November


Snaking my way along Arkansas Highway 62 in the early November of my senior year, I was on my way to visit old friends. Everywhere, grays and blues and purples rolled in all directions, lightly coated in mist and fog. Gray clouds hung in the sky promising erratic rain and little hope of sunshine. I sang along with the mixed tape in my car, occasionally slamming on my breaks to admire the horses in the fields along the road.


I saw one in a full-fledged gallop – a slender gray horse flying across the dead grass. My heart lifted and ran with her from the highway. I don’t know where she was going to go when she met the fence, but I was around a curve before the inevitable end of her run rushed up on her. My spirits lifted, I sped up on the curves, exhilarated by the sudden precipices that whipped by and the blue-gray November world of hills and trees and cows and fog that opened up beyond them.


I passed a sign and an arrow pointing down a dirt road that read, “Eros, pop 30.” One of those tiny little communities that sprang up throughout the Ozarks, generally consisting of a large family and maybe a dog or two. But the name struck a chord with my imagination, a dark blue mystery chord as D.H. Lawrence’s poem “Bavarian Gentians” flew through my mind. I wanted Eros to live up to its name. I pictured a deep cavern opening up at the end of the dirt road, a world of darkness and sensuality and Persephone’s bridal terror. I wisely did not decide to see for myself; reality has a way of profoundly upsetting me. Like on Highway 7, there’s a little place called Possum Trot. I hardly need to describe the image this gave me, so I couldn’t resist turning off the way to visit. I found a decrepit barn, one or two ragged farmhouses, and a family-owned gas station with one pump and a large sign reading, “Jesus Saves.” No prancing marsupials in sight. I was bitterly disappointed, but then again, the world doesn’t make a habit of making itself fit my way of looking at it.


I missed the turn to Jason’s house a total of four times before I finally found my way up the terrifyingly uncivilized dirt road. My little black car sputtered and banged and bottomed out once or twice when I took the curves and hills entirely too fast. Krista, Jay, and Eve were all waiting for me when I pulled into his yard. “Jess!” shrieked Krista as she ran toward me. I grinned. “Hey!” I yelled, throwing my arms around her. 


“Hey Jessica,” Jason said, smiling his serial killer smile. Jason looked like a psychopath with his shaved head, mud-stained trench coat, and evilly smiling dark purple eyes. 


“Hi, Jason,” I said warmly as we embraced and I tried not to flinch at his icy touch. 


“You’re Eve?” I asked the girl with the spiky short red hair and oversized blue sweater. She nodded and offered a handshake. “Nice to meet you and all,” I said.


“Come inside,” Jason motioned and we followed him into the trailer plastered with his and Krista’s artwork, movie posters, concert tickets, miscellaneous semi-Bohemian paraphernalia.  


“How are you?” Kris asked, her wide blue eyes open and happy. I love reunions. Kris and I were never all that close, but time and space had transformed a garden-variety friendship into desperate love for the initial moment of seeing each other after a year.


Jason and I had history. And its ensuing issues. 


I’d heard about Eve, but only bits and pieces. Krista loved her as Jason’s strictly platonic best friend who he happened to live with. Their trailer was tiny, but comfortable in a marijuana hazy good music expressionistic kind of way. The painfully sweet sound of an acoustic guitar sang to us as we clambered up the treacherous steps inside. A long-haired guy was seated on the thrift store couch, gently strumming a gentle melody.


“Colby, this is Jessica,” Jay interrupted him. He came crashing out of his guitar trance and sat stunned for a second. Then he got his realities straightened out and said hi.


“She’s an old friend,” Krista explained.


Colby nodded agreeably and we all sat down on the couch, the floor, the furniture. 


“How’ve you been?” Kris repeated her question.


I shrugged. “Been all right. How about you?”


She laughed. “Crazy. But all right.”


Jason smiled in his inadvertently demonic way. “Yeah, that about covers it. Things haven’t changed too much since you moved. Same soap operas, just happening to different people.”


“I guess that’s high school.”


He laughed sardonically. “I guess that’s life. A big dumb fucking tv show.”


“Or maybe a trippy independent film with a good soundtrack,” suggested Colby shyly. I grinned at him and he looked away, embarrassed.


“He’s really shy,” Eve said affectionately. 


“It’s ok, me too.”


Jay looked around. “Yeah, we’ve got an eclectic collection of anti-social weirdos in this room right now.”


I sat down next to Colby to watch him play. He reddened a little under my observation, but continued to play. He was quite talented. Most teenage poets make some attempt to play guitar, but Colby had a genuine spark in him that translated beautifully into the rippling sounds speaking of unutterable feelings.


