Romance

Seth was in trouble again. 

And I was driving aimlessly around town. Midnight and I’d outlasted my hometown a good two hours. Damnably mild night weather stagnated into my car. I wished for a storm as I hummed over the dark streets around the square. Neon lights glowed preternaturally from the occasional store window, illuminating its only inhabitants, blankly staring mannequins that gazed resentfully at me as I passed. I could catch the reflection of myself driving in the glass that encased their frozen features. The county courthouse sat proud in its state of dilapidation, its tired out face hearkening back to the glory days. Traffic lights pulsing, changing, click, flash, and I was too thoroughly a creature of habit to run them. No one around. I felt like I was the only living creature in the dead blank silence that gripped small town America in the night. Me in my black Plymouth Breeze - a red-headed firefly element of a different universe zigzagging around in the dark in search of Enlightenment. Every once and a while, a battered pick-up filled with good ol’ boys looking for trouble roared by, paying no attention to a small black car stopped resolutely at stop lights governing the safety of the absent populace.

Tonight the night was mine. Nothing to do, and no one to see, I was delirious with freedom. My parents, my friends, my world could not reach me in my little black car zipping along deserted streets and moonlit highways. September night sounds and road noise purred around me like a giant cat. I wanted to stroke its fur, twist my fingers in the softness, the sheer romance of the moment. “You” by REM was playing, and I felt so hopelessly, desperately in love. All this love pouring out of me into stifling silence. But for the time being, I couldn’t even imagine loneliness in the face of such an overpowering emotion. 

Streetlights flickered in and out of existence, worn-out bulbs giving way to the emptiness. Streetlights can get lonely, too. 

Everything was still. Everything was calm. The wind was quiet and room temperature. Everything was static. An auto salvage shop, an unplugged Pepsi machine, a plucky neon sign - ANTIQUES - sputtering and wavering in an admirable struggle for survival. A twisted heap of rubber and lumber, a gas station with one pump and a proud announcement “bathroom inside,” a Christian-affiliated flower shop advertising funeral arrangements and Gospel tapes, and a drug store where minors had to be accompanied by a parent to buy pregnancy tests. Expanses of concrete littered with cigarette butts and miscellaneous garbage. A park consisting of a muddy creek, a few malnourished geese, several weed-ridden sand boxes, a rusted swing set, scattered crumpled Coke cans. And a half-naked pair of teenagers parked right under a streetlight, struggling against each other in the back seat, in a panicked search for something, anything that was young and uncontrolled and alive. As I drove by a cop car had pulled in next to them. He was knocking on their window.

I prayed for a storm.

I drove, finding the four lane lifeline to civilization, followed it out of downtown. The soft, flickering glow grew up, turned cold and unwavering, as the technology shifted from the quaintness of the “historic” square toward a stab at basic highway needs - fast food, gas stations, and, inevitably - Wal-Mart. The sprawling central nervous system of any small town. Open twenty-four hours. Perfect for those late-night vandalism needs. The chocolate craving of the pseudo-suicidal ex-girlfriend. The only place to go to socialize for the wandering adolescent poet. 

At midnight on a Tuesday night though, even Wal-Mart was relatively deserted. But there’s only so much you can do when you’ve snuck out of your house for a whirl around town, so I parked anyway.

There’s something unpleasantly sobering about finding yourself almost alone in Wal-Mart. When even the employees are out of sight, Apocalyptic premonitions are unavoidable. Seldom have I seen a more desolate sight than an empty aisle at Wally World. But I marched bravely forward, arms full of little paper umbrella toothpicks, a straight, tall black candle, and some fake black roses (there’s nothing like a visit to the craft section to brighten any clandestine excursion). I wandered into the electronics section to pick up some blank tapes, and nodded at the worker half-asleep behind the counter. I felt oddly indebted to him, as though his mere presence had rescued me from a deadly ocean of indifference. I even flashed him my most sincere smile, the effect of which seemed to be more or less lost on him.

