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Virginia Webster 

Long roads boi l  i n  hot sun .  Everyone has seen that, the way 
horizons wrinkle and q u iver. I never u nderstood why that happens .  
I used to th i n k  maybe someday I'd meet a scientist-type who wou ld 
explain to me wavelength d i stortions and optical i l l usions. I never 
have met a scientist. I j ust keep driving on roads in heat waves, 
wh i le  my car folds i nto the wrinkles. 

I am alone today. I 'm alone most days, though now I 'm pretend
ing to run away, otherwise known as going on a vacation. I've felt 
variations in aloneness. Sometimes aloneness is  a nest, qu iet, safe, 
comforting. Sometimes aloneness is a cancer, slow, hu ngry. Some
times� l i ke now, aloneness is a shadow, separate and attached at 
the same time, but pain less. 

I th i n k  I can feel my car as I drive. I can feel gaso l ine move 
through an artery and explode in pistons. 

I'm driving to Ki ng's Canyon.  I've rented a cabin there. I imagine 
that I ' l l  be trying to "fi nd myself." I ' l l  look at the trees and the 
mountains  and th i n k  about my ins ign ificance compared to natural 
wonders. I ' l l  th i n k  about the mean i ng of l i fe, and I ' l l  look i nto the 
n ight sky and th i n k  I 'm noth ing more than an atom in the toenail  of 
some grocery clerk l iv ing in a d i mension where galaxies are mole
cu les. 

Sometimes I 'm too profound for words. 
I wonder if people in Porterv i l le  th i n k  about these kinds of th i ngs. 

Porterv i l le's not bad rea l ly, not i f  you can stand th is  kind of isola
tion. G i ven a choice of isolations, though, Porterv i l le  does not 
strike me as the hub of i ns ight. This  is a pit stop. I eat lunch and I fi l l  
up the c a r  with regular. There are lots l i ke me here, refuel i ng. 

People seem to th i n k  its odd for a woman to travel alone. I'm not 
in a position to j udge myself odd. I want to go to a cabi n  in the 
mounta ins, that's al l .  

I confess. I've j ust broken u p .  Is  that the right phrase, "broken 
u p?" It sounds so r igid, outdated by at least 20 years. john Travolta 
and Ol iv ia Newton John break up. What is i t  that I do? What I 'm 
doing is  more l i ke an escape act. I wonder why it is  that when you 
spl it  from you r  lover it's breaking up. When you split from yourself 
its breaking down . Which am I doing? Runn ing away from h i m  or 
from myself? I know what I 'm ru nn ing away from i s  the k ind of 
aloneness that's a shadow. So the only way I can get away from it is  
by changing the d i rection of the l ight. 
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B reaking up is actual ly a pretty good word to use for David.  It 
suggests rigid ity and brittleness. That's what he was l i ke.  He was 
spartan.  The wal ls in h i s  house were completely empty. There was 
noth ing extraneous in h is  l i fe.  He possessed only the basics:  a desk 
job at AT&T, a couch, a TV with VCR, a m icrowave oven (no stove) 
and a waterbed. Did I leave out myself? Of course. I too was one of 
the basics in h is life. I was what we m utually referred to as "copula
tory rel ief, " CR for short. He wou ld only see me on Friday n ights, 
h is  sex n ight. He said he was a writer and he had to keep h is  
weekends free for writ ing the script that would make i t  big. When 
we met he was working on a movie about a scientist who had 
d iscovered a way to make dogs pee gaso l ine.  The economic im
pl ications were enormous, of course. David said the script was 
real ly an attack on oi l compan ies. Really, it was h i s  ph i losophy of 
l ife. David only th inks in terms of commodities. That's what he was 
making me do once a week - pee gaso l i ne.  

I'd come over to h i s  house about 6 p.m. At 7 we'd go to the 
Sizzler. It was always the S izzler. We'd both have steak and mal ibu 
ch icken except that he'd have fries and I 'd have a baked potato . 
Then we would rent a movie and go back to h i s  house and s it on h is  
Herculon couch whi le watch ing the latest acquis i tion from Video 
King. Then we'd go to bed . H i s  moves were always the same. I 
would  sometimes feel l i ke a 45 rpm record. Every 'time h is  stylus 
would touch me it would  follow the same grooves and I 'd make 
same sounds.  L ike a top 40 h it, at first he could n't hear enough of 
me, and he'd play me over and over again,  and my sounds were fu l l  
and clear. But the styl us was gett ing worn a n d  my grooves were 
gett ing ti red . I cou ld hear the static, l i ke bei ng married. 

