28

Arminda Apgar
Unfinished Publication for ENG 501

Creative Submission








Delirium


It’s a Tuesday morning in late spring when Mikey announces he’s ready to head across the country on a road trip.  He declares this as we sit under a tree in the commons, smoking clove cigarettes, watching students walk by in silent streams as they make their way to humid, stuffy classrooms with humid, stuffy professors.  Mikey and I want none of this, although one might consider it “in our best interests” to make it to class sometime soon.  I think it’s been about two weeks since I even set foot in a classroom.  
Mikey takes a long, thoughtful drag off the spicy-smelling black stick and tilts his head back against the bark of the tree.  He closes his eyes and swishes the smoke around in his mouth.

“Lady,” he says. “I wanna get outta here.”


I focus on a group of well-dressed individuals carrying designer backpacks, watch as they smile and laugh, as if they haven’t realized where they are and where they’re headed.  I yawn.  “So let’s go.”


Mikey considers this for a moment, then turns to look at me, his blue eyes in a mad frenzy, the sort of mad frenzy I’ve never quite understood, but always been terrifically drawn to.  He bites his lower lip and shoves a hand through his shaggy black hair.  

“No,” he says, finally.  “I’m talking really get out of here.  I’m talking let’s fucking ditch this place.  I’m gonna lose it if we don’t fly here pretty soon.”


I pluck a stray blade of grass from the sole of my shoe and examine the growing hole in the knee of my jeans, pondering the frayed designs and loose strings blowing slightly in the warm breeze.  “Where we gonna go?”  


“Somewhere, anywhere.  Fuck, Kyn, we gotta go now.”


I lie back in the grass and look up into the leaves, feel the warm sun wash across my face, feel the freckles pop up on the surface of my skin like goose bumps against chilled flesh.  I wonder for a moment if Mikey thinks this trip is really possible, wonder if it’s necessarily a “good” idea to just leave town (the answer is obvious, yet I shove it to the darkened corners of my mind and continue on as if the thought never occurred to me), wonder what to think of the madman seated next to me with no more worries than where his next pack of cigarettes and cup of coffee will spring from.  I wonder a few more random thoughts that swirl about in my mind like leaves in the wind, take a drag off the clove and feel the fragrant smoke glide down into my lungs, release the smoke out into the air, and make my decision.  “Let’s hit it, then; let’s fucking go.”

*


“You want me to what?”


I can almost hear Julian rolling his eyes through the phone, and stifle a giggle rising from my stomach.  Julian can be so lame sometimes.  


“We’re going away, man, just come with us.”  I lean my head against the metal edge of the phone booth and toy with the cord, tapping my foot to the sound of somebody’s radio across the street.


“Where we going?  When we comin’ back?”  Julian, always the damn realist.


Mikey’s been pacing back and forth across the sidewalk, chewing on his thumbnail, clicking his tongue against his teeth now and then, creating an audible pop that makes the old woman on the front porch before us nearly stab herself with her knitting needles.  He stops now and tilts his head to the side, beckoning me for Julian’s response.  I shrug and shake my head, knowing full well my persuasion skills are better suited to sway other people, not Julian.  

Mikey turns and walks toward me, grabs the phone and leans a thin hand against the booth.  “Julian, we’re leaving.  We’re leaving, and you’re coming with us, man.”


I snort and step back, wondering if there’s any way in hell Mikey can convince Julian it’s a good idea to just pack up his stuff and hop in the car with a madman and his slightly eccentric sidekick.  Still, having Julian around would be a plus.  Nothing like a realist to keep our dreams grounded—nothing like Julian to remind you when you’re being an idiot.  I look at Mikey, and he’s got this crazy, lop-sided smile on his face, his hair standing out on one side.  I swear—that kid has never heard the word “comb” in his life.


“Righty-o, man, righty-o.  Well, to tell you the truth, I don’t care.  You’re the only other one I’ve deemed worthy of sharing this experience, so, like it or not, you’re coming.  You damned bastard, just put aside your anal-retentive, goddamn planning son-of-a-bitch ways and get over to Kyn’s.  We’re leaving in two hours.”


Mikey hangs up the phone and turns to me.  “Well, that’s done.”  He strides up the steps to the porch, salutes the old knitting woman and heads inside, leaving me to stand open-mouthed on the cracked sidewalk, hands on my hips, making eye contact for a moment with the old woman, who merely shakes her head and continues making an oddly misshapen sweater.  I guess we’re leaving in two hours.

When I get upstairs, Mikey is standing before my rather-extensive compact disc collection, tossing them into two piles, what I assume to mean the “taking” and “not-taking” categories.  He thumbs through them with quick, precise flicks of his wrist, humming some jazz tune I recognize but can’t name.


“So you got him to go, I assume?”


“Oh, sure, Lady.  He’s coming.”


I nod and retreat into the bedroom to start packing, a strange sense of adventure creeping into my chest.  I open the closet and grab a handful of shirts, toss them upon the bed and begin digging around for my suitcase.  I can still hear Mikey tossing CDs onto the dusty wooden floor, every now and then making little noises in regard to the disc in his hand—“Ah!” “Eck.” “Jesus, God, NO.” “Ooh, yeah.”  I peer out the doorway and watch him, a peaceful smile on my face.  It never fails to amaze me how the most chaotic person I know can also fill me with the deepest, most sincere sensation of tranquility I’ve ever felt.
Two hours later, we’re seated around my kitchen table, Mikey with cup of coffee in hand, Julian thumbing through a novel with his glasses pulled down to the tip of his nose.  I swirl my spoon around the inside of the coffee cup, watching the steam rise toward the ceiling.  The sky is growing dark outside, minute stars peeping out of the velvet black oblivion.  