   I turned the corner around a rack of country cassette tapes (only $3.95), and there was Seth, lanky frame hunched over the rows of CDs, picking through them as though searching through a pile of sand for a grain of a diamond. I looked hard to make sure it was really him and wondered whether or not to say hello. He sat next to me in Geometry, every so often promising to return borrowed pencils or test questions with his eternal love and devotion. One of those guys with an infectious, sympathetic smile when he’s talking or flirting with you that fades into something as sad and restless as a caged tiger when he thinks you’re not looking. He stood over six feet tall in a Pink Floyd shirt and baggy jeans, shaggy hair hanging just over his eyes. His entire face sparkled with a lazy intelligence and a sneering rebellion. This was the kid you fell in love with in high school because he broke all the rules, laughed at all the consequences, and told you you were beautiful. He had a long, sensitive face with friendly, laughing eyes that leapt back and forth from casual conversation to totally sincere empathy. And every time I talked to him, he was in trouble.

He heard the approach of my sneakers on the squeaky clean tile, and straightened out of his unmistakable slacker slouch as he turned to face the sound. Seeing a friendly face, he immediately lowered himself back into typical horrendous posture. Seth epitomizes that dangerous, friendly, irresistible stoner charisma.

“Hey, Leah,” he said with a grin.

“Hey,” I answered. My words felt harsh and heavy, like talking too loud in an empty cathedral. Silence can transform anywhere into holy ground. Seth felt the perverse spiritual backlash of our transgression, and moved closer to me so that we could speak quietly.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, half teasingly. I could feel his eyes looking down from six feet up on me. Seth has eyes that I instinctively avoid. But I can still feel their intensity, the way you can feel distant thunder without hearing it.

“I don’t know. No where else to go. Didn’t want to stay home. What about you?”

He sighed, still grinning. “Well, I got kicked out of my house. Mom caught me getting high. Got home from work, all the doors were locked. Didn’t want to wake anybody up, so I decided to just wait around here till morning.”

He might have been telling me that a new pair of jeans didn’t fit quite right, listening to his nonchalant voice.

“Will she let you back in?” I asked, trying to make my voice sound as concerned and sympathetic as I could. I couldn’t believe I’d never noticed just how attractive he was until that moment.

“Hell if I know,” he said, a note of urgency in his tone, needing to change the subject. I picked up the cue and took the CD he was holding in his hands.

“Irish Drinking Songs. Ok.”

“Aw, it’s only three bucks. You can’t blame me. Are those those little umbrellas they put in drinks at restaurants?”

I nodded. “Late night impulse shopping.”

“No, it’s cool. You never know when you’re going to need them.”

I didn’t know quite what else to say, so I stared at a square of tile at his feet for a little while, until he decided to tactfully end the interview. “Well, I guess I’ll see you around. Take it easy.”

It was out before I even had a chance to think about it. “You can stay at my house if you need to.”

He tilted his head and thoughtfully bit his lower lip. “You sure?”

“Yeah,” I answered too fast, trying to tell myself that somehow my parents would not notice or care.

His sarcastic grin ripped open again. “Thanks Leah. You’re beautiful.”

I rolled my eyes playfully. “Look closer, then.”

Seth took me by the shoulders and whirled me around so that he could look right in my face. My instincts were to be congratulated regarding their distrust of his stormy gray eyes. 

“You are,” he told me, straight into my brain. I could feel the words splitting atoms between us. Our eyes stayed locked, neither one of us could break the sudden connection. I think he was as surprised as I was.

Late at night, things don’t have to make sense and emotions can become too powerful to be named with little or no justification. People can connect without the guiding hand of logic. Every romance is based on midnight.

So Seth and I headed for the one available checkout aisle. The middle-aged woman working the register eyed us suspiciously.

“Is that all?” she asked, managing to cram unbelievable amounts of contempt into the words. She might as well have asked us point blank what we were trying to steal.

“Yes ma’am,” Seth said, a facetiously polite smile across his face.

She glared at him while running my random craft assortment across the scanner. I paid her and she shoved the sack at me. Seth kept smiling and she finally dropped her eyes.

“I know, I know,” Seth murmured, just so that she could barely hear him. “Damn kids.”

I grabbed his sleeve and yanked him away.

“What?” he asked, still grinning. “She was being rude.”

“Everyone here is rude,” I told him. “Especially to a couple of kids in baggy jeans wandering around at midnight.”

He laughed. “She probably thinks we’re about to go fuck.”

“And breed.”

“Producing a litter of baby skaters to harass her in the small hours in the morning.”

