The Meeting
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Nothing looks familiar. I followed the directions right, didn’t I? Right on Oak Street, left down the dirt road right past the old barbed wire fence, left down the driveway with the giant pothole on the corner behind the old rusty mailbox. I think I broke an axle on this old 2003 Accord when I hit it. This gravel driveway hasn’t been scraped in at least 15 years.
I can’t believe I didn’t just Google Maps the address. Mac told me the driveway doesn’t pull up right anyway, but I should have at least tried. I should have known better than to trust his directions. Last time I took his word for something I ended up with diarrhea and a concussion. Every tree lining side of this drive looks the same. Passing them is like being in a time warp. Every sapling has the same branches. Every maple has the same scarred trunk. Smoking that bowl before leaving the house was a terrible idea.
How long have I been going down this driveway?
◆◆◆
Growing up in the country, this driveway ain’t anything new. I’ve spent more time in the woods than at home. I’ve picked enough ticks off my ankles to paralyze a chihuahua. Most of my friends from college get spooked out here. Not me. There’s something I appreciate about seeing the green, reflective eyes of raccoons inspecting my car from the tree branches. This ain’t the first time I’ve gotten lost in the woods. Certainly won’t be the last.
When Mac told me that Angie would be at the party, there wasn’t a chance I was going to miss it. Ever since she sat in front of me in 9th grade biology, I’ve had a wet dream about her once a week. She’s not even the prettiest girl in the world. Kind of plain. I’ve definitely been with hotter chicks. Something about her though turns me into one of the animals in these trees. Some strange attraction tugs at my chest in a way that only my lizard brain understands. Pheromones or something. I’m not here to question it. I’m here to talk to Angie and see how she’s been doing since we graduated from Hamilton County High two and a half, very long years ago.
The last time she saw me must have been graduation. She was valedictorian, of course. Copying her homework is the only reason I passed 11th grade US history. Gazing over her shoulder like a creep, I copied all her answers. Some days, I’d catch a whiff of her cherry blossom Bath and Body works lotion she’d put on the dry spot on the back of her neck. Maybe some nervous tick, I don’t even think she realized how much she rubbed that same spot while sitting in class, taking tests, and sitting on the side of the basketball court in her dance outfit. I noticed.
We all create our own discomfort.
There was something about the way she was put together that just resonated with me. I couldn’t ever put my finger on it. Her hair was dry some days. She didn’t wear the fashionable jeans with pre-ripped holes and booty lifter. She’d wear plain t-shirts, or band t-shirts from obscure music I’d never heard of. Her nose was a little too big for her face. It was like pieces of her went together in ways that they weren’t supposed to. Like that car Johnny Cash put together from stealing parts at the factory. Her mouth didn’t belong with her eyes, and her legs didn’t match her arms. It’s like she was built to be something different. But at the same time, she was somehow more than the sum of her parts. She was something better than what TV and movies and books and fucking idiot high school kids say makes someone beautiful. She was Angie, plain, simple, and incredible.
God, she was beautiful.
I shook her hand at graduation, smiling at her like an idiot. I don’t think she even recognized me. Straight Bs for me meant I didn’t even register on her radar. A year and a half of community college and dropping out later, I’m firmly on the path of invisibility to people like her. I think she’s studying to be a doctor. Sounds about right. I keep reading articles all over the internet about how hot the job market is, how everyone’s looking for work, but somehow I can’t even get a call back for a janitor job. I guess at the party tonight I can just tell her I’m a content creator. She’ll see straight through it, but I can’t really tell her that I just play video games all day and expect her to keep talking to me.
◆◆◆
A curve in the driveway leads into a grove where a darkened trailer sits in the middle of a small clearing. A rusty F-150 crouches in front of the rotted front porch. A disintegrating plastic lawn chair is the only thing that isn’t trash on either side of the front door. I can smell the mildew on the brittle plastic slings on the chair from inside my car.
Jesus, man, have some pride in yourself. Just because you’re poor doesn’t mean you have to be trash. That’s what Gramma always said. Just because you’re poor doesn’t mean you have to be trash.
I put the old Accord in park and reach for my phone. The screen flashes on. Zero bars. Of course.
I pop the Honda into reverse and start backing up. Last thing I need is some psychopath yokel in the hills to come out of this hell hole, guns blazing, thinking he’s John Wayne just because I turned into the wrong driveway. As much as I feel one with these kinds of people, I never feel safe around a stranger. I’ve heard the stories of crazy people – some truck driver spraying shotgun shells into hikers’ tent for a laugh. I don’t know what it is that’s gotten people so riled up in the past couple years. Feels like everyone’s on edge. The last thing I need to do is give some John Wick wannabe with a hero complex a reason to achieve his dream of enacting pure justice.
I feel my wheels sink into the soft, grassy mud. Please don’t get stuck.
My front tires get just enough purchase to lurch the old girl out of the lawn and back onto this person’s sad excuse for a driveway. I pop the car in drive and take one last glance in the rear view mirror. An old, almost burnt out bulb flickers dim orange light onto the porch down to the 2nd to last step. The front door opens in a whirlwind, and a shadow steps out from the darkness in the trailer. Shit.
I slam the gas pedal, but my front wheels just spin on the gravel. Come on, baby, get me out of here. The tires fling rocks and dirt under the car, little missiles pellet against the undercarriage like a hailstorm in summertime. The shadow on the porch changes shape. It moves in waves like an ancient, single-celled organism. The amoeba’s cilia undulate, come together and rise. My tail lights bathe the stranger in sinister, crimson light.
I barely catch the muzzle flash in the side mirror through my peripheral vision. My head slams backwards into the seat’s headrest. I’m surprised I felt anything at all.
I can’t move my arms or legs. I can only see red and gray bits in the windshield before my head slumps down onto the steering wheel. My forehead presses hard against the horn, and I hear it blare into the darkness, a sacrificed animal pleading for mercy in front of an unresponsive God. I think of Angie.
Just because you’re poor, doesn’t mean you have to be trash. I pass out.
The Honda slams into a wooden wall of brush and trees, my foot glued to the accelerator. Pilotless tires spin infinitely into the slick ground. The car horn whines its final death spasms into the void.
At least it doesn’t hurt.
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