“So, Mikey, where, might I inquire, are we going?”  Julian raises an eyebrow at Mikey.  I still can’t believe he’s here.  I would have never thought, in a million years, that Julian would agree to take part in such an unexpected experience.

“Oh, I dunno.  Just somewhere.  Just away from here.”

I look at both of them, and can feel the magnetic pull between the three of us.  Three individuals, so much alike and yet so different in so many ways.  Mikey the madman, Julian the sarcastic realist, and me.  Whatever it is I am.

*


Mikey swings the car next to the gas pump and hops out, dancing a bit as if he’s stepping across a bed of hot coals.  I turn around and face Julian, who’s immersed himself in a book, the plastic battery-operated reading lamp posted solid against the cover of the book.

“You want anything?” I ask, stifling a yawn—it is midnight, after all.


“Pack of Camels, unfiltered,” Julian responds, distracted.


I climb out of the car and cross the parking lot, watching in awe as a couple proceeds to start a heated argument near the corner of the building.  A woman stands, arms crossed, facing her significant other, who’s currently yelling at her for talking to the attendant a little too nicely.  Goddamn good idea of Mikey’s—another night around here and we’d probably all lose it.  


After paying for everything, I return to the car, loaded with cigarettes and plop down into the seat.  Mikey’s fiddling with the radio, trying to get the decrepit CD player to cooperate.  


“I told you we should have took your car,” I tell Mikey as he starts cussing the stereo.


Julian snorts from the backseat.  “Mikey’s car wouldn’t make it to the other side of town.”


“True,” Mikey responds, running a hand through his hair, and continues trying to push the CD into the stereo.  It goes in halfway, stops and remains there while the stereo squeals in protest.  “FUCK!  Kyn, dammit, this thing is worthless.”


“Well, yeah.  It is five years old, after all.  It was a defective piece of crap even then.”  I press the eject button and pull the CD from the stereo, turn it off, restart it, and slide the disc back in.  Music begins flowing from the speakers and Mikey groans.  “Well, shit.”  And off we go.


The moment we pull away from the glare of the city lights and darkness envelops the surrounding countryside, I sit back in the seat and gaze up toward the sky.  The stars are so visible out here it seems as if we’ve nearly entered another world.  Mikey’s humming a tune, cigarette perched neatly on the tip of his lower lip, thin fingertips tapping the steering wheel.  I light a cigarette of my own and exhale the smoke across the dashboard, watching as it slides across the windshield and filters out the open windows.  Julian’s already asleep, and I smile as a quiet snore escapes from the back of his throat.  I lean back a little further in the seat, close my eyes, and drift along in silence, feeling the soothing vibrations of the road beneath us.

“You asleep, Kyn?”

I turn my head to look at Mikey.  He’s staring straight out before him, eyes focused on some end point only he can see, a smile playing with the corners of his lips.


“No, why?”


“Do you remember the day we met?”


I think for a moment and smile.  “Sure.  You were sitting out in front of my dorm smoking a cigarette, making fun of a bunch of frat guys throwing around a Frisbee.”


“Yeah.”  Mikey smiles and starts to laugh a little.  “I’ve never seen such machismo, I mean, really.  That was ridiculous.  Thank God you walked outside right then, I mean, shit, Lady, I was about to flip out and start screaming.”


I flick the cigarette out the window and look back at him.  He’s quiet now, lost in some random thought.  “Why’d you want to know if I remembered that?”


“Ah, I dunno.  That’s when I knew we’d have to get outta here someday.  Right then.  I met Julian the same day, you know.  He was reading a book on the couch out in the hallway or something.”


“Yeah, I remember.  You know, I thought he was mute for a while.  Either that or completely anti-social, maybe even allergic to people.”


“Hey!” interjects a voice from the back seat.  “Fuck both of you.  I’m not anti-social, I just don’t like anybody.”


“Oh, is that what it is?”  I turn back toward Julian and raise my eyebrows, giving him a mocking nod.  


“Yeah,” says Julian, stretching out across the seat, closing his eyes.  “Now, fucking leave me alone.”  I can see the smile on his face.  Sometimes I think if I’d never met Julian I’d be a lot more naïve to the world of sarcasm.  Instead, I met Julian, and he trained me to master the art, as well.  What else are friends for, I mean, really?


I lean back and close my eyes again, humming the tune flowing from the speakers.  For a moment in time, I feel completely free from bonds, and a satisfying peace makes its way into my mind, lulling my ever-thinking brain to silence.

*


Four goddamn years ago.  It seems like eons.  I had black hair then, I think—or maybe it was blonde, I can’t remember.  Mikey likes to say I change hair color more than most people change light bulbs.  I walked into my dorm room and, to my utter disappointment, discovered my roommate seated on a pink comforter surrounded by dainty teddy bears, crying because her boyfriend lived an hour and half away.  She turned to look at me, saw the baggy jeans and torn black t-shirt, and stared.  All I could do was nod, biting my bottom lip and raising my eyebrows.  I unloaded everything into my corner of the room, tacked up a couple of posters featuring bands I was sure she’d never even heard of, and walked out the door.