“I hardly qualify as a skater.”

He surveyed me critically. “No, I don’t know what you are, but you’re different.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

He smiled, turning on the full effect of his thunderstorm eyes. “It’s a good thing.” Then he switched tones. “Let me carry that for you, darling.”

He chivalrously shouldered my blue plastic sack as we walked out through the automatic doors. 

“Those damn things are never going as fast as I am,” Seth laughed at them. “Jesus, technology. I love it, I stand right behind progress and shit, but I don’t think the human race is improved in any way by the fact that the snack machine in the cafeteria says ‘hello’ and ‘have a nice a day’ when I put my money in.”

He threw his arm around me and I slung mine up over his shoulder. We could have been a couple. I leaned my head toward him; he kissed my hair. It was justified by the full moon rising above the almost empty parking lot.

In the car, he asked if I was really ready to go home. I shook my head. “Then let’s go to the park,” he suggested.

I drove and he played with the tape player, fast forwarding through my mixed tape until he found something that suited him – “Creep,” Radiohead. Neither of us spoke as I crossed town, back into the silent, yellow light of the square. We pulled into the park. The lovers I had seen earlier were gone and we parked in their space. Seth jumped out, ran around, and opened my door for me. I grinned at him in thanks. He winked, flirty and unbearably attractive in the dark. We walked toward a stone bench overlooking the creek.

At first we sat like second graders outside the principal’s office. Then Seth moved over and I leaned against him. He put an arm around me, caressing the bare skin of my shoulder. He peered curiously at me, trusting me to tell him when to stop. I doubt he found anything in my face to suggest for him to do so. So he slid his arm around my waist and pulled me even closer. Finally I swung my legs up onto the bench and lay down in his arms. He ran his guitar-playing hands through my hair, twirling it around his fingers. I closed my eyes and listened to his heart beat.

His voice was low, but in the same comfortable cadence when he spoke, and I could feel each word rumble in his chest. “You know, it’s almost pretty out here when it’s dark enough.”

I turned my eyes to the water. “I still don’t want to swim in that.” At night you couldn’t see what had to be at least a six-inch layer of scum choking the entire surface.

“Aw, why not? It’d be interesting. You might come out radioactive or something.”

“Probably. Why did they decide to dam it up like this? It’s really gross.”

“Human nature to ruin a perfectly good thing in the name of improvement.”

“You’re big on improvement tonight.”

He withdrew into the depths of his personality and returned with an explanation, his eyes growing dark and angry. “Ever notice how everything we do is all for the sake of doing it better? I’m fucking sick of improving. I want right now to matter. Fuck the past, fuck the future. For one goddamned night, I don’t want to care about it. It doesn’t mean shit.”

He stopped. He was not prone to emotional outbursts, and especially not to sharing himself to someone like me who he barely knew. For a minute I thought he might cry, but he was not so under the influence of the night as that.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said again, calmer.

So we kissed. And kissed, clinging to each other in the middle of the night, in small town hell, by a muddy dammed up creek under a flickering streetlight. And for a while, it was all that mattered.

We went back to my house. I snuck him in through the window. We watched the first half of The Crow, until he drifted off into sleep. I curled up beside him and let all my thoughts run together until they didn’t make sense and I fell deep into unconsciousness. 

He woke me up the next morning, gently shaking my shoulder. I rolled over, blinked a few times at him.

“I’m going to go ahead and go before your parents wake up, ok?”

I rubbed my eyes and growled a little. “Where are you going to go?”

“For a walk or something. Don’t worry about it. Thanks for letting me crash over here.”

“Any time. Will your mom let you back into your house?”

“Probably. If she doesn’t, I can stay with my dad.”

We looked at each other for a few seconds, a mutual agreement passing between us to never speak of this ever again.

“See ya later Leah,” he said, with that irresistible grin.

“See ya.”

And he carefully maneuvered his lanky self out the window. 

I stretched, yawned, hesitated to remember the night. I decided to let it sift into my subconscious. To let it subversively color my reality. All real romances work like that. One collision between two people, a sudden, brief emotional storm, and you’re changed forever, alone again on your path of life with a tiny chunk of someone else’s soul to keep you company. 

It’s not much.

It’s enough.  

