

In raspy Utah, compounds of trailers surround

hidden houses while looming columns reach for the sky.

My grandfather’s voice drifts by, gruff as Paul Drake,

campy as Della Street, as he reads another chapter,

a special treat after a day of monument lessons, 

as close to catechism as it got with him. 

Idaho sees no reason for tenderness.

“We have no bathroom,” the gas station warns.

“There is a rest area 15 miles ahead.”

Okay. You don’t need to make it easy.

But in Eden, the waiter calls me brilliant

for ordering a beer and says, “I like the way you think.”

The high desert of eastern Oregon sings almost-

almost-home, but do I remember this pass? this blacktop

finally sinking into trees bursting green over my head?

Then a royal swath of blue Columbia out the window.

Good God, where have you been? Where have I been?

I float beside her for long miles, in penance.

I rejoin my loved ones, unpack the car, and vacuum

out the dirt, erasing the trail. It doesn’t matter.

Today, on a Puget Sound beach, I stand in the cool water,

stones in my sandals, seaweed between my toes.

The Wenatchee horns into the Winslow dock,

kids and dogs splash, and over us all Mount Rainier shines.
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