Fragments

“God yes. I’ve been needing a good road trip.”


“Me too.”


“I’d love to go to Mexico. Drive in the desert.”


“I want to see the ocean.”


“Fuck it. I’m not going to be a computer science person. I’m going to be a writer and drive down the coast of South America.”


“I’d go with you.”


“Really?”
“Oh hell,” I said out loud to myself, breaking my ear-piercing rendition of Patty Smith’s “Horses” to make my decision to turn onto the dirt road. Everything is always such a miniature earthquake for me – case in point: I’d stressed out for nearly fifteen minutes of driving time, wondering whether or not to go exploring on the godforsaken country roads lining my beloved Highway 65. 


But at last I came to a resolution, and who could honestly resist turning on a dirt road named Riddle Avenue? I’ve always wished I could have a better street address. My favorite in town is Lost Lane. I only know one girl who lives on Lost Lane, and she hardly lives up to it. Sweet girl, though. To the best of my knowledge, she plans to attend a state college and major in poultry science. An unlikely choice, I suppose, but she’s a smart girl and I wouldn’t be surprised if she wound up inventing some sort of super chicken.

I love Highway 65. Or at least the part that runs from Marshall to Harrison. I’d taken a road trip last weekend to see an old friend, and on the way back Highway 65 nearly blinded me.


I’d driven up a hill and suddenly there were the mountains, an eternity defined by my steering wheel. The sun was just starting to set and fragments of the sudden storm I’d just driven through were hanging belligerently in the east. I had to pull over, I was so suddenly overcome with an emotion like pain, but more desperate and more immediate.

“Got to lose control, Got to lose control, Got to lose control, and then you take control!” Patty and I howled as I slowed to a less life-threatening thirty miles an hour on the rocky road.


I wanted to get lost. 


I flicked cigarette No. 5 out the window and pulled out No. 6, placing it between my lips and thrusting my cigarette plug into its port. It sprung out and, with practiced fluency and without even looking I jammed the end of the thin white Marlboro Light into its glowing warmth. The paper started crackling and sparking and I inhaled, loving the toxic rush of chemicals flooding my lungs, burning my throat, making me dizzy.

I can’t handle any sort of substance for shit. I’ve been smoking relatively heavily for a year now, and I still get a little light-headed. Alcohol – two beers or any substantial amount of vodka. Caffeine – a little trickier, since I’m a full blown addict, but two Mountain Dews will usually get me where I need to go. Gas station crank will fuck me up beyond recognition within ten minutes. Weed – two hits, sometimes three, maybe even four, but usually two can get me stoned.

I was in the back seat when Chris and a friend of his got me high. I don’t know WHAT they had me smoking, but it certainly only took two hits. Since I was far from home and in the company of near strangers, I had the presence of mind to hit my limit and stay put. Two hits were plenty.


There I was, in the back seat of Chris’s dark green jeep, curled up against the passenger door, unable to keep my head balanced on my neck. The wind from the open windows was hitting me full in the face, stinging my eyelids and whipping my hair around when I started thinking to myself that I was getting pretty fucked up. We bounced along on the back road that wasn’t quite a dirt road but not exactly a paved one either, and my head jerked and swayed with the car. I was at the night wind’s mercy, tripped out trance music blaring inside my brain, drowning out the conversation up front, reducing it to a vague pattering of voices, and for all practical purposes I was alone in a strange place, feeling tossed about by a hurricane as the headlights flashed across the thick trees, causing the shadows and lights in the back seat to dance drunkenly.


“I’m having a seizure,” I thought.


“I’m caught in a storm,” I thought.


“I’ve got to remember this so I can write it down,” I thought.


Somewhere the three of us were en route to a party that somewhere I was nervous about, somewhere nearly three hundred miles from my comfort zone.


I was somewhere else, caught helpless in the wind, trying to at least regain control of my neck muscles. I leaned back to find emptiness where the headrest in my car would be, and for a terrifying second I thought my neck was going to snap as my head hurtled backwards like a falling stone.


I recovered my cranium and clamped my eyes shut, eventually letting go and giving in to the images dancing crazily behind my eyelids. I wasn’t hallucinating, exactly, just thinking into reality. I wasn’t even seeing things, just witnessing some new sensation somewhere between a memory, a vision, and an emotion, like someone reached through the skin and tendons in my shoulders, caught hold beneath my collarbone, and lifted me up.


“Shit,” I thought. Being the good, paranoid girl I am most of the time, I expected at any minute to see the sweeping red and blue lights of a cop flood the obfuscated scene of the nightmare that was drowning me in the back seat, but I was incapable of caring.


Finally Chris reached back across the seat and laid his long, strong fingers over my hand sweating into the left leg of my jeans, and I clutched at him hungrily, thankful for something tangible to cling to until the wave I was riding washed me back up onto the shores of present reality.


