Full Circle

Twenty-five miles down a winding dirt road from the house where I grew up, there’s a very old barn quietly caving in on itself. Half-collapsed, the wood is soft and the entire frame slides toward the ground. If a girl wakes up early one November morning and has the courage, she can pick her way carefully through mounds of deteriorating hay and dead leaves, beer cans and garbage, and the occasional treacherous twist of rusty barbed wire in the interior, breathing in the damp, forest smell of decaying memory, and cautiously ascend the creaking wooden steps that lead from the center of the ground floor to the loft, of which only half remains visibly in tact. Stepping lightly, testing every footfall, she climbs slowly. When she reaches the top, she can make her way gingerly across the floor space of the loft adorned only with a thin sheen of moss and rot. She has to be careful to follow the framework of the structure, since the filler planks are mostly rotten and won’t hold her weight. She balances like a high wire artist, feline and poised. Sunlight seeps in through the gently sagging roof, illuminating some of the holes in the floor, but some of these scattered pitfalls are artfully obscured by deceptively thin layers of dead leaves and hay. It’s best not to chance them and to stick to the narrow beams. Maybe she’ll lose her nerve halfway across the vacant loft and slowly sink into a crouch, suddenly aware of the November wind teasing the fragile balance of the barn and threatening to pull the whole thing to the ground, with her inside. She creeps across the remaining distance like a small animal. When she reaches the opposite wall, now mostly just supporting beams and a few ragged planks hanging haphazardly by the more stubborn nails, she slowly stands up. She wraps her fingers around the beams, broken, sharp, and exposed like bones, and she’s standing where a window used to be. She’s been here enough to know that at this point she is safe, and her stance is suddenly confident. She leans out across a frosty field, relying on the balls of her feet and the strength of her grip to prevent her from tumbling downward. And there she is, hanging on the skeletal remains of the upper storey of the barn, and she’s facing the mountains roaring and racing like so many blue-grey waves, and the frost sparkles on the grass like icy tears. And she’s alone, high in the ruins, with only mountains, frost, chilly blue sky, and infinity. Maybe she’ll open her mouth and throat and cry with all the intensity of a raging spirit, and maybe this girl has enough power locked inside to fill up this empty morning in the Ozarks and shake eternity stretching before her. Maybe she’ll scream like a triumphant animal. Maybe she’ll sing. She feels like she might be able to fly.

I’m older now.


And this kid, this random, weird little Chicago punk that came flying out of no where one night – what sort of a life is this?


I was tired, lucid madness tired, where I’d find myself lost, fixated on a flickering streetlight. I don’t even know how long I was standing there, staring at the wavering orange glow. Lost time. But suddenly a switch flipped back over in my brain and I had to run to get to work on time.


Work. I half-jogged to the back, to the time clock. I snatched my white card and slid it through, catching the time stamp just before it flipped to ten o’clock, at which point I would technically be late. I tucked my shirt in, smoothed my hair, pulled my work baseball cap over my head, and straightened my name tag. The manager, Chris, a high school drop out, nodded severely at me. I was unofficially late and I knew it. 


Chris makes me bitter. I’m a drop out, too, but I dropped out of NYU, at least. And I didn’t drop out to work a manager shift at McDonald’s, I dropped out to write. My life, my decisions. I wanted to live life, and not just read about it for a change.


Of course, maybe Chris thought the same, I remind myself on occasion. What right have I to assume?


So I noticed this kid the instant he walked in. College kid, I guessed, judging from the bulging backpack and the copy of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance tucked under his arm. Slightly built, probably not more than two or three years younger than me. Wearing all black, alarmingly blue eyes. A wisp of a goatee on his chin, small black frames on his glasses. Hair standing straight up like he was facing 100 mph wind. The kid stood out.

He approached the counter and cocked his head slightly at me.


“Can I help you?” I asked, trying to figure out what it was about him that was unsettling me.


He smiled. “Yes, could I have a number three, no lettuce, and a Dr. Pepper?” Definite Chicago accent, I noted. Diction formal and casual at the same time. Suddenly I hated him – I knew damn well how inferior I was in his perception. This was some future doctor, grad student, lawyer. And here I was – a fast food worker. Dead end job, dead end future. I could smell pity and its scent incensed me.


“That it?” I said, struggling to keep the hatred minimized.


“Yes, thank you.”