There was one extraneous item i n  David's house.  I t  was a plant. 
A former CR i n  his l ife had given it to him when I met h i m .  He never 
watered it. I could see the stages of dying every week when I came 
over and saw that plant. I th i n k  he threw it away when it d ied . 

I loved David .  I 'm not sure why. He used to tel l  me I had n ice 
breasts. 

It's hot today. I should have left earl ier. It's noon now, 1 ooo at 
least. I am compuls ively watch ing the temperature gauge on my 
car. I i magine what i t  wou ld be l i ke getting stuck out here on this 
desolate road . Al l  I can th i n k  of are vultures. 

At 2 :00 I reach the entrance to Sequoia National Park. If possi
ble, it's even hotter here. I hear the rangers saying i t  was a record 
h igh today, 1 07° i n  the shade at Three Rivers, j ust outside the park. 
Right  now a l i i can th ink  about is the sticky air evaporating from my 
face, the salt taste seeping i nto my mouth. I've been fantasizing 
about cool mountain a i r, redwoods, clear streams, the whole john 
Muir package. Instead I feel l i ke I 'm paying the entrance fee i nto 
some Inferno. A mother with her fami ly is paying in the car i n  front 
of me. She's taking forever. What is she talk ing about? 
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"How far to the G i ant  G rove?" I hear her ask. Not satisfied with 
the answer, she asks where the nearest open campground is.  The 
ranger points and waves h is arms. Is he giving her d i rections? 
There's only one road for God's sake. H ow compl icated can d i rec
tions be? I feel beads of sweat trickl i ng down between my breasts. I 
don't want to look at the temperature gauge on my car. I 've looked 
at it a thousand ti mes a l ready. But, of course, I do look. The car has 
been id l ing too long. The gauge is creeping up, slow, slow, mov
ing. I 'm holding my breath, wanting to move. When I f inal ly get 
through the entrance gate the gauge is three quarters of the way to 
meltdown . I stop looking, th ink ing it's my eyes, the force of my 
pessi mism pushing the need le h igher. Half a m i le up the h i l l  I can't 
ignore it .  My car i s  overheati ng. 

I pull  over to the s ide of the road, turn off the engine and open the 
hood . Obviously a hose has exploded. The engine is  saturated, 
steam rises from the crevices. 

I console myself that it cou ld be worse. The ranger station i s  on ly 
a quarter of a m i le back and my car can coast down the h i l l .  After I 
tel l  the ranger what happened, he cal l s  the auto c lub for me. I wait. 

Now I 'm j ust passi ng time, agoniz ing over the c i rcles of the 
second hand on the clock above the ranger's desk. I'm writ ing in  
my journal,  I 'm readi ng Anais  N in .  I 'm l i sten ing to my wal k-man. 
The ranger expla ins to me that it's the Memorial Day weekend and 
there's only two tow-trucks for the entire park. Because of the heat, 
no doubt, there are seventeen cal l s  in front of mine.  More waiti ng. 
One of the ranger's friends comes into the station.  They make jokes 
about the weather. 

"You' l l  never guess what Larry saw today," the friend asserts 
joyously. 

"No. Tel l  me. "  
" I  can't bel ieve it, b u t  he saw a, are you ready? He saw a Western 

Meadowlark!" 
"My God, where?" 
"Just outside G rant G rove." 
They shake the i r  heads i n  d i sbel ief and awe as though they've 

played some special part in the Second Com i ng. I 'm shaking my 
head in  d isbel ief as wel l .  What must i t  be l i ke to be so utterly 
affected by someth ing that leaves other people, l i ke me, so utterly 
bored ? 