When I stepped outside, I saw him.  This positively wild guy, seated on a cement bench in the shade, cigarette hanging out of his mouth, tapping drum sticks violently against his knee.  His hair was pretty long back then, and hung in twisted strands around the sides of his hollowed, tanned face.  He looked up at me and raised an eyebrow as if to say “Ah, there you are.”  I crossed the lawn amidst a flock of blonde guys attempting to kill one another over a fluorescent green plastic disk and sat down next to him.


“Hey, Lady.”  He nodded across the field toward another group of people seated on a bench—girls dressed in tight jeans, faces caked with makeup, caught up in a conversation about sex or fashion, no doubt.  “Not really your type, huh?”


“Not really.”


“Didn’t think so.”


I watched him from the corners of my eyes for a moment as he continued to tap out a rhythm against his knee.  Finally, he stopped and extended his hand toward me.


“I’m Mikey.”


“McKenzie…Kyn, rather.”


“Well, Kyn, fucking welcome to hell.”

He looked up again and, after a few moments, motioned to a tall, dark haired guy coming toward us—Mikey’s arm extending in a fluid sway, like his bones were made of some sort of rubber.


“This bastard here is Julian,” Mikey said.  Then he leaned in and spoke in a whisper.  “He fancies himself an intellectual.  We’ll just have to see how that one pans out.”


Julian approached us, and I spotted the book tucked neatly under his arm.  The pages looked a bit frayed, as if he’d opened and closed the book hundreds of times.  He was chewing on a pen, rolling it over and over in his mouth, smashing it between his straight, white teeth.  When he reached us, he stopped and nodded at me, taking a moment to slide the thin-rimmed glasses back up his nose.


“Julian, Kyn.  Kyn, Julian.”  Mikey gestured toward both of us with a quick flick of his hand and lit up another cigarette.  “Now that we’ve got the formalities out of the way, let’s start a plan.  We’ve got to have a plan about all of this, you know.  I mean, come on man, we’ve got to have a PLAN.”

I had no idea what he was talking about, but as I sat and tried to make sense of his quick and often gibberish speech, I began to understand.  I began to understand that, one way or another, he’d chosen us.  Out of all the people in that god forsaken university, Mikey chose us.  For what purpose, I had no idea.  Sometimes, I’m certain I still don’t.

*


“You bastard!  You just wait ‘till I catch up with you!  I’ll drag you out of there and pelt you to death with your own produce!”


I wake up to Mikey cussing out some truck driver transporting Florida oranges, the warm sun peering through the windshield onto my lap.  Mikey’s looking pretty crazy right now, with that I-haven’t-slept-all-night overly caffeinated look.  His hands are stretched tight around the steering wheel, and he’s gritting his teeth, mentally flinging oranges at a fat, bearded truck driver, I’m sure.  I sit up and stretch my arms behind me and shake my hair out of the ponytail, watching the flame-red tips flash before my face. 


“You want me to drive for a while?”


Mikey turns to me, his eyes so wide I expect them to come barreling out of the sockets in a few seconds.  His cigarette is sitting so tight between his teeth the filter looks half its original size.  “No, what gave you that idea?  (The sad part is—I know he’s serious.)


“Jesus, man, look at you.”  Julian leans forward over the seat, staring at Mikey, eyebrows furrowed.  “You look like you’re about to explode.”

Mikey wipes a bead of sweat that’s slowly making its way down the side of his face, his hand making an audible scratch as it slides over the stubble on his cheek.  His jaw vibrates a couple of times, and he turns back toward the road.  He blinks a couple of times.


“I do feel a little lightheaded,”  he says after a few moments.  He taps his fingertips against the steering wheel a few times, as if contemplating, then throws the blinker up and pulls off the side of the road.


After the dust clears from Mikey’s rather abrupt stop, I hop out of the car and stretch out my body again.  The air is warm, warmer than it was at home, and I begin to wonder where we are.  The trees around us rustle in a light breeze, and off in the distance I can see miles of farmland, stretching out to the distant edges of the horizon.  A few clouds drift overhead, sluggish, like wisps of cotton drifting across water.  There’s no one on the road, no houses around us, not even a herd of cattle to remind us we aren’t the only life forms in existence.  Quite calming, really.

“You gonna drive, or what?”  Julian’s watching me from the backseat, his head tilted down, peering over the top of his glasses.  I look at Mikey and he’s standing before the hood of the car, pushing it back and forth with the tip of his toe, mumbling to himself.

“Yeah, shit, sorry.”  I dart around the side of the car and fall into the seat.  I pull the seat forward, tilt the side mirrors to my level and wipe the sweat from the steering wheel.  Mikey climbs into the car and rolls down the window, the smoke from his cigarette creeping up into his hair and lingering there, as if his head were steaming.  


Julian settles back and crosses his arms, yawning.  “And on we go,” he says, finally.

*


“No way, dude,” Julian says, leaning over to grab my CD case.  He shuffles through it for a few moments, then looks up at Mikey, who’s pressed his face against the headrest, staring at him.  “No, man, I’m not going to Mexico,” Julian repeats.


“Come on!  I’m telling you, it’ll be just like Kerouac.  Or just like Kesey … you know, just GO.”  Mikey throws his hands up in the air and bounces in the seat.  “I mean, what better way to celebrate their existence than to follow in their footsteps?”


Julian sighs, a loud exhalation that seems to rattle the windows.  I watch him from the rearview mirror.  He slides his glasses up his nose and clears his throat.  “No.  That’s my final input.  If you wanna go to Mexico, then drop me off here, and I’ll find my own way back.”