It hit me. It was the self-assurance. This kid wasn’t cocky, but both his feet were firmly planted in whatever sense of self he’d established, and he quite honestly did not care what I thought of him. Maybe it was cockiness. I wasn’t sure. But there was Bhudda, grinning at me through laser blue eyes as I handed him his food.


“Oh, I’m sorry, did you want that for here or to go?” I kicked myself angrily, feeling even more insignificant in comparison. I wasn’t even a good fast food worker. Then the resentment nearly welled over again. There was no reason for me to feel on trial here…


He regarded me leisurely. “Here is fine.”


The pause seemed to draw itself out into eternity. “Ok,” I finally said, trying to end the encounter.


He tilted his head to the side again. “Do you want to talk about it?”


I felt like I was going to scream. “What?”


“Whatever’s the matter.”


You little shit. “What makes you think something’s the matter?” My voice was breathy, almost giggly, trying to drown my nerves in nonchalant tones through over-compensation.

“Well, quite frankly, it’s pretty obvious,” he said seriously.


I bit my lip. I wanted to reach over the counter, grab him by his black tee shirt, look him straight in the eyes, and tell him to go to hell.


“Nothing, actually, but I appreciate your concern,” I said lightly.


He raised his eyebrows. “All right then.” He looked me over again. “Would you let me give you a hug?”


Relief flooded through my veins. Now I knew what was going on. He was just hitting on me, thinking his directness and ever so cool demeanor would intrigue me. Sorry kid, no prince-hungry damsel in distress here.


“Got a boyfriend,” I said smugly. It was a lie, but I was confident enough in it.


“That’s not what I asked,” he said, with that ever-present self-assurance.


It was confusion and hate and extreme loneliness colliding in my brain that forced it out. “Yeah, sure.” Admission of defeat in a one-sided battle. My coolness folded underneath me as I slipped around the counter. And this perfect stranger embraced me. Not even your standard hug. Like a fucking savior.


“It’ll be ok,” he said calmly, pulling away and looking me straight in the eyes.


I couldn’t meet his direct stare. “Yeah, sure,” I muttered and retreated speedily to my register.


I glanced up, and sure enough he was still standing there. Not even like he was expecting me to say or do anything. Just watching me like an animal in a goddamned zoo.


Then he smiled pleasantly and walked off, depositing his uneaten cheeseburger in the trash on his way out.


I stared after him, somehow irritated that the little son of a bitch had made my night.
 

Chris materialized behind me and playfully poked me in the ribs. “Miss Callie? What’s going on up here?”


I rolled my eyes. “Some random kid wanted a hug. Keep the customer satisfied, huh?”


He leered at me. “How about sex-starved managers?”


I pushed him off me. “Managers I can sue for sexual harassment. And I’d win, too.”


He mocked distress. “If you only understood how I feel for you…”


I shrugged. “Is it sort of a tingly, warm feeling in your loins?”


He nodded solemnly.


“Asshole,” I hissed before turning around to help a customer. He swept behind me, close enough to take a light swat at my posterior. I clenched my teeth and ignored it. 

I should have sued the bastard for sexual harassment. God knows I had grounds. But as much as Chris annoyed me and flat-out pissed me off, as much as I wanted to imagine that I am at least his intellectual superior, I couldn’t bring myself to confront him about it.


Because one night Chris was there for me. One night I stumbled in drunk and pregnant, and it was Chris that found a substitute for me and drove me home. It was Chris who stayed at my apartment all night while I sobbed hysterically into his chest on the ripped up orange couch I’d bought at a thrift store and where the disease in my womb was conceived two weeks ago. It was Chris that kept his mouth shut about the whole thing, and found a way to slip in some extra hours in my schedule so that I could pay for the abortion.


And I hated him for helping me. I hated myself for having to lean on him. I hated that I had to be fucking rescued. But I owed him for it. I hated him for that, too.

Dead tired and this shift never seemed to end. But as all things that never seem to end always do, my shift eventually wore itself out and I half-limped to the back, to the time clock, and punched out.


“Hey Callie.” Chris was leaning against the ice cream machine, a spacecraft-like metal affair looming monolithically in the back of the kitchen.


“Yeah?” I was tired, exhaustion running out of my eyes and my mouth. Please don’t talk to me.


He looked at me thoughtfully. I hate being looked at. I want to be seen and there is a difference. “We should get together sometime.”