I look at my watch .  It's 5 :00. The ranger is tak ing down the flag 
outside. I 'm not going to be able to stay here much longer. When 
he comes back in he tel l s  me the tow-truck is outside. The driver 
tel ls me not to worry, that it's only a broken hose. The gas stations 
are open unti l  s ix o'clock and a hose shou ldn't be hard to f ind. I 
crawl i nto the d i ngy cab, sandwiched between the dr iver and h i s  
helper. I can tel l  they've had a long day . We are l i ke cartoned 
animals in here, our body odors m i ng l i ng and there's noth ing 
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offensive in the exchange, s imply because no one cares. A Virg in  
Mary is  affixed to the dashboard . Her troubled face catches the 
undu lati ng shadow of a crucifix swinging above her head . 

They take me i nto Th ree Rivers and deposit me at a Mobi l  gas 
station. By now my m i nd is numb. I 'm j ust going th rough motions, 
wanting my ordeal to be over. I wish I had never taken th i s  trip. I 
feel as though my hands are bei ng slapped for trying to get away, 
for tryi ng to forget. I'd rather be anywhere than here, s ign i ng AAA 
forms and wondering where in the world I 'm going to spend the 
n ight. I know there's no way I 'm going to make it to Ki ng's Canyon 
tonight. The sun is  puffi ng out its last spasms of heat as it hovers 
over the mountains.  

I 'm afraid of driving i n  the dark. 

* * * 

"Where are you from?" was the fi rst th i ng he said to me. He was 
bent u nder the hood of my car, releasing the clamps on the ex
ploded hose. I was resting my head on my hands propped against 
the left fender, watch ing h im.  

"Los Angeles," I answered, not expecting any  sign ificant social 
d i scourse with th i s  man.  He l i fted h i s  head to look at me. He was 
testing me with h i s  eyes, trying to figure me out, I cou ld sense that. 

"Are you up here by yourself?" he conti nued prying. 
I responded with a terse, yes. It wasn't that I found him unattrac

tive. I was mostly struck by a sense of the utterly unexpected, l i ke a 
Western Meadowlark. I was abrupt only because I was off guard. 
My ha ir  was stringy from perspiration, my face strai ned from the 
long drive. I could feel wet spots beneath my arms. My most 
unappea l ing T-sh i rt qu ietly stated, "L ife is hard, then you d ie ."  In 
short, I was not out to catch a man . He m ust have known that, he 
m ust enjoy com i ng in for surprise attacks. 

"What's your name?" he continued. 
"Veronica. " 
I began sn iffing h i m  l i ke a dog. 
"My name is  Tom ."  
My battle sh ields went up.  It's not  that I 'm a man-hater, it's not 

that sex is always a war. It's j ust that sometimes it  seems that way. 
Whatever it is I brace myself for it by encasing myself in a shel l .  I 
deflect arrows with my l i berated u n i n h ibited sexual openness. I 'm 
easy - and that makes me hard . 

So I smi led at h i m .  We exchanged John Donne eyebeams. He 
wasn't my type real ly. He was one of those guys that seemed to 
have gotten lost somewhere i n  the sixties and never came out. He 
had brown hair and a fu l l  beard that dropped onto his chest. But h i s  
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body was lean, a long smooth m uscle. I stared at h i s  crotch .  I 
thought he understood. 

I d idn't  expect to l i ke h i m .  I d idn't want to l i ke h i m .  I wanted to 
fuck h i m .  And then I wanted to leave h i m .  There was noth ing to 
h i m  except the smel l of convenience. I needed a place to stay for 
the n ight. I was n ursi ng the wound David had wielded, I wanted to 
punish David.  I was lonely. And here he was, the opportun ity, a 
raw i nvitation smi l ing at me. 

He cont inued the ritua l .  He asked me what I did. I hate these 
introductory amenities. I should carry around a tip sheet. The 
d ialogue i s  a lways the same, "What do you do?" " I  go to school . "  
"What do you study?" " I  study E ngl ish . "  "What are you going to do 
with it, be a teacher?" N ormally I 'm too t ired to explai n myself, and 
not wanting to seem total ly without d i rection, I usual ly respond 
with a yes to end the ted ious l i ne of conversation . But now I felt 
especial ly annoyed at bei ng asked if I were goi ng to be a teacher. 

"No," I responded, "I'm a free-spir it  real ly .  Which means I don't 
know what I'm going to do with an Engl ish degree, let alone my 
l ife. My career is not how I make money."  I knew I sounded 
defensive. 