Mikey turns his attention to me, raising an eyebrow, smiling like a little kid.  “Mexico?”


“I think I’m gonna have to go with Julian on this one, buddy.”  I place my knee against the steering wheel to steady it while I light a cigarette, and look up to see Mikey still watching me, chewing on his lip.  “Mikey, Jesus, give it up.  We’re not going to Mexico.”


Mikey settles back in the seat, arms crossed and attempts to pout.  “Fine,” he says after a few minutes.  He looks back at Julian and grabs the CD from his hand.  “You guys are so lame.”


Julian gives Mikey a smug smile.  “Yeah, well, you chose us for this expedition.”


Wrinkling his nose, Mikey simply turns up the stereo and lights a cigarette.  He turns his head toward the window and goes silent.  Sometimes I swear that kid is five, not twenty-two.


We drive on for a few miles, each of us lost in our own thoughts.  I watch the countryside flash by, and I can’t help but feel completely free.  Here we are, driving on no schedule, with no distinct destination—just going.  Just like Mikey said.  I look over at him and he’s singing along with the CD, his voice nearly matching Dylan’s.  “Once upon a time you dressed so fine, you threw the bums a dime in your prime, didn't you?  People'd call, say, Beware doll, you're bound to fall, you thought they were all kiddin' you.  You used to laugh about everybody that was hangin' out, now you don't talk so loud, now you don't seem so proud about having to be scrounging for your next meal.”  He turns to look at me and smiles, closing his eyes and turning his head back and forth to the beat of the music.


“We were born in the wrong generation,” Julian says, leaning forward and tapping his fingertips against my shoulder.


“Ain’t it the truth, man, ain’t it the truth,” Mikey says, and takes a drag off his cigarette and opens his eyes.  Suddenly, he leans forward and points.  “Holy Shit!”


I can’t see anything but a sign that says “Brocton, IL 5 miles.”  “Mikey, what the hell?”  I look over at him, and he’s just staring straight ahead.


Julian looks over at me with his eyebrow cocked up; hand and cigarette paused in midair.  “What?” he says.


“Lady, turn!  Turn now!”  Mikey rolls down the window and tosses the cigarette out with a flick of his wrist, then sticks his head out the window as I make the turn onto the gravel highway.  The tires spin underneath us, and I cringe as we kick gravel up across the windshield.  The dust flies up around us, coating the cornfields on either side of the car.


Julian leans forward to look out the window, his mouth hanging open, eyebrows still furrowed.  “Where … in … the … hell … are we?”  He looks at Mikey for a few moments, silent, then shoves him in the shoulder.  “What the fuck are you thinking, man?”


I grip the steering wheel harder, trying to control the car as it hurtles across the gravel, bite my lip and look at Mikey.  He’s leaned forward, hands on the dashboard, palms down, his fingertips splayed across the warm surface.  His mouth is hanging open a little, eyes wild, black hair shooting out in every direction.  He looks insane.  We’re surrounded by six-foot corn stalks on both sides of the car, prohibiting sight.  The dust has settled all around us, in the car, on our faces.  I wipe my hand across my forehead and smear the dust a little more.  The sound of crickets and other insects is so loud it overpowers the stereo with a fierce buzzing sound.  I feel my stomach begin to tie itself into a series of small, hard knots and take a deep breath.


“Dude, Mikey …” I trail off as the corn parts to reveal a grove of trees surrounding a town—or at least what I assume to be some sort of settlement. Four buildings, all weathered and beaten and badly in need of a coat of paint.  An old, shaggy dog lies asleep in the sun before one of the buildings.  The blue paint hangs in crackled strips, barely clinging to the cinderblocks, and there’s a neon Budweiser sign dangling askew in the one greasy window.  The sign above the door reads “Merle’s Tavern” in dingy white paint.


“Yes!” yelps Mikey.  “Here, Lady! Goddamn it, pull over!” He points to the building and hits his fist against the dashboard.


I flash Julian a concerned glance.  He’s leaned over, his nose nearly pressed to the window, his glasses slid down his nose.  I notice his hands are gripping the back of Mikey’s seat, gripping so hard his knuckles are white.  I swing the car into the parking lot, spraying gravel onto yellowed grass and against some dented aluminum trash cans behind the building.  Mikey jumps out before the car has even stopped, his tennis shoes sliding to a stop a few inches away from the car.  He stretches, extends his arms and spins around, taking in the scene with unbelievable gusto.  I shove the shifter into park and get out of the car, Julian at my heels.


“Holy shit,” Mikey says, a broad smile on his face, eyes sparkling.  “This is classic, massively fucking classic.”


We stand silent for a moment, each of us looking around.  The town is silent except for the sound of a tractor in the distance and a warm breeze sifting through the tall trees, making the leaves dance and crackle.  There’s no one around, and it feels like we’ve found ourselves in the middle of a ghost town, stranded and dead to the world.  I almost expect a pack of zombies to come barreling out of one of the buildings down the street, breaking through the seven layers of dust on the windowpanes, tearing down the cracked and splintered door, taking us down into the depths of their lair, doing horrifying and unmentionable things to our persons.  I shiver.