I didn’t want to. But understand the subtext: I owed Chris an emotional debt and we both knew it. And that’s why I answered, “Yeah, we should.”


I started to leave and he subtly shifted weight, effectively trapping me in the corner. “Seriously. I’m just teasing you most of the time, but I really would like to get to know you better.”


You could never know me.


“Isn’t that against the whole manager-employee thing?” I asked flirtaciously, trying to play the situation down, brutally aware of my shoulders pressed against the cement block back wall.


“Look, I won’t fire you if you don’t sleep with me,” he grinned.


I shrugged. “You’d better hope I keep my mouth shut, then.”


“I trust you. So next Saturday? Movie?”


“Sounds like a plan.”


He smiled, and Chris’s smile is something else. It’s eerily predatory, and if it catches you off guard, you like the way it makes you feel. “Awesome. See you around, then. Have fun with your Beatnik phenomenon.”


“Huh?”


“That kid earlier. Don’t even tell me you didn’t swap phone numbers.”


“Actually, no…”


He rolled his eyes. “There’s a missed opportunity, then. I could smell the chemistry from back here.”


“Thank you for imparting your wisdom, sir,” I said sarcastically, shoving past him and giving the door an unnecessarily forceful push on my way out. I caught Chris watching my exit in the brief flash of the glass as the door swung shut. Half-amused, half-puzzled. That’s the effect I tend to have on people.

Thanksgiving dinner and I couldn’t be more miserable as Mom passed me the sweet potatoes, gallantly defending me from my uncle’s unveiled attack on my decision to drop out of NYU.


“Of course, I guess not everyone wants to make something of themselves,” he said gruffly and I stared into my red wine obstinately.


Mom straightened. “Callie’s going to be a writer. She knows what she’s doing, Bill. And besides, she has a good job, right, sweetie?”


I nodded, ashamed. I couldn’t believe how easily I had lied about this earlier.


“She’s working for a major insurance company. They thought she did such a good job that they transferred her from Seattle to Minneapolis.”


“I don’t think that has anything to do with her abilities, Margaret, I think it just means that they needed to ship someone off.”


Yeah, a janitor at an inner-city school to a fast food worker. I’m certainly moving up in the world, I thought bitterly.


Dad shrugged indifferently and switched the conversation to Bill’s fishing supply business. Always the diplomat, my dad. I found myself disgusted with my family’s inability to deal with conflict. Like I’m any better. But Mom was determined to rally behind me. It’s her complete confidence in my capabilities that drives me crazy. When I called home to tell her that I was quitting school, I wanted her to yell. I wanted her to tell me what an irresponsible decision I was making and what irreparable damage I was doing to my future.


“Well, honey, I understand. You do what you think is best,” was what I got.


Now she was smiling, delicately transporting tiny pieces of turkey into her small mouth meticulously coated with a thin layer of coral lipstick. “See, Callie is a very talented writer. She doesn’t have to go to school to learn how to do that.”


Uncle Bill rolled his eyes. “Damn young people thinking they can do anything they want.”


“Don’t use that language at my table or about my daughter.” Mom’s smile was gone and she was ready to fight.


“How about that football game last Sunday?” Dad was undaunted. Uncle Bill and Mom both ignored him. I flashed him a sympathetic smile over my food, which he caught and lifted his hands in a gesture of defeat. 

“You know what?” I said, getting up. “I think I’m going to go for a drive.”


“Now, Callie, sit down. Bill is being unreasonable.” She gave my uncle a poisonous look.


“Young lady, do what your mother says,” Bill said threateningly. I stared at him. This man had no power over me. I was twenty years old. I had my own bank account, for Christ’s sake. But I sat down.


Dad finally broke his neutrality. “Actually, Callie, if I could get you to run some dinner over to Grandma’s…” 


The look I gave my father was one of pure gratitude. “Sure thing, dad. I’ll be back in a sec.”


“There’s no hurry,” he answered placidly. I knew that he means that he would cover for me as long as I needed to be gone.


I rushed to the kitchen and covered up some turkey, sweet potatoes, and green beans for grandma, intentionally not hearing Uncle Bill’s grumbling in the next room. I viciously ripped the tin foil out of the dispenser, folded it haphazardly over the dish, and hustled out the front door. I could hear Mom still defending me.


