The Sky and the Earth Become One




Tom and I get out of the pickup and step back onto the weary road, our thumbs protruding once more shaking in the cold, staring down drivers hopefully until the ample butts of their cars fly by, passenger-less fleeting propulsions escaping from aiding a fellow man who stands desolate frigid weary on the lonesome road.
“Why don’t you step back a few feet and I’ll hail someone down and then you can hop in with me? You know, I don’t know how you got the idea to go and work in Acadia on that rugged coast in the middle of winter you sonofabitch, with all those sunny places asking you inviting you to go and work there. We coulda been halfway to Tijuana by now with a couple of babes on our arms and beers in our hands heading to the beach watching golden Pacific sunsets. An officer following his private, that’s how it works here in the real world, a pilot and his gasman, but here we are with nothing but gray and empty Atlantic sunrises commencing short dark days. Goddammit I’ve seen too many sunrises in my life. I’m done with ‘em, they’re overrated, and sunsets are a hellofalot better, I can tell you that much.” 
Time creeps on, four wheelers fly by endlessly ceaselessly, drivers’ eyes averted; don’t look at us poor bastards or we’ll trap you with our honest needy eyes and take you for a ride with them. You won’t even get to hold onto your own steering wheel; no, keep those eyes on the endless lonesome road ahead and hold onto your wallet with the snapshot of your blonde haired, blue-eyed American kids and wife in it and head on home to them and pull them close telling them about the vagrants you saw on the road and how lucky you are to have survived and abscond from their treacherous clutches. So our fingers freeze holding onto our last cigarettes, hardly worth it to smoke for the cold but tobacco makes for a great companion and warm season cigarettes always go down smoother but it’ll do for now and we smoke and our words freeze in the air and cars and cars fly by and trucks and then—
A brand new red Ford convertible skids to a stop, the man behind the wheel wants to save us but hardly has time to wait and Tom hops in front and I dive in back and the car’s already motoring plowing on ahead and the top’s down and our bags are in our laps and the hope of a respite from the chill is obliterated and the wind flies in from the road and smacks us. 
Tom’s already asleep. I’m awake with the driver, sitting in silence, gazing out the empty window. Snow begins to fall lightly, the driver yells this is the best time to have a convertible, to really feel the weather. My mind drifts numbly in the cold as my body withers into itself trying to crawl inside myself preserving whatever heat I have and hide somewhere safe and warm; doesn’t do much though, the cold biting and relentless. My wandering memory finds the love of my life on the streets of my adolescence and us getting on well, so well, time goes on and passes by and we love and fight and get on swimmingly but then the war came and all was lost. Still looking for her out there somewhere. We parted some time ago, or I abandoned her; I long to reconnect and put the war and college and this lonely life behind me; I wait for her to chase my wandering ass down, or maybe I’ll find her essence in some girl along the way, perhaps in a warm smile radiating from someone sitting on a park bench drinking coffee and reading, or a replica glint from a pair of disembodied green eyes sparkling enlarging for a serene moment I long to live in forever as I regale her or the inhabitant of her essence with a scintillating story. She keeps escaping me, yet I persevere looking for her in the eyes of every woman I meet, certain I’ll find her one of these days. No success yet, though.
And then the driver yells back to me but the wind takes his words and flings them from me so I grasp at them but cannot quite reach them and then they’re gone, but more words float back to me and I hear him mention Delores going fast but I can’t catch all these words either and then my head is down and resting.