Julian’s standing there watching Mikey, one eyebrow cocking higher and higher in pure and utter disbelief.  Julian’s a city boy, or so I’ve been told.  This place must really scare the shit out of him.  He slowly pulls out a cigarette and lights it, smoothes his Led Zeppelin t-shirt and clears his throat.  “Mikey?  What are we doing here?  We’re in the middle of … uhm … nowhere.”  He trails off, and I look down the street to see an old man shuffling toward us, hands in his pockets, long, untamed black hair peeking out of a red trucker’s hat.  His beard is so unkempt all I can see are a pair of chapped lips and two beady eyes protruding from under the bill of the hat.  He walks rigid, as if he’s trying to maintain his stature against some unseen force working against him, taking slow, stiff steps.  He stops not far from us, nods, and walks inside the tavern, stepping over the dog in one jerky motion.


Mikey turns and grins, his cheeks stretched tight across his tanned face.  “Welcome to Brocton.  Let’s go have a drink.”  He motions toward the building and starts walking, kicking gravel up with every step, muttering and giggling to himself.


Julian shakes his head, but follows him, head hanging, rubbing his temples with his fingertips.  I stand motionless for a few moments, still appraising our surroundings.  What is Mikey thinking?  Has he gone completely over the edge?  It’s places like these people just disappear and never return.  People just vanish—fade away into oblivion.  Maybe I’ll just wait in the car.  I turn to walk toward the car when a huge crash echoes off the sides of the building.  I jump straight into the air, and I can feel the tiny hairs on my arms standing on end.  A cat shakes itself and looks back toward the roof it just jumped from, as if pondering how it happened to fall.  It licks a paw, drags it over its head and jumps off the trash can, sending the lid flying, the metallic sound echoing toward me once again.  I turn and follow the boys inside.

*


When the heavy wooden door shuts behind us, the whole place goes silent.  There’s about seven people inside, all seated at the bar under a dim, dusty lamp.  They stare at us; old men leaned over bottles of cheap beer, their eyes searching us for some sort of recognition.  A plump, weathered woman stands frozen behind the bar, towel in one hand, cigarette in the other.  The half-inch ash on the tip falls and flutters to the floor.


“Help you all?” she inquires finally, the giant red bun of hair atop her head falling forward a few inches.


“Howdy there, ma’am.”  Mikey crosses the room and plops down at a table.  “I’ll have a Budweiser.”


The woman grabs a bottle and opens it one swift motion, crosses the room and sets it before Mikey.  She smells like a mixture of sweat and stale cigarette smoke, and I can see Julian shudder a little as she turns toward him.


“You want somethin’?”  She takes a long, slow drag off her cigarette, her thick lips wrapping tight around the lipstick-smeared filter.  Julian just stares at her, and she turns her yellowed eyes to me.


“Uh, no thanks, I’m cool.”  I smile weakly and look down again.  She turns back toward Julian and makes a very tactless grunting sound.


Julian leans back in his chair and taps his fingertips against his knee.  “Guinness?”


She stops and looks at him, her face drawn tight.  “We ain’t got none of that, hun.”


“Corona?”


“Nope, ain’t got none of that, neither.  We got Budweiser, Busch, Milwaukee’s Best and I think there’s some Pabst in back.”  She places a hand on her hip and tilts her head, obviously growing impatient.


Julian makes a face and sighs.  “I think I’ll just go with a water.” 


I control the urge to laugh as she waddles away, leaving Julian to shake his head.


“You know,” says Julian, “if they call that shit ‘Milwaukee’s Best,’ I’d hate to see Milwaukee’s worst.”


I put my head in my hands and try to stop my shoulders from shaking as the laughter creeps up my throat.  Mikey frowns and leans forward, pointing at Julian with his cigarette.  “Have some optimism, okay?  This is the heart of America here, man.”  


The woman returns with Julian’s water and slams it down on the table, gives him a sharp look and walks back to the bar.  Julian sits up and looks into the glass, the corners of his mouth dropping into a grimace.


I bend over the table to see what the big deal is.  There’s a layer of grime at the bottom of the glass, and it looks as if she just went out back and scooped some water out of a muddy puddle.  Julian drums his fingertips against the table top, staring into the glass, his breathing growing increasingly heavy.  “What the fuck?” he says finally.  “That’s fucking revolting!”


The room grows quiet again, and I look up to see everyone turned, watching us again.  I feel animosity growing in the dank air, and reach out to place my hand on Julian’s arm.  “Dude, shut up.  Just shut up.”


“No,” snaps Julian.  “This is ridiculous.  First, I agree to come along on this fucking trip, then Mikey’s over there fucking losing his mind, I can’t get a goddamn good beer and now this shit!  I can’t believe I’m fucking here!  Jesus!”


I hear some low rumbles as I realize the group at the bar as has been listening to every word Julian’s just said—not that it’s difficult, he’s practically yelling.


Mikey turns around and looks at the bar, his eyes momentarily widening.  “Jesus, god almighty, look at that bunch over there!  They’ve spotted us!”  I roll my eyes.  This isn’t really the time for Mikey’s sense of humor.


“There a problem over here?” The woman returns to our table, arms crossed over her huge chest, face drawn into a tight frown.  I feel my stomach drop out and squeeze Julian’s arm again, mentally beckoning him to just close his mouth.  


“Look, this is positively absurd.  There’s shit in this glass.  How can you expect me to drink this?”  Julian shoves the glass at the woman, spilling water everywhere.  I feel it spray across my face and look up to see the woman standing motionless, staring at her soaked blouse.  I feel the color drain from my face.  This can’t be good.  Everyone at the bar rises to their feet, like a pack of wild dogs preparing to ravage some poor unfortunate beast.  But instead of dogs, it’s these old, burly men who probably keep shotguns in their trucks, and, instead of an unfortunate beast, we’re the poor unfortunate souls waiting to be annihilated.