In my car and moving. Driving too fast. As soon as I was sure my family couldn’t see me as I drove down the street, I pulled out a cigarette. What I would do about the smell when I came home, I wasn’t sure. 


Grandma was bedridden and lived alone in the hills. She was too proud to come live with us or get a live-in nurse, and the day that woman would have allowed herself to be put in a home would be the day that I reconciled the two worlds I lived in. She quite literally lived on her couch. The fridge was near enough for her to reach, along with the bookshelves and the remote control. She didn’t think she needed anything else as she quietly waited to die. She was the only member of my family that I think I truly loved. 


I turned on the dirt road, shaking off the feeling that the world I was trying to pick my way through was slowly collapsing all around me. I let myself be distracted by the mix tape playing, the cigarette between my lips, and the perfect solitude of the woods. Me in my little red Eclipse. My warhorse, my best friend. I love my car.

And I know Grandma was dead when I pulled up to the house. I could hear the television blaring through the open windows. It was far too cold for her to have left them open. I could see her lying on the couch. She didn’t stir at the sound of a visitor. The remote control had fallen out of her hand, but her eyes were wide open. Her cat, Mephisto, slipped gracefully out the cat door and meowed pitifully at me. I squatted and ran my fingers through her black fur. We were the same age, and I knew she wouldn’t be around much longer, either. I unwrapped Thanksgiving dinner and set it in front of her. She contentedly attacked the turkey. I walked slowly back to my car, numb all over. The wolf had beaten me here. And no woodcutter in sight. 

I wanted to run. I didn’t want to be the one to go back to the house with this news. And I actually did turn the wrong way at the end of Grandma’s driveway. I rounded the base of a cliff and glanced to the left across the field out of habit. There’s a memorial of something in that field – a heaping pile of rotted wood and jagged edges. There’s only one wall still standing, proud, lonely, and stubborn. Not even a wall anymore, really. But in the framework that remains obstinately erect I could see the gap I used to climb into and scream at the mountains when I was a little kid spending the weekend at Grandma’s. I wasn’t saddened by the sight. There was a wild joy tearing at my heart at the sight of at least part of the building still standing. We’re still standing.

I had never been so happy to be back in Minneapolis in my entire life. Chris was waiting for me at the airport, roses in hand.


“Hey, pretty,” he said affectionately as we embraced.


“Hey there,” I answered, nestling into his chest.


“Happy Thanksgiving?”


“Yeah,” I lied. “It was really good to see my family again.”


He smiled ruefully. “I’ll bet it’s nice to have family.”


“Next year,” I said sincerely, “you’ll have to come down with me.” Not that I had any intention of being with Chris in a year. I was actually planning my next escape – San Francisco, perhaps? But at the time I meant it.


“I’d like that,” he said seriously. “Now come home with me so that I can make you dinner.”


“Oo, I’m impressed,” I said playfully as we linked arms and headed toward the baggage claim.


“Yeah, if ramen impresses you, prepare to be blown away.”


“Hey, I am all about ramen.”


“Good thing,” he said, holding the door for me.


It’s years later and I’m sitting in an airport in New Orleans, watching airport business sprout around me. Goodbyes, hellos, the like. Me, I’m just leaving. I haven’t been home since Grandma died. Now I’m about to try my luck in Boston. I’m thinking about trying to get a job at a university, in the dining hall or something. Wouldn’t that really bring things full circle, I muse. 


That’s when I see that kid again. He’s still in all black, comfortably slouched in a blue plastic chair, striking blue eyes calmly absorbing a worn copy of The Complete Short Stories of Vladimir Nabokov.  I have to look twice, but there’s no mistaking that face, that hair standing straight up like he’s facing 100 mph wind. Ever so intellectual black frames resting lightly across his nose. I can’t believe a coincidence like this. I’m tempted to run over and talk to him, but of course I know that he wouldn’t remember. Even as I watch, a girl sits down across from him and buries her face in her hands. He tilts his head to one side, observes for a second, and then gets up and sits beside her, lightly resting a thin hand on her shoulder. 


“Son of a bitch,” I mutter, amazed, as my flight number is called. I stand up, and somehow his attention is caught. He looks over at me and smiles. And suddenly I smile back – it floods across my face and my entire metaphysical composition lifts deliriously. I know that right now, I could fly if I felt like it, and maybe this is happiness.  