His eyes dropped away from m i ne and focused on the new hose 
he was clamping i nto place. " I 'm a d ri fter too," was all he said. 

His arrow had sl ipped in. B ut it was so quick and so clean that I 
didn't  even know I had been wou nded. 

"I l i ke to write," I ventured, trying to remove the edge of defen
siveness. 

"Real ly? What do you write?" 
I hesitated . Writing, l i ke everyth ing else, best serves itself as a 

mask for me. I tel l  people I write so they can't te l l  that I do nothing at 
a l l .  

"Poetry, mostly," I said, hoping I sounded sufficiently lofty. 
"What about?" He seemed interested . A gas station attendant i n  

Three Rivers, Cal iforn ia, fix ing a rubber hose, seemed i nterested i n  
poetry. 

"Death," I said.  
He gathered h i s  tools, wi ped h is  hands on a rag and closed the 

hood of my car. "I don't meet many women l i ke you here," he said . 
We looked at each other, sti l l  testi ng. Sti l l  u ncerta in .  
"That wi l l  be  thi rteen-fifty," he said .  I gave h i m  a credit card and 

he went i nto the office. I watched h i m  in there. I noticed pi les of 
dead mosquitos i n the wi ndow s i l l s .  Someth ing told me I had lost 
h im,  though I d idn't qu ite understand why. He came out with my 
receipt and handed i t  to me. We were s i lent, waiti ng, hesitant. I 
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knew it was a mistake, expecting sex from h im,  th i nking he was 
interested . I dropped my sh ields aga i n .  I was ready to make my 
retreat. Thanks was a l i i said and I opened the car door, ready to s l ip  
away. 

"I get off work now." I i magined h i m  as a man throwing h is  last 
ch ip  on the table. He couldn't seem to tel l  that I'd do anyth ing he 
wanted me to. The door of my car was sti l l  open.  "It's been hot as 
hel l  today, and I've got a swimm ing hole beh ind my house. Would 
you l i ke to come over?'' 

The man was a master at catch ing me off guard, an artist real ly.  
The war was sti l l  on .  " I  d idn't  bring anyth ing to swim in," I coyly 
d issented . 

"You've got shorts, don't you?" He was playing the game. 
"Yeah.  I guess so. "  I conceded . "Okay, I ' l l  come."  
There was a d i stinct look of surprise on h i s  face. 
"What's the matter, " I asked. "You didn't  th i n k  I would say yes?" 
"No.  No.  I d idn't  th ink  that at al l . "  Clearly he had. Counterattack 

successfu I .  
H e  said h e  walked to work, h i s  house was j ust down the road . He 

got i nto my car and poi nted north . 

As I am drivi ng I am th inking how glad I am that I 've fou nd a 
place to sleep ton ight. 

H is house seemed l ived-i n .  Which is  not a euphem istic way of 
saying decrepit at a l l .  There were no pretensions, yet it certa in ly 
d id not emu late David's spartan dom ic i le.  The wal ls were paneled 
with wood, the furn itu re was old but well-kept. Wood carvings 
were scattered around the room.  

"What do you th ink?" he asked, ho ld ing up a half-fi n ished carv
ing that was set on the kitchen table. What he had done so far 
showed i ntricately etched designs, perfect geometry. I hadn't im
agined wood cou ld ever be molded i nto those shapes . · 

"It's beautiful , "  I told h i m .  I was s incere. He smi led and poi nted 
to the array of carv ings and wood sculptures i n  the room . 

"I made them a l l , "  he said . "Maybe it's someth ing l i ke writing 
poetry. "  

My o n l y  response was a s m i l e .  Vul nerable. Guarded . 
" Do you want a hooter?" he asked. 
My hackles raised. "What's that," I demanded . 
He looked at me incredulous.  "Where are you real ly from?" he 

asked. "You don't know what a hooter i s?" 
"No."  I guessed I should have been embarrassed. 
"You know, grass, weed, marij uana." 
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"Oh !"  I said in a drawn out tone, fee l ing stu pid .  "Sorry that I 
d idn't understand. The word hooter i sn't used too frequently where 
I come from . "  

"You need a n  education,"  he said . "Who knows what else 
you've missed out on in L .A ."  