The creaking of the wheels on the road wakes me from a dreamless slumber, unsure of where I am. The cold wind bites and I see that I’m in the back of this uncovered wagon; we are heading down the road at a quick pace. My companion sits asleep up front and the generous stranger sits resolutely in his seat, locked in on the path ahead. The road turns around a curve and another carriage limps along at a plodding pace. I look ahead and see the road straightening for a stretch before curving off back into the invisible woods. The horses are young and fresh and the driver heads to the left side of the road, encouraging them to lengthen their strides. I look to the left and see rolling hills, still green but soon to be enveloped with a white coat of snow, if these fat clouds persist. Suddenly, a noise from the right, horses neighing, wheels smacking the ground loudly and I look over and see we are abreast of the other carriage, but he accelerates rapidly his two horses lurching and sprinting forward. The rival driver turns to me and I see the most menacing haunting black look in his eyes as he spurs his horses onward faster quicker. Ahead, a team of horses heads in our direction as the road begins to narrow and they advance nearer and nearer. Now our driver recovers from his shock and spurs on his own mighty horses, urging them to sprint ahead and pass this devil blocking our way. The young mustangs roar and bound ahead, returning to the right side of the road just in time for the passing carriage to thunder by us, its driver furious and quivering. The horses are now running at full tilt, their adrenaline pumping through long muscular legs dragging us onward a couple of miles before the driver can coax them to ease up. He tugs at the reigns and directs those tired upbeat heroes to a stream beside the road. Somehow my companion has slept through the entire endeavor and only now awakes, asking myself and our shaken driver how the going’s been.
“That man back there tried to kill us! If these mustangs weren’t so young and powerful he would’ve damn well succeeded. We just nearly missed that oncoming carriage. What was he trying to do?! He had the devil in his eye. Something I’ve never seen before. Pure evil. I saw it! Jesus.” 
We waited for the devil by the side of the road to let him know just how we felt about his stunt, but alas, we never saw him; his path veered down a different road. Eventually we tired of waiting and headed onward, and the image of those fiendish eyes seared itself in my head as our rattled driver set us in town and headed on his way. 
I’m on the side of the road with Tom again and we walk into a bar slinging our bags, snow falling from our boots, sitting down at the bar, noticing a few glances from the locals, but we pay them no mind. A young woman sits by herself, eyes darting around the room furtively stopping and surveying like a hummingbird hopping around in the air, her right hand nursing a drink that bounces along with her whole being and she seems just escaped from being cooped up in a shack for a week all alone in the cold woods needing someone to bring a kind energy to warm her. She is a luminous white light pouring out and I’ve just to reach out my cup and hold on to it and bring it to my lips drinking it down slowly. And I think of my last girl and how I thought she might be the one to drift and wander with me as the wind takes me takes us across the country and the seas and the country back again, the one to wander starlit skies and sandy windswept beaches, huddling together under a canopy of leaves as the wind howls and the rain drives down in strokes, lashing us but ever faithful we grasp holding on, not letting go even as the sand bites at us as it is hurled about but we are strong, were strong, will be stronger than the mightiest aircurrent pushing at us again and again but us not breaking; there she is, crying as the storm lashes at us and me seeking her out in the dark, trying to find her, following her scared cries as the thunder crashes down as it has tormented her ever since she was a child and lightning exploded that pine tree cracking it sending it tumbling onto her house crushing her poor father’s legs and so she cries but the wind obstructs her from me and tears away her voice so I am left groping around in the dark; she was just here, I remember I saw her, which one was she, her face has drifted and her voice—So there I am again, alone, desolate. 
