Chapter 5

We ended up at a gas station a few miles from the house, opting to pay for slushies rather than a whole meal at a fast-food restaurant. I paid for Rachel’s drink, assuring her that it was out of courtesy more so than anything else. She found it humorous and laughed while I handed the cash over to the cashier, wondering why she was making fun of my generosity.

So we sat in the car, both silent as we drank our fill; I had purchased something that tasted strangely like strawberry, but I wasn’t totally sure. It was a little more bitter than strawberry. Rachel didn’t seem to notice if hers was bitter or not; she sipped it down in rapid fashion, her lips a light shade of pink. The darker red fluid flew up through the transparent straw, bypassing through her lips, straight down into her belly.

 She looked even cuter now, than she had back at her place yesterday. Her hair was tied back, but she was wearing shorter shorts, and they revealed much to me. Her shirt stopped at midriff, and I could help but stare at what her clothes teased at; physically, she had been put together very well, as if God had paid extra attention to her; instead of resting on the seventh day, he had instead created her out of sheer boredom, and planned on releasing her many many years after he had created earth, so that her beauty could truly be recognized by men of my age.

I honestly had no idea what I was doing in the car with her. I’d been with girls before, and most of them were great as far as looks were concerned. Rachel blew them all away. She was gorgeous. And her eyes, they were like twin beams of a high-powered frequency that could theoretically pierce a hole in my heart; I dared not look at them too long, for fear of this.

“You realize that you’re staring?” She caught me in the act, and I turned the other way, trying to act casual. 

“Sorry,” I said, all confidence drained by this turn of events. “Just a bit wired.”

“Why?”

“I have no idea.” I really didn’t. I was still too shocked by her appearance. I was trying to make up a lie to convince her that I was not crazy; it was a failing act. She was no doubt starting to realize that I was generally a crazy person. 

“Well, I can honestly say I’ve not heard that before.” She said instead. “Jessie told me you were cool. You never panic or anything, you’re never nervous. So why are you now?”

“I don’t like parties.” I think I said. “They always get me worked up, because I really, really don’t need a cop on my case. I hate getting caught when I’m not even touching anything that could incriminate me. I’m an obedient citizen, why should I pay for what the others are doing? I’m just a casual spectator of the Destruction of America.”

Had I really said that aloud? Her eyes said yes, indeed, I had.

She laughed after waiting a moment, probably thinking that I was just messing around with her. “Wow. You really are strange.” She shook her head. “Well, I guess we’d better get back. I really didn’t tell Janice that I was going to leave.”

As much as I wanted to have more time for just the two of us, I agreed to this as she reversed the car and put it back on the road, nimbly swerving in and out of traffic, as if she was a practiced Nascar racer. Frankly, I usually was terrified of being in the car with someone I hardly knew who drove like a maniac; especially when it was a woman. But I was transfixed on her, not the road or what lay outside, and so I took no heed of the danger around us.

“So you go to Mason too, huh?” Starting conversation was exactly what I was hoping for, and so I tried it as casually as I could.

“Yeah; Jessie told you that already, didn’t he?” She nodded. “Yeah, I do. I figured you did too.”

“Yup,” I was starting to relax; I could actually feel my breathing pattern slowing, and my heart beating less frequently. I could summon more courage than I’d had before. “A nice place. Pretty good distance between that and home, so I have plenty of space. Good times, good friends. What more could a man ask for?”

“A great education, maybe?” we both laughed, despite the obvious dig she was taking at me. “So is that why you’re going there? To avoid family?”

I waved this question away. “Not so much avoid them; I just like to keep myself to myself. Having a step-dad who’s military through-and-through doesn’t make the Home Situation any more comfortable. It’s not that I hate them or something.”

She understood. She said so. “I guess I’m lucky; my parents have never really gotten strict on me. So long as I keep out of trouble and don’t corrupt Janice in any way, they’re happy. I mean, they’re just happy I’m doing something with my life.”

“Why wouldn’t they be?” I hadn’t meant to ask, but my mouth was quicker than my brain, which had attempted to tell my mouth to stop, but was a moment too late. I winced the moment the smile slipped off of her face.

“Well…” she tipped her head as she finished taking a sharp right that left me clutching my seat in a death grip. “Nothing personal, but I don’t think I know you well enough to speak about my family.”

“That’s okay,” I was just feeling glad that we were almost back at the party house. I felt that my life was being shortened by years due to her wild driving. “I’m not needling, really.  Just trying to make conversation with a pretty girl.” It had slipped, and once again, my brain stepped in too late to stop it.

