End of the Road
 


 
Flakes of ash skittered across the night sky dimming the orange glow of flames on the horizon.  A thin layer of soot covered the entire body of the dull blue Jeep.  We had been driving for hours but were forced to exit off a remote part of Interstate 8.  Our car stood parked amongst about 40 other vehicles lined up on the road, while people purposelessly wandered around, their faces painted with a mix of worry and frustration.   The forest fire that swept across the California scrub had devastated much of the landscape and left us stranded, unable to progress home. 
 
Hours earlier a frantic call from a friend abruptly ended our Arizona vacation and sent my girlfriend and I speeding across the desert in an attempt to gather the belongings from our home which was threatened by the blaze.  However, that was not what I cared about.  I had a lump in my stomach and I was dreading the conversation I was about to have.  The thick air lazily swirled around me while my mind raced trying to comprehend the day’s events.  I dragged my feet towards the car and entered the vehicle.  “So… I guess they are going to open up the highway soon” I said with mock enthusiasm.  She looked disappointed; she looked like that a lot lately.  “What the fuck” she sighed while she ran her hands through her blond hair, not taking her eyes off of some unknown object past the soot covered horizon. 
 
I sat in the driver’s seat as the drone of the 24 hour news station broke the awkward silence.  I didn’t know what to say. 

 
Hours ago I sat with my friends, eating and drinking, celebrating a wedding.  Laughter and conversation were punctuated by the clanking of glassware as the smell of fresh flowers cut through the desert air.  The sun bathed the grass with light and the crisp, white linen tents stood in stark contrast to the surrounding landscape.  I sat amongst my friends making small talk and enjoying myself.  I was oblivious to the impending disaster. 
 
We left immediately upon receiving the call and entered the highway as the sun peeked behind the mountains, casting a long shadow across the road ahead of us.  “What will we do if our place burns down?” I asked, staring ahead.  Silence.  I turned to look at her and sheepishly said “We can always move back home to Chicago”.  She waited a beat then turned to look at me, thought better of it and turned away.  She pretended not to hear me and played with a loose strand of hair while the landscape stuttered past the passenger window.  “What is it?” I said with an annoyed sigh.  She paused then blurted “Maybe you can go home, but I am staying here.”  My foot involuntarily pressed down on the accelerator and the car jerked forward while we sped along, heading towards the mountains. 
 
I was numb but the car blindly surged forward towards the uncertainty of what lay ahead.  Did she really mean that?  Why was she so callous?  Thoughts flashed through my head and the carelessness of her words tightened the darkness around the car.  I thought about college parties, family barbeques and moving to San Diego.  She had been a part of it all for years.  Was it over?  We winded around the mountain roads without a word.  I did not want to talk to the stranger next to me. 

 
The long journey had led to this forgettable exit off the 8, in my car, unable to talk with the person with which I had shared so much, watching the ash slowly accumulate, thickening the layer already on the hood of the car.  I shut off the radio and turned to her.  Before I could say anything she said “Look… I’m sorry about what I had said earlier about you leaving without me.”  I was relieved.  “But I think it is for the best, I just don’t feel like I can do this any more.  I want to move out.”  The sense of relief quickly burnt away and left a knot in my throat, I felt like I was choking. 
 
It seemed odd to look out the window at everyone living their lives, unaware of what was happening in the car.  I saw a couple dusting off their truck, another group talked to police and a family napped peacefully in their car.  I was jealous.  Amidst all of this chaos, they had something and were able to find solace.  It exhausted me to even think about the future.  The thought of the effort and time spent building something only have it wiped away without warning was too much for me. 
 
I slumped deeper in my seat listening to her try to explain the reasons for her actions and halfheartedly commenting on what she said when, abruptly, she stopped talking.  We both focused our attention on a police cruiser ahead.   The emergency lights flashed red and blue against the wall of cars, piercing the darkness and leaving a trail of dust behind it.  “OK, I understand” I muttered, more confused than ever, but eager to get back on the road.  I wheeled the Jeep around and followed the caravan of cars towards the entrance to the highway.  The lanes ahead were wide open.  I looked one more time at her, turned my attention to the road, and sped forward.  The car gained speed and the ash slowly flaked and scattered off of the car as I headed down the highway.