But no, here I am, sitting at the bar, not alone, I stride over and sit with her, my former and also to-be woman, I’ve found her, the snow slides down the windows gently but it has stopped snowing now and we talk of love and happiness and dreams and her legs tap slowly against the brown bottom of her wooden chair and then we hear a howl and a crack and peer out the window and the grey of the last dredges of the day is slipping away swiftly and harsh black clouds fly in swiftly swept up in the steadily strengthening wind and the sky cracks again and down it comes a torrential snowfall inviting me to comfort and endear myself to this heavenly creature whose leg crashes down on the wood beneath her chair again and again as her talk grows swifter, so speedy I can hardly keep up but it is all she can do to keep herself calm as the storm frightens her and I listen and draw close to protect her from whatever haunts her and the sleet and the hail pour down and trap us; us in that small bar with just a few others, all taken by surprise by the weather’s turn and the downpour—it can’t continue at this rate—But on it goes and cool beers are downed from tall glasses and replaced and downed once more and the girl has been rattling on but now the storm dies down from its fever pitch and snow drifts peacefully and she ceases her trembling and asks me about myself and I devour her attentions but alas it does not last even as my heart opens up to accept her. Unless—
And then the conversation ebbs and flows naturally, it all flows easy and I fall in love, I ask her between happiness and satisfaction, which would she choose? She says yes, of course, I don’t know. Yes to which? As she speaks I look into her mystic green eyes and they seem familiar and she looks at me like I’m the only man in the world and I am and she’s the only woman and so there we sit in an empty bar making love with our glances and our smiles and there’s no one there to judge us and we talk until I believe that I will be unable to survive one more day on this earth if I do not get to wake up with this woman beside me each and every morning, to look over at her smiling in her sleep and know that it is another day I have with her, even if I leave bed early heading off to work and return weary at night, only having gotten to see her as I lie in bed in the morning and as she lays already asleep at night and yet it is enough, just having her there beside me, and I look into my past and question how I ever woke up raised myself out of bed facing a dreary empty life without her by my side. And as she smiles that magnificent smile, the smile of a woman who has smiled without restraint, shackles not even ripped loose and flung to the ground by some benevolent liberator but never present, bestowing that gift of a smile unrestrained to the world since she was a cute chubby babe, I see the feint creases in her face looking like crescent moons resting on the sides of her lips, the creases ironing themselves into her face as she travels through life unrelentingly happy and I see her old withered skin and there’s that same smile and we’re sitting together on a fancy golden deck in front of a marble pillared home, or on a beaten down porch connected to a decrepit shack, I’m unsure which one, all the surroundings hazy melting into a vast emptiness as my periphery vanishes into nothingness and all remaining in my vision those supple lips and twin luminous moons of eyes. And then, just as suddenly as we meet and fall in love she stands up and leaves to the world, leaves to her inevitable boyfriend, who loved her for far longer than I, where she waits on him and brings him crisp beers while he sits on clean couches not even seeing let alone appreciating the presence of this angel. But she must be his or someone else’s and so she’s not mine. And yet—
I cradle my glass with the pain of all men of all ages and all nations, not just this one but all lands and all times, Tom brings over a couple of beers and we clink glasses and drink and then an aged woman reeking of stale cigarettes bumps me. “It’s about time we got a real man around here. If I were twenty years younger, I’d jump your bones.”
I try to look her over, but she creeps closer and closer on top of me until our shoulders touch and I turn back to my beer. I look back and she is over there across the bar shouting at the top of her voice to god knows who. A middle-aged Russian immigrant, she seems to have moved here as a child, her accent peep out from under her fluent yet completely incomprehensible English. She’s still fit, more or less, but twenty years would not be nearly enough time for any bone jumping to have occurred. She continues to yell absently at the walls and I look around for someone, anyone to pay her some mind, this madwoman in the bar, but apparently she’s a regular here. That or people in these parts are used to over the hill women assaulting young men, then proceeding to vigorously shout into the abyss. She calls out “Husband!” to a man near the end of an unashed cigarette sitting at the far side of the bar; he keeps smoking it along not minding the length of the ash threatening to fall into his walrus mustache at any moment; big man, he leans over and asks where I’ve come from, where I’m to sleep, all the while hand-rolling another cigarette, the ash growing longer and longer as the cigarette dwindles and yet never falling. He’s more than several beers deep and his immense upper body reels and rolls as he leans in to speak with me slurring up a storm but he’s got those rugged balanced sailors legs planted firmly in the ground never moving an inch no matter how twisted the rest of his body gets. The bartender glides over and says he’s glad we’ve gotten to meet the Oracle himself; Boris is just the man to know if you ever run into any trouble. He knows these woods better than anyone and has saved countless souls from untold dangers. Boris, seeing our decrepit state, invites Tom and me to crash by him. I throw another glance at my harasser who looks over with great interest and I figure the warmth of a roof will overcome any other madness that might occur. Mr. No-Ash drives us home, him staggering drunk and yet somehow managing to glide down the snowy roads telling us how he’s been driving down these corridors in the dark ever since he was nine, when his uncle would drag him to the bar and get so drunk that his little kid self had to drive his blacked-out uncle back home hardly even seeing over the steering wheel. Apparently all those years of training driving down these snowy dark roads has been practice enough, because despite drooping eyelids and spouting diatribes filled with words that don’t exist in any language, Boris succeeds in bringing us back to his house as I wonder why he doesn’t have his own nine year old nephew to drive him home. 