" I 've missed out on swimming holes," I sa id .  "You're the fi rst 
person who has ever asked me to a swi m m i ng hole." 

"And the first person to give you a hooter, " he said as he passed 
me the jo int. 

"Only by name," I said as I accepted . 
I found myself s l ipping i nto a state of complacence for a mo

ment. I wondered what it would  be l i ke l i vi ng in a town l i ke this,  
l iving with a man l i ke th is .  Unfami l iarity scared me. He was 
unfami l iar, a d ifferent breed. I couldn't let down my guard unti l I 
had figured h is  angle. I was wait ing for h i s  move, wishing we cou ld 
j ust couple l i ke beasts without ritua l .  

"The bathroom is  i n  there," he said, poi nt ing through the  bed
room, " if  you'd l i ke to change ."  

I grabbed my shorts and fol lowed h i s  d i rection . The first th i ng I 
noticed in there were perfume bottles and makeup. Next to the 
m i rror was a woman's necklace. I didn't  feel jealous. After al i i had 
no i ntentions of staying with th is  man, of fee l ing anyth ing for h i m  
beyond the l i m i tations of ton ight. I couldn't care less about another 
woman. What I felt was more l i ke confusion and a sense of violat
ing someone else's space. I d idn't  belong here. There were signals. 

I put on my shorts. I n  the m i rror I saw him i n  the bedroom 
outside, tak ing off h i s  sh i rt .  H i s  back was brown and hard .  I turned 
away. 

When I came out I asked h i m  qu ite d i rectly, "So do you l ive with 
someone?" The question d idn't surprise h i m .  He knew what was in 
the bathroom. 

" Her name is  Mari lyn," he said.  "She l ives here sometimes. But 
she's married to some guy i n  Reno. She's with h im now. She left 
about a week ago. She' l l  be back soon, though.  She always comes 
back. Th is  is  where she stays when she can't l ive there ."  I under
stood. I wished I hadn't asked. This  wasn't a part of my l ife . 

He took me outside where I expected to find the i nfamous 
swi mming hole. What he cal led h i s  yard was no more h i s  yard than 
the swi mming hole was a swi m m i ng hole.  Trees grew all around a 
d i rt path that led to the back, i nsects buzzed furiously, vi nes grew 
on tre l l is's and l izards scattered where we wal ked . He showed me 
a pai l with swarms of baby fish in it .  

"What are those," I asked. 
"Minnows," he said .  " I  use them for bait." 
The swi m m i ng hole was not a hole but a river, undoubted ly one 

of the three r ivers the town was named for. Just up the river I could 
see a small  set of rapids.  He led me to a bridge where the water 
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flowed smoothly.  He had tied a long thick rope to the bridge. He 
grabbed onto the rope, stepped back and took a flying lunge into 
the river. The rope swu ng in a loping arc and h is bulging arms 
strained to hold h i m .  He gracefu l ly skirted the water and dropped 
back onto the bank.  "You try it," prodding playfu l ly .  Who was this 
man I was with, smoking hooters along the edge of a river, watch
ing swallows nest along the bridge, swinging from a rope into a 
"swimming hole?" When he f inal ly convinced me to swing on the 
rope I took a hold of it and ran out i nto the river rais ing my legs. I 
had no idea my body wou ld weigh so much and I cou ldn't hold on 
long enough to complete the c i rcle. I let go and crashed into the 
water, closing my eyes as hard as I could, bracing myself for the 
shock, expecti ng my back to snap on an immersed rock. But I 
splashed safely and emerged to see h i m  laughing at me. He wasn't 
making fu n of me. He knew I was safe. I swam closer to shore and 
he came into the water. We swam together, had a water fight, 
laugh ing, splashing each other l i ke dolphins .  

I had never swum in  a river before. I had never felt the strong tug 
of a river current. As we swam together I reveled in the pul l ,  
i magining that t h e  water on my s k i n  was pu l l ing m e  through time. 
He was treading water further down. I rel inqu ished myself to the 
pull while he resisted, waiting. And I let the river pull me to h im.  