If I were to be dirt honest with myself, I’d question the notion that I was high. Or that I ever have been, for that matter. The most dangerous controlled substance I expose myself to is my mind and given a channel – in this case, Chris’s marijuana – it can drag me along into whatever fantasy captures its attention.


Oceans, storms, and car crashes are some of my brain’s favorite fixations. Incidentally, it found reason to chase elements of each in Chris.

The car crash has always been a favorite. I’ve only been in two wrecks, and found nothing romantic in either, but my fantasy car wreck always has more to with violence, intensity, two forces colliding and destroying, then with a truck full of rednecks pissing me off on my way out of the high school parking lot, causing me to stomp on the accelerator and slam into an innocent light blue Honda.

I was disappointed that my life didn’t flash before my eyes or that anything more profound than an exasperated “Shit!” didn’t cross my mind.


I left Chris’s hometown with the uneasy realization that I’d inadvertently fated myself, as far as the whole fatal car crash goes. We’d discussed the idea that the only conclusive and appropriate ending for our bizarre relationship was for me to die in a wreck on the way home. That combined with my frequent and mildly teenage-angsty boast that while I would assuredly die violently, it would not be in a car wreck (with the exception of a dangerous narrow hill on Highland Street back home), seemed to have all the makings of a curse as I merged into I-530.


I don’t think I even really wanted to get home. Maybe I was even hoping for a crash. A sudden, bloody end and some sort of resolution. Because I knew that when I got home everything would be just the same, and after the emotional maelstrom of a weekend I’d just survived, I didn’t know if I could handle the monotony. That’s what’ll kill you – when nothing really changes.

“Hey!” He straightened up. “Shooting star!”


I looked up at the sky, perplexed.


“There’s another one!”


Goddamn it, we should be in South America. Me and you. Just drive, just drive. So fucking easy, too. Turn onto Highway 79 South and take off. Me and you. We could be in South America by Wednesday.


But you’ll be working and I’ll be working. You’ll be getting stoned and I’ll be giving head. We’ve both got parents and we’ve both got college rushing up at us and we’ve both got jobs and responsibilities.


Fuck it.


Take me to South America.


“Ticklish?” he asked, laughing as I jerked away my feet.


“Yeah, but only my feet. I pretend to be everywhere else, but I’m not really.”


He laughed and settled back into my arms as I lit a cigarette.
The road was getting worse, more of a trail, if you will. I grinned and reached for cigarette No. 7. I shrieked along with Billy Corgan – “Want to go for a ride?” 

I’d been driving on the same damn roads for eighteen years. That’s what drives a person crazy – endless repetition. Same roads, same habits, same ideas, same unrewarding act. Different people, same thing.

I was delirious with the thought of being somewhere different, somewhere I had no business being. I drove past decrepit barns, placid cows, in and around the mountains.


I love my mountains. I’ve been speculating on whether or not geography affects your personality. If so, I am all mountain, soaring peaks, plummeting caves, winding roads, and decaying farmhouses. 
I think I’m in love with the mountains because they look like waves on an angry sea. I’ve only been to the beach once, and I try not to think about it because it was all glaring white sunlight and condos and beautiful bronzed people walking their dogs. My ocean is different; it’s always night, the water is black, and I can walk for miles all by myself on the cool white sand that sifts between my toes. My ocean is beautiful.

I turned down the music to hear the insects humming and my tires crunching on the dirt. The air was as hot and humid as you never want it to be, but there was still the slightest trace of last night’s thunderstorm singing through the wretched heat – just enough to keep me sane.

You want a desert and I want an ocean. We both need a road trip.


“You don’t like sex very much, do you?”


I cocked my head to the side, wondering whether or not the honest answer seemed too much like a pity plea. I compromised with a nonchalant, “I guess not.”


Cigarette No. 8.

Let’s go. We’ve come this far, I’ve come this far, let’s go all the way with it. Let’s pretend that the day after I leave won’t really happen, that we won’t both feel wrung-out and disillusioned when we wake up, a sinking feeling of an absolute waste. We can live in this moment, right now, as you put your arms around me and pull me to you. I’ve been waiting for you to do this for so goddamn long, and I barely know you.


“But I do like hugs,” I conceded as he knelt behind me and wrapped his arms around me. “And I like being touched.”


“Good,” he whispered into the curve of my neck.


We live three hundred miles apart. I’ve seen you three times in four years. But still I drove down, braving the freeway, singing “Crazy Train” at the top of my lungs as I merged into traffic. Guilty pleasures. And I suppose I knew I was walking into a tragedy. Or maybe that I was walking into an irresistible opportunity to create one.

To my dismay, I saw the highway moving toward me as I inched forward, puffing on No. 9. “Shit!” I muttered as I turned left on Highway 412, Highway 412 that lead to an ex-boyfriend’s house and/or Eureka Springs. Highway 412 that I must have driven down a hundred times. And there I was, right where I’d always been.