We get to his house weary and collapse on his couch and our hosts confer for a minute by the staircase before the woman walks upstairs. My friend goes off to piss and I am alone with the Oracle. Just as I try to thank him for his gracious hospitality and hit the hay, Boris, chest still staggering swinging side to side, pulls out a bottle of vodka and says with his heavy drunk Russian accent, “You boys must be the adventurous sort, I can tell.” He stops speaking but has a glint in his eye. “You might have figured out, my wife is quite the woman. She has vigor for life quite hard to find in this day and age. Everyone walks around gloomy, like zombies. Robots. She is not this way. She loves to live, to drink, to love. You know, tomorrow—thirtieth anniversary. We are getting older and my wife’s looks, still good, they fade soon. But we are still youth. But still, time passes and our bodies never be like today. So, I have this request. We hope you two join us upstairs in the bedroom,” a rascal smile on his lips, “we hope you will join us and I give my wife anniversary of her dreams. Besides, it is cold in house. Nothing warms you like mass of bodies huddled together. Here, you need this,” and he smiles and pours a shot of vodka leaving the bottle with me as he lumbers his way upstairs, where his wife awaits, doubtless already nude and on all fours.
Tom returns from the bathroom and sees me holding my head in my hands.
“What’s the matter, Jack?”
I grab the shot glass, throw the vodka down the gullet, pour another shot for myself and one for my friend, tell him he better drink it before I tell him. We drink the shots and I pour two more. 
	“We’ve been offered by our most generous hosts to accompany them in their bedroom for the night. Apparently, tomorrow’s their anniversary and it gets cold at night.”
	Tom downs his shot and has a queer look in his eye but offers no words. I drink mine and pour two more. The vodka hits my head and the never-ending action of the day finally catches up to me. My head spins in a trove of just lived through memories of heartbreak and travel and the road and I remember it was just hours ago I almost died, had only survived by the force of that tremendous horsepower. Exhausted, beaten, I tell my friend, “listen, bud, I only have one rule in this world and I’m not one for rules. I had to adhere to a whole load of them in the army and also enforce them on top of following them and it damn near killed me, but I had to do it and I did and I’m sure as hell glad that I get to determine my own life now. But my rule is the law for me and just because it’s been a shit day doesn’t mean I can just break it now. My commanding officer, you met Colonel Collinsworth, he always used to say, ‘we are not measured when the going is easy, but rather when the going is tough.’ The rule’s the rule and that’s what I’ve got to do.”
	“What’s the rule, Jack?”
	“Well, every body of water I reach, I must go in. even if it’s a muddy river or an ocean with crashing waves, or a brackish, drunken, disgusting crazy Russian tidepool and her husband, I’ve got to at least go in and dunk my head, that’s my rule. I’ve never broken it once and I’m not about to start now.”
	“I admire your conviction bud. I mean, it would be a good story for you to write about one day. You know I’m always game; I’m with you a hundred percent. But you do know that sometimes it gets really cold and a lake will freeze over and you can’t physically go in, right?”
	“Sometimes, my friend, that’s true,” I say as I grasp his shoulder and we each pick up our drinks, “but this time the water’s right there in front of me, mocking me, urging me to break my one rule, and I can’t let it win. I’ve lost too much today already.” 
	We drink the vodka and go for a swim.
***
It’s bright outside and we stagger out of the house having not slept a minute. Pulsing hangovers spite our heads and I see Tom scoop snow with his hand to drink and slurp it up and I do the same. We wander down the long driveway extending between the woods and make our way to the road.
I look down the road and then I look up at the sky, it’s gloomy white from infinite clouds, and I look down and the ground below is white with snow, and it all merges into one and her sparkling green eyes are there and then they’re gone, and the world is white, a deep dense white, and the road ahead is a never-ending dark beacon stretching in front of me forever in this world of endless white, and I see this road and I know this is the road I will have to take. 
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