Great.

Much to my relief, however, she just smiled sweetly. “I appreciate that,” she said, barely getting the words out of her mouth before she hit the brakes at a break-neck instant. My forward motion was mostly stopped by the seatbelt, but my upperbody couldn’t withstand the motion, and my head hit the dashboard.

Rachel gasped. “Oh my God, cops.”

I saw them; two police cruisers, parked right in front of the party house, about two hundred yards ahead of us. My Flight instinct returned, and for a moment, I almost told her to turn around and head out completely.

But instead, she went down a separate, parallel road. “Call up Jessie and them.” She said. “Tell them to get Janice out of there. We’ll meet up with them down the road or something.”

She hadn’t known then what I knew. Jessie and Mitch were both drunk, and Jake’s legs were going to be weak from his antics. No way were they going to be able to sneak out with Janice safely and get away from the cops.

Nevertheless, I tried calling Jessie’s phone. He picked up after the first ring. “Dude, where the hell are you? Cops are outside, and they want us all to come out!”

“Now you see why I didn’t want you to drink,” I told him over the phone, glancing Rachel’s way. She was looking nervously in the rearview mirror, as if expecting a cop cruiser to start following us. 

“Look, just grab Janice, get Jake and Mitch, and go out the back, they ain’t there.”

“How do you know that?”

“I know,” I said impatiently. “Because there’s only two cruisers, and both cops are standing at the front. Now get moving. If there’s a cop at the back, then use a window or something, I don’t care!”

He didn’t answer right away. I could hear a lot of kids chattering and cursing, and then I heard Mitch’s voice above most of them, as if arguing with Jessie. Mitch suddenly spoke through the phone.

“Hey, I’ll get them out. Where do we meet up?”

Rachel and I looked at each other. “Where should we meet ‘em?” I asked her.

“Where we turned into the neighborhood? Tell them to get there.” I did what I was told and Mitch confirmed this.

“No problem man. Jake and I are straight; it’s only Jessie that’s freakin’ out right now. We’ll get there,” he chuckled. “Be careful though; Jessie’s talking about how’s he’s gonna kill you when we meet up.”

I just smiled as he hung up. “Let’s get going.” I said to Rachel.

We finally made it two minutes later to the entrance. Rachel had killed the engine, and parked near a house, so it would look to any cop like we lived there. Just to be safe, we both were ducked down, so no one could see us. I had told Mitch to call us when they saw the car. I had complete confidence they would make it shortly.

But Rachel was panicking. She’d never had to worry about Janice being left in the care of a few drunk guys before. She was fidgeting, and chewing on her lip while I tried whistling a little bit of the Chili Peppers’ “Under the Bridge.”

“How can you relax like that?” she asked me furiously. “Twenty minutes ago, you said you were wired. Now you’re completely calm?”

“If I was with the guys, yeah, I’d be a little nervous.” I did feel calmer; it was strange. Maybe seeing her in such a panicked state had forced my will to compose itself and be strong, for her sake. Kind of like a hero saving the damsel in stress.

Except I was no hero. I was just the random guy she had met yesterday, and I was not helping in any way, shape or form.

And then I remembered that our car was still back at the house. “Oh man.” I muttered, and then Rachel heard, demanding to know why I now was upset.

 After filling her in, she rolled her eyes. “I guess this means we’re gonna have to wait somewhere until the cops leave,” I said. “I mean, we’re not parked right next to the house, but it would be best if they didn’t see us get into the car near the house anyways.” I said.

“First, let’s just hope they made it out.” Rachel said. “I’m more worried about that right now.”

Sitting there with nothing but worry did nothing for my will. It strode to remain strong, but I was slowly cracking. Eventually the Flight instinct would return. Desperate to keep this from happening, I finally manned up enough to talk to her more earnestly.

“So what are you majoring in?” it was a dumb question, but at least it got the ball rolling.

She took a deep breath and smiled. “Religion.”

“Whoa.” It sure threw me off. I hadn’t expected this. “Really? So what, are you a Christian, or Buddhist or what? I mean, uh-” my expertise on the matter was limited, and she noticed. She smiled slightly.

“I was born and raised a Christian,” she said. “I’m studying other beliefs as well though. Honestly? I know there has to be a God. As for whether or not it’s Allah, or a Hindu god, or whatever else is considered a god, I don’t know. I’m still trying to figure that out for myself.”

“Oh.” I didn’t really know what to say, so I followed up with, “Cool.”

“What about you? What do you believe in?” I figured it was coming, and I didn’t have a single idea for stalling the answer that was going to come out of my mouth inevitably. 