Mikey’s staring at the men, his lower lip trembling a little.  One of the men, the same one who’d nodded at us outside, crosses the room.  His stiff walk is gone, replaced by a heavy, lumbering gait that makes my shoulders begin to shake in fear.  


“Look here, boy,” the man says, leaning over our table.  The smell of whiskey is overpowering.  “I think you’d better jes’ apal-o-gize to this here woman.  You ain’t from ‘round here, are ya?  I think ya’ll done outstayed yer welcome.”


Julian lights another cigarette, cool and calm and with far too little concern.  “My fucking glass is dirty.”  He exhales smoke across the table into the man’s face.


Mikey looks at the man, who stands staring back at Julian, eyes narrowed, some treacherous thought running its course through his mind, no doubt.  Mikey stands suddenly, the chair flying back against the wall.  “J—Julian, let’s go, buddy.”


Another man grabs Mikey by the arm and pulls him back against the wall.  “Not so fast, pal.  Why don’t you have yerself a seat and take a load off.”


Thoughts race through my mind.  I picture our bodies hanging lifeless from some tree in the square, bodies swaying in the breeze, dogs gnawing at our feet until just dry, brittle bones are left.  I look around the room and realize we’re surrounded by men, all standing ready to pounce.  Even the woman looks like she’s ready to get in a few licks.  Something has to be done.


“Excuse me, sir,” I address the man leaning over our table.  “Look, I’m sorry my friends have no manners.  If you’ll be so kind as to let us pay our tab and leave, we’ll turn around and get out of here and never return again.”


He stares at me for what seems like ten minutes, but is probably more like ten seconds, before he begins laughing.  He laughs so hard he tilts his head back and staggers backward, beginning to cough and hack with such force I expected to see his lung on the floor when he stops.


“Well, missy.  Yer friend done insulted our Peggy.”  He motions a hairy, flannel-clad arm to the woman, who smiles a toothless grin.  “We can’t jes let ya’ll outta here, now can we?”  I feel my blood turn to ice.


Right then, Mikey kicks over the table behind us, causing such a commotion that everyone in the room turns around.  In those few seconds of chaos, Mikey grabs the both of us and yanks us toward the door.  As he drags me across the floor, I look back to see them turn and look at us.  It seems as if that moment freezes, as if we are the only ones able to move for that brief instant.  Then everything returns to normal, and I hear a guttural roar, like the deafening war cry of some tribe of natives.  I choose that moment to get my feet underneath me and beginning running behind the boys.  I slide through the door just before it closes and turn the corner of the building, my feet skidding on the gravel.  I fall once, twice, struggling to keep my feet stable on the oil-stained rocks.


“Come on, Lady!” Mikey yells, and I toss the keys at him.  He catches them and hops in the car, Julian right behind him.  Mikey starts the car, and I can hear the war cry getting louder behind me.  The tires spin as I hop into the backseat, and Julian’s turned around watching the group growing closer and closer to the car.  “Go!  Mikey, fuck, GO!”


The tires spin again, and the car fishtails in wild jerks.  One man slams his fist against the trunk just as the car gains friction and takes off down the street.  I peer out the window just in time to see them all climbing into an old red Ford truck.  


“Shit!  Mikey, drive!  They’re following us!”  I pound the back of Mikey’s seat and find myself praying for the first time in years.  The car squeals in protest against the gravel and the 80 miles per hour Mikey’s forcing it to do.  Dylan’s still squeaking out of the speakers, but it no longer seems peaceful.  Everything’s collapsed into one huge, destructive sinkhole.  I turn around, and the truck is gaining on us.  How that’s possible, I’ll never be sure.  But, just the same, that old truck is growing closer, two huge men peering out of the windshield, three more in the bed, all watching us with sick grins on their stubbly faces.


“Jesus, Julian, can’t you learn to just shut your mouth?”  Mikey’s screaming at him now, his face red, and the sweat is pouring down the sides of his face.  There’s a cigarette stuck between his teeth, but it isn’t lit.  “Do you know what people like that do to people like us?  It’s not pretty, pal; it’s not pretty at all.”


“Look, man, I’m sorry.  I just got a little pissed.”  Julian turns to look at me, and I can tell he’s terrified.  He looks behind me, and his jaw drops.  I turn back and there, right behind us, are two trucks, all full of angry, corn-fed country boys, ready to take us down.  “Holy fucking shit.”


“Oh God,” Mikey’s leaned way over the steering wheel now, accelerator to the floor, shoulders shaking.  “Oh Jesus, oh God … Oh Jesus, oh God … ”


We fly down the gravel road, dust so thick I can’t imagine how Mikey can see.  He turns again and again onto more desolate roads, attempting to lose the trucks.  They remain behind us, so close I wait for their metal bumpers to connect with the tail end of my not-so-sturdy Honda.  We pass farm houses and barns, cemeteries and grain mills, and I pray that somehow we’ll find our way to some paved road that might lead to a safe haven.  We’re all silent now; all waiting for Mikey to figure things out, praying that his madness will get us through this.  God knows we can’t count on Julian’s so-called “realist tendencies.”


Mikey swings the car onto another highway, this one paved, and I scream as the tip of a bumper nudges the car.  The car sways back and forth, and Mikey spins the wheel in an attempt to maintain control.  Somehow, he manages to keep the car on the highway and boosts the speedometer up to 95.  I didn’t even know my car could do 95.  I turn back and the trucks are still behind us, though further back.  I struggle to see the men inside, but can’t make out more than their brawny outlines.