We swam to the shore, rose out  of  the water, looked at  each 
other. My T-shirt was c l inging to me l i ke a grape pee l .  My n ipples 
were hard points. I was wondering what he was thinki ng, wonder
ing if I should be making someth ing happen. We sat down. The sun 
was gone now; l ight was grey slate. He l it a cigarette and offered 
me one. I said no. He hadn't touched me yet, not with h is  hands. A 
swal low was frantical ly search ing for h is nest. Qu iet. 

He found h i s  way i n .  He knew he was inside. 

"What do you th ink of zi pless fucks?" I asked softly, knowing he 
wouldn't understand .  I just needed to find my way i n .  

He looked at m e  strangely. "What i n  h e l l  are those?" 
I laughed . "You haven't read Erica jong." 
"Never heard of her," he rep l ied. " I  don't read much . "  
" A  zipless fuck is a one-n ight stand, o n l y  ideal ly it's purer, n o  

names, n o  connections, no ties, just two bodies need ing each 
other. "  Now he was the one off guard . He looked away. "So they've 
got a name for it," he reflected . "Sometimes I need them. Wi nters 
get long up here."  

" I  feel l i ke it's always wi nter where I l ive, " I said .  "Someday I 
want to write a book about it, I ivi ng in a wi nter where there doesn't 
seem to be a spring. It seems the best I can hope for to keep me 
warm is an occasional piece of wood . And even that burns up 
before I've felt the warmth . "  
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He seemed to u nderstand . "I usual ly pick up g irls i n  Visal ia," he 
said. "I  always tel l myself there's someth ing else there before I take 
her home. But there never i s .  Then I start fee l ing that it's my fault. 
It's just that sometimes there's an u rge, and then that's the only 
thing I seem to care about. "  A car rum�ed on the bridge. " I 'd l i ke to 
read your book when you've written it. I dream of thi ngs l i ke that 
too, open ing a wood shop, people paying me to do carvings for 
them . Sometimes I hate bei ng a shade-tree mechanic; it's l i ke the 
feel ing of taki ng home a girl  from Visal ia .  Every time I do it  I wish I 
hadn't but I have to do it to keep a l ive . "  Another long pause. I was 
tread ing somewhere in the s i lence. I stared at the red ember of h i s  
c igarette, not sure where else to look. 

" I  wish we had more time, " he said .  
"We have ton ight," I suggested. 
He sm i led s l ightly, sti l l  not looki ng at me. He took the last draw 

from h is  cigarette, then pushed the butt i nto the sand, pound i ng the 
small  wh ite stub long after the ember had smothered. "You know, 
those girls from Visal ia," he said, "there's someth ing about them . 
Somehow I never care when they leave."  F i nal ly he turned to look 
at me. "They're not l i ke you. That's not why you're here ."  

"Why am I here?" I t  was a l i i could th i n k  to ask. I couldn't tel l  if 
his answer was a question or a statement. 

" Because you want to be, " was all he said . 

As I wal k  out the door I wonder where I 'm going to spend the 
n ight. It's so damn dark i n  the mountains .  He seems to understand. 
He tel l s  me there's an i nexpensive motel about a m i le down the 
road. He tel ls me to ask for Maggie and tel l  her that he sent me. I 
don't entirely understand what's happened here. My head is tel l i ng 
me I've been rejected . I wouldn't have said no to h i m  if he had 
asked. I cou ld i magine h i s  s leek brown body moving l i ke a piston, 
tiny explosions in my body. 

We aren't saying much to each other. He opens my car door. I 
get i ns ide.  He closes the door. There is a sh ield of metal between us 
now. I rol l  down my wi ndow. 

"Thanks for f ixing my car, " I te l l  h i m .  " Knowing this wreck I 
probably won't get very far though . "  I 'm trying to ease the tension . 

" I  hope you don't," he says with some s incerity. "I should have 
j i m m ied you r  car when I had the chance. Otherwise, I ' l l  never see 
you aga i n . "  

I couldn't f i n d  anyth i ng t o  say. 
"We could use an Engl ish major up here," he says, looking as 

though he wishes what he is saying were true. 
I start the engine and put the car i nto reverse. 
" I ' l l  send out resumes." 
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NORTHRIDGE REVIEW 

My foot eases off the brake. As the car begins to rol l  away he 
bends down and kisses me. He pu l l s  away and wal ks i nto h is 
house. 

I am driving i n  the n ight, feel i ng pistons. 
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