“Uh…” I shrugged. “Heh, uh…you know, I really don’t think about it much.”

“Why not?”

“Um…” I did not think that any conversation we could’ve had would come to this, and it made things awkward for me. I shrugged again. “What can I say? I just never did believe in anything. I just have too much else to think about, I guess.”

“Like what?” her simple, short questions were cutting me open like buzz-saws. 

“Um…” I was starting to really feel stupid, but my mind finally got on track and unloaded an explanation. “Well, you see, I’m more than just a typical schoolboy. I’m an artist.”

Her smile got bigger when I said that. She didn’t interrupt as I continued. 

“I’m a musician, see; I love music more than life itself. I guess that it takes up most of my time and my thinking process. You won’t ever see me without seeing me humming or tapping out a beat to a song in my head.” I looked at her, and saw that she was still listening intently. I was almost hoping she would get bored. “If I could just create music all through life without having to work a single day-job, that would be heaven for me. I wouldn’t even have to have Jesus bless me or anything; I just wanna keep playing music. Nothing else really matters as much. Well,” I bit my lip in realization. “Actually, that’s not true. Of course, I wanna live the American Dream, and get rich, and have a great lifestyle. But I know that won’t come with making music.”

“Why do you say that?” She blinked.

“Because only the fakes and posers sell out their creativity to make a dollar.” I said slowly, pondering my explanation. “And I won’t ever let that happen. I’ll be lying on the streets cold and broke and drunk before that happens. You’ve seen me; I won’t even touch alcohol almost.”

She laughed at that. And then, as if some unforeseen presence had decided that enough was enough, my phone went off. I scooped it up from between my feet and answered. “Yeah?”

“Are you in the car?” Jessie’s voice sounded timid, and somewhat hesitant. “I’m only seeing one car on the street, and it’s not on-”

“Relax, it’s us,” I assured him. “We just had the power killed.”

“Right.” He hung up, and I sat up. Rachel followed suit, and we exchanged glances on last time before our privacy was shattered. She had a lovely smile on her face; one that I would be stuck in my head for the rest of the break.

“Chad, you’re a dick!” Jessie had been cursing at me for the last hour, after we had finally rescued the car from the party house. We were on our way home. “Leaving us like that, man! Some friend you are!”

“What?” I had been taking enough of his crap that my anger finally got the better of me. “You think it’s my fault that you got drunk and decided to stay when we could’ve gone home earlier? You’re an idiot. I told you that the cops were gonna show. Did you see that neighborhood? You honestly think that any normal resident wasn’t gonna get suspicious after seeing so many cars get piled up around that house?”

“Whatever man. I’m not listening.” I knew he was, though. Mitch and Jake were both just laughing, both relieved that they’d gotten out okay. 

“And seriously, you had to know that high schoolers aren’t good at throwing parties and getting away with them.” I ignored it when Jessie punched me in the shoulder. It mildly stung. “Kids are kids. Let’s not forget that.” I look at Jake, who was sitting shotgun. “How were things for you?”

He grinned. “I got her number.”

“Nice.” I glanced back at Mitch. “You get into any fights?”

“Nah.” Mitch said. “Wish I had, though. Some of those kids were askin’ for it.”

“Yeah, I know, right?” the atmosphere in the car felt good; friendly banter between four good friends. It was almost five in the morning. I dropped Jake and Jessie both off at their houses. Mitch had decided to stay the night at my place.

“Your mom ain’t gonna complain?” I inquired as we parked in the garage.

“Nope. She’s outta town at a meeting in Vegas.” Mitch said as we entered the house quietly. I had almost forgotten what time it was, and remembered that Marvin was going to be awake soon, and I was going to get shouted at before I could even get some decent sleep.

Sneaking through the house, Mitch and I both crashed on the couches in the living room.

He fell asleep right away. I couldn’t sleep at first, because my mind was on two things. The first thing, and the more important one, was of course, Rachel. I really, really wanted to get to know her better.

In fact, I made that my primary mission for the break, and afterwards. I felt confident enough to approach her again, later. Maybe in six or eight hours, when we’d both slept off the horrible night we had just encountered. I’d casually talk with her a bit more, and then tell her that I wanted to see her again, maybe set up a date so that we could hang out more often. She would be pleased. At least, that was my hope.

The other thing on my mind came swiftly to me; I had the perfect riff that I wanted to play for a certain song for Juggernaut.

And in my current condition, I surrendered to my imagination as I plotted out this riff, falling asleep and hour later after numerous ideas to improve it.