“Mikey, do you know where we are?” I ask finally, taking a moment to light a cigarette.  


“Uh … sort of.”  Mikey shoots me a glance in the rearview mirror and shrugs.  “I think we’re headed toward St. Louis.”  


“Good,” says Julian, rubbing a hand across his sweaty forehead.  “I’d feel a hell of a lot more comfortable around gangsters than these guys.”


Mikey turns his head in a swift jerk to glare at Julian.  “I don’t want to hear anything from you, man.  I’m tempted to toss you out of the car as it is—let them have their way with you.  You’re lucky I haven’t done it yet.  One more word and … and …” Mikey stops and shakes his hand at Julian.  “And just shut up.”

Again the car grows quiet.  We all stare straight ahead, afraid to look behind us.  I can hear the low rumble of diesel engines growing closer and lean my head back against the seat.  Suddenly, there’s a loud noise, and I feel glass spray down on my head.


“Fuck!”  Julian ducks and covers his head.  “They’re fucking shooting at us!  Fuck Mikey!  Drive, man!  Drive!”


I dust the glass off my shoulders and lean way over so I’m not the next target to get hit.  No more shots follow.  We drive on for a few more miles, Julian screaming, Mikey mumbling, and me praying to every deity I’ve ever known.  After about twenty minutes, I finally get the nerve to look behind us.  The trucks are gone.  There’s nothing but open road behind us, and nothing but open road stretching out before us.  “Dude, they’re gone.”  


“Well I’m not fucking stopping,” says Mikey, lighting a cigarette.  “And I’m not fucking slowing down, either.”


Nobody argues.  We all just sit in silence and try to forget what just happened.  The window behind me isn’t completely shattered, thank god, but there’s a pretty substantial hole in it, and huge spider webs of cracked glass have ballooned the window inward.  There’s a something embedded into the back of Mikey’s seat.  I shudder as I think how close he came to uncertain, or rather certain, fate.  I grab a pen, pry it out and pick it up.  It’s cool and hard against my fingertips.  “Anybody know what this goes to?  I mean, what kind of thing shoots this?”


“A gun,” says Julian, rolling his eyes.


“No shit, a gun.  I mean what kind of gun?”


“How the hell should I know?  I hate guns.”


Mikey takes it from me and rolls it between his fingertips.  “Looks like a shotgun.”


“Oh, that’s real comforting.”  I sink lower into the seat again, just in case. 

*

 
It’s dark by the time we hit a substantial town.  We’re all exhausted and sleep-deprived, all stiff from holding ourselves so tense for six hours straight.  I’m sure we look like we’re dead.  Mikey pulls the car into a gas station and stops, looking around for red Ford trucks, I assume.  Satisfied, he opens the door and walks over to the gas pump.  I get out and observe the back window.  Julian stands beside me, glasses in one hand, rubbing his eyes with the other.


“Alright,” says Mikey.  “New rules.  Julian, your speaking privileges have been revoked.  My destination privileges have been revoked.  Lady, you’re in charge.”


I nod and look around us.  We’re a little outside St. Louis, in a nice, domestic suburb with nice, domestic people.  There’s a businessman filling up a silver Lexus next to us, watching us from the corner of his eyes.  His wife sits in the passenger sit, and I watch with a delirious joy as she slyly locks the door, trying not to look at us.


Mikey finishes up, pays and drives us to a car wash.  After vacuuming the glass from the backseat, he starts duct-taping trash bags to the back window.


“Now that’s attractive,” Julian comments, lighting a cigarette.  


“Hey, fuck you, pal.” Mikey stops and looks at him, hair in his eyes, jaw tight.  “If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”


I watch all of this, a smile on my face.  It almost seems funny now that we’ve escaped the whole deal.  “Almost” being the key word.  I’m sure it’ll be really funny someday.  Mikey continues patching up the window, and I can’t help but laugh at him.  He’s climbing all over the car, Scooby-do boxers peeking out above his jeans, his tongue sticking out of his mouth.


“So, Mikey, do you always carry around trash bags and duct-tape?”  I trace the toe of my shoe through some sand on the ground.


“Shit yeah, Lady.  You’ll never know when this’ll come in handy.”


Maybe Mikey’s the realist and Julian’s the madman.  I decide then to never doubt him again.  And to never put my faith in Julian again, either.  I look across the street and see the hotel sign.  It’s time for bed.


“Alright, boys.  When we finish up here, we’re going to the Ho-Jo.”  I motion again to the bright Howard Johnson’s sign.  “And then tomorrow, tomorrow, I’ll figure out what we’re going to do next.”

*


I awaken to the warm sunlight creeping across my face and Mikey snoring in my ear.  He almost looks normal when he’s asleep.  I watch the light dance across the cheap flowered comforter and across the dingy walls, casting crystalline reflections as it bounces off the poorly done hotel paintings.  Those paintings always remind me of an assembly line—one person painting a tree, another a flower, another the sky.  The epitome of uncreative capitalism.  I can hear cars driving by outside, honking horns, making their way to wherever they’re headed as we all lay here in a cut-rate hotel with dirty green carpet and the smell of mildew.  