All I knew about Eve was that she was a tough as nails bisexual returning guest of the local psychiatric hospital. Kris had never kissed a girl when Eve came to town. The event fucked her up for a few days, but had since ironed itself out into a rock-solid friendship.


Kris was all softness and sincerity behind her Goth punk style. Fishnets and vinyl and chains couldn’t hide her implicit empathy and warm blue eyes. She was a friend, one I would always wish I knew better.


Kris vanished behind a dividing wall and returned with a big black rat in her hands.


“Jess, meet Jazz.” She shoved the rodent into my hands. Eve watched approvingly.


“Good. A girl who’s not afraid of rats.”


“I like rats,” I said, watching the little animal scurry around my cupped hands and arms.


“Jazz is a sweetheart, if certain individuals would remember to change his WATER.” She looked threateningly at Jason, who threw his hands up defensively.


“I change it three times a day!”


She looked in the cage. “But it’s DIRTY. It doesn’t matter how many times a day you change it. When it gets dirty, you get him clean water.”


Jason stared at her, amusement and reoccurring disbelief playing across his face.


Eve paused for a little while. “Then GO CHANGE IT.”


I raised my eyebrows at this small girl with the short hair who so easily commanded Jason’s obedience. I liked her. She had a strength to her that complemented the hallmarks of troubled thoughts in her face and stance.


Jay returned with the water dish rinsed and refilled and set it in Jazz’s cage. He threw Eve a belligerent glance. “There. Happy?”


She nodded lightly. Jason chunked a pillow at her.


I glanced around the walls until I came across a beautiful Clockwork Orange poster.


“Isn’t that great?” Jason asked, following my eyes.


“Yeah, it is. Where’d you get it?”


“Online. Kubrick’s greatest, in my opinion.”


“I don’t know. Dr. Strangeglove…”


“Yeah, I guess you can’t beat that ending. But still.”


I smiled at him, accidentally making full eye contact. It wounded us both with the intimacy.


  “Oh shit,” Krista leaped to her feet. “I have to run home real fast, I forgot that Chris was coming over.”


“Who’s Chris?”


“Her boyfriend,” Jay answered sneeringly.


“Don’t be an asshole,” admonished Eve as she stood up. “I’ll go with you, if that’s ok. Colby, you too.”


It occurred to me that Eve probably knew everything about me and Jason, and was acting accordingly.


“We’ll be right back,” promised Kris. “When do you have to leave?”


I looked at my watch. “In two hours or so. I’ll still be here, don’t worry.”


She looked torn for a second, then said, “Ok, but you’d better not leave. We’ll be back in about twenty minutes.”


Jay shot Eve a slightly panicked look, but she ignored it as they left.


An awkward silence that lasted several minutes ensued. Jay broke it, uncharacteristically.


“I love November.”


I nodded in concurrence. “It’s a good time for reflection.”


He laughed sarcastically. “Over what? Your hopes and dreams? Past and present? No, I just like cold rainy weather.”


I rolled my eyes. “Well, you’re getting it.”


Silence again. Jay stood up and put Jazz back in his cage. I wanted to tell Jay about the gray horse and Eros and “Bavarian Gentians” and skirting reality, but I couldn’t seem to get my tongue around the words. It made me wonder what he really wanted to say across the room.


Jay let out a long, drawn out sigh as he sank into a chair. “Jessica…” he started. He always used my first name. To everyone else I was Jess, but Jason was the only one who could say my real name naturally. Whatever thought he was about to communicate, he suddenly abandoned and asked if I’d seen Requiem for a Dream. I told him I hadn’t.


“We’ve been set up,” he said miserably.


“I sort of figured.”


“I have no idea how to handle this situation,” he admitted honestly.


“So let’s not handle it,” I suggested. “Let’s just have a good time.”


“Some things are hard to let go of.”


“And some things you can’t do anything else with.”


He considered. “But I refuse to make chit chat to cover up for it.”


“That’s fine.”


We sat in silence for a long time, our wills fighting a ferocious battle against each other.


Finally Jason jerked up, stormed across the room and kissed me. Hard. I stiffened instantly in surprise, then relaxed into it. He broke the embrace after it had run its course, and nodded decisively. Then he walked purposefully back to his chair, sat down, and there we sat silently until Eve, Krista, and Colby returned.


The five of us had a wonderful, tension-free time after that.


I drove away into darkness and light mist, two hours of my life dedicated to introductions, conclusions, guitars, and unanswered questions. The way people connect – odd. 