I stretch out my body and contemplate where we’re headed.  This trip wasn’t what I thought it would be.  I guess I imagined some sort of huge epiphany, some escape from the drudgeries of university life, some escape from the harsh realities of life.  Instead, we’ve managed little other than being chased out of some barren town by a bunch of hicks with shotguns.  I shudder as I remember how close we came to uncertain fate.  Too close.  Way too close.  I get up and head to the bathroom, stepping over a pile of clothing that I assume belongs to Julian, who’s buried himself under a comforter on the floor, bare feet sticking out.  I still can’t believe he threw a fit over the water.  I mean, complaining is one thing, but freaking out like that?  It makes me question what we all really know about each other.  


I flick on the fluorescent light in the bathroom and smooth my hair.  My skin looks translucent.  The lighting, more than likely.  The faucet is dripping, rhythmic plops of water that echo off porcelain and tile walls, making the whole room seem somehow empty.  That’s how I feel right now—empty.  I’m with my two best friends, having the supposed time of my life, escaping a life I can’t stand—and I feel empty.  I look down at my hands, at my body, and for a moment I can’t even recognize myself.  Who is this girl with the black-rimmed, mascara-ridden eyes?  The long red-black hair?  The thin, hollow frame?  When did she replace the little blonde girl that used to climb trees and dress up like a pioneer girl?  These are all questions I can’t answer, even though I’ve been here for the whole transformation.  I close my eyes and lean back against the wall, feeling the emptiness surround me.  It’s funny how, even when you’re surrounded by people, you can feel totally and completely alone.


A knock on the door sends me back to reality, and there’s Julian, scratching his stomach, yawning.  “Hey,” he says.  “I have to piss.”


I nod and leave him to his business.  I still can’t decide what I want to do.  Should we go on, or go home?  I shrug and decide to wait for some sort of sign.


Mikey’s still asleep, his head buried under the pillow, snoring so loud I think the walls are shaking.  With every exhalation, his body seems to shudder and I swear the picture frame above the bed rattles against the wall.


“Mikey.”  I lean over and grab his leg.  “Mikey, wake up.”


He mumbles something and buries his head deeper.  


“Mikey,” I call out, a little louder.  No response.  I hop up on the bed and start jumping, and when he doesn’t move I let my body fall right next to his, sending him flying up in the air a few inches.  That wakes him up.


“Jesus!”  Mikey sits up and stares at him.  “What the hell, lady?”


“It’s time to get up.”  I ruffle his hair and laugh when I pull my hand back and two chunks stand out on either side of his head, like horns.  Mikey shakes his head and falls back against the pillow.


“Come on, lady, lemme sleep some more.”  Mikey pulls the blankets tighter to his body and groans when I reach out to pull them away.


“Lazy ass, lets go!”  I reach out and shove him so hard he rolls off the other side of the bed.  Julian comes out of the bathroom, toothbrush sticking out of his mouth and stares at us.  


“What the fuck?” He says, mouth full of toothpaste.  He shakes his head and returns to the bathroom.  Mikey sits up and looks at me, his eyes wide.


“Jesus, that was harsh.”


“Yeah, well, if you don’t get up, I’ll show you harsh.”


He gets up quickly.

*


We sit down in a back booth at the café and open our menus.  My stomach is growling so loud Julian looks at me from the corner of his eyes and smirks.  “Sounds like somebody’s a little hungry.”  He reaches out and pats my shoulder.


“Funny, real funny,” I say, glaring at him.  “Fuck you, water boy.”


Mikey grabs his butter knife and points it at Julian.  “Yeah, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll fucking drink your water and not bitch.  No bitching.  Your bitching rights are gone, my friend.  Gone.”


The waitress makes her way over to us, looking tired and grouchy.  She’s looks like she’s about 19, and very pregnant.  Her hair is pulled into an oily ponytail, blue eyes watching us wearily.  “Can I take your order?”  she asks, her voice wavering like she’s about to pass out.  I make a mental note to kill Julian if he says anything rude.


Mikey leans forward and points to the biggest breakfast plate on the menu.  “That one,” he says.  “That fucker right there.”


The waitress nods, trying to fight a smile.  I swear, Mikey could charm a brick wall.


“I’ll have the number 4,” Julian says, lighting a cigarette.  He looks at the waitress and smiles.  She is not amused—I don’t think Julian could charm anything.


I shut my menu and slide it across the table.  “Side of bacon, side of toast, side of hash browns.  Oh, and a coffee.”  


The waitress thanks us and walks away, still weaving a little.  I can’t help but wonder what it would be like to be pregnant, working at a place like this.  I can’t even imagine what it would be like to be pregnant.  Or work in a place like this.  Not to mention both.  I look over at the boys and they’re both staring at me. 


“What?”


“You are so weird,” says Julian.  “Why can’t you just order a normal meal?”


“I hate eggs.  You know that.  Everything fucking comes with eggs.”  Nobody argues with me.  We all just stare out the windows in silence.  Like strangers forced to sit at the same table, making hurried and awkward conversation because they don’t want to be rude, not out of mere congeniality.  


It strikes me then, as we sit, trying not to look at each other, that something is very wrong here.  Is there no communication on this trip?  Even Mikey, who normally talks more than a speed freak is seated quietly, his body turned away from us, cigarette in hand, eyes focused somewhere, anywhere, but on us.  I can’t explain what has happened here, why it is that we have grown so disconnected in so short a time.  Maybe it was the hicks, maybe not.  Maybe it’s just us.  We’re quiet all through breakfast, each engrossed in eating, each determined not to make eye contact with one another.
***The third and final section of this story is currently underway, but is, as of yet, unfinished.  Dr. Blackmon advised me to submit this along with my academic sample as an example of my own creative work in ENG 501.  
