
      On The Road


      

      
      
         They traveled on in various ways through all the days, and as near as they could manage it each stop was also a destination, not just a break for rest or food but another town or city with a motel. As he drove she did the calculations and called ahead to reserve a room at some scenic spot or whistlestop along the way, often in the next state while they were in the northeastern US, more often at arbitrary spots along the Interstates, and occasionally in a rest area or scenic overlook. Whether catnapping in the car or getting a proper rest in a motel room bed, they reached out to hold hands through the night.



In the morning after each stop, usually as first rays of sunshine streamed through the curtains or past the car’s sunshield, they made their ablutions in a perfunctory way, not speaking to each other. After a silent breakfast, they would venture out by foot and seek a small hill near a stream, often in a local park, sometimes by trespassing in farmlands guarded by dogs or industrial installations stained by smoke. 



Then he would take out a small jar, walk to the stream’s edge, and open it there. She would take up a spoonful of the gray contents and toss them into the water. They would watch as the dust left its pattern in the flowing waters and slowly diffused as the waters drifted off. They would stand together and watch, with her hand holding his wrist and his hand in his jacket pocket, holding a box with a ring inside.



They had had the same conversation so often that they could recite it in silence, reading the other’s glances.



Did it feel any different that time?



No, no, just the same as all the others. 



Then they turned slowly, taking their time together, until they reached their car and resumed their travels, remaining in silence until one or the other of them thumbed on the radio.



Over and over they performed their ritual, traversing the long roads and great plains and wandering across the entire country, seeing the grander sights and tourist ways but not troubling to stop long anywhere.



There came the day that there was not enough left in the jar for a spoon to catch, and he simply upended it over the water and watched it flow down in a cloudy drift. He tapped the bottom, then rinsed the jar in the stream water to be sure.



It was the last possible stop, and so he gave it a try. Again so much lay between them that no words needed to be said, he simply sank to his knee and offered the box to her with the solemn intensity of a bird offering an interesting stick to its mate.



She wanted to laugh and scream at the same time, but with a glance she confirmed it to him, and took the ring onto her finger. 

The sun seemed to shine in a new way as they stood together, and he thought for hopefully the last time of the deathbed words his father spoke almost two months before:  



“You will not have my blessing, however far you go, until there’s nothing left of me. And however hard you try, however thin you try to spread my attention, still I will be watching you.”  



They walked from the stream and set out for home, their feet and future on a surer path, and as they went he tossed the jar into any old trash can.
      

      
   
      Endless


      

      
      
         "Like Groundhog Day?"



The young man with the soft curly hair shuffles in place in the armchair, unable to settle himself. His rich brown eyes, dark like an old oak and hardened with a wisdom more befitting the years of a forest than his youthful face should hold, remain transfixed on the hardwood flooring.



"Yeah," he says, after a short pause, his voice falling with resignation. "Like Groundhog Day."



His name is Daniel Burrowes; he is twenty-six years old, and is a journalist from Norwood Green. We're sat in a Caffè Nero in Pimlico, near Warwick Square. It seems pure chance that we met: I was en route to a matinee from my home at the Royal Hospital, and he had just passed me when I heard the thud of him collapsing to the pavement. Of course, I checked him over—no concussion, nothing broken, pulse steady—and helped him to his feet when it was clear he was well. And that would have been the end of it, had this stranger not thanked me by name.



I make a little noise of affirmation, a small hum in the back of my throat, take another sip of my flat white, and study Daniel further. His story is, of course, absurd, but there is something about him, some manner in which he holds himself, some earnestness in his wise, expressive eyes, that betrays a deep sincerity. And I do mean betrays: he seems quite reluctant to be divulging his story. He seems tense, his body stiff with anticipation, as a child waiting for the crack of a ruler across his knuckles, and his lips are pulled taught in consternation.



"I believe you," I say, my gaze as steady and firm as I can make it. I want to ease that tension of his. He and I, it seems, share a love of fascinating people—and whether his story is true in a literal sense or not, he does fascinate me, and I can't bear the thought of driving him away before I've heard the whole tale. But he seems no less stiff than he was before, still wound up.



"Thank you," he says, quietly. There's a flash of a smile at the corner of his mouth, just caught in the crease of his lips. I'm struck again by how plainly he wears his feelings. "You don't always. Most of the time, even."



It adds, I think, to the strangeness of the situation, to be told that I do not always react like this. But I can think of a million and one ways in which he could have presented this tale that would have me dismiss him at once. It's not so surprising.



"There is one thing I don't understand." I place my coffee cup down, frowning at him. "Why me? I mean to say that you seem to hold my opinion in some regard. What have I done on those days only you can remember to deserve it?"



He lets out a shuddering breath, and his dark eyes widen a touch in surprise, as if he had not known he was holding it. Expressions flash across his face: surprise, shock, regret, fear, acceptance. It's not clear to me why my question would provoke such a response.



"Of course," he says. "The day you believe me is the day you forget." He reaches into his satchel and pulls out a small notebook: bound in blue, clasped shut by a band of grey elastic, and passes it to me. Flicking it open, I find a hasty scrawl—pages upon pages of interview notes. It takes a moment before the shock sets in. They are all about me.



"Every one of our past interviews is there," he says. "I've been working on a piece with you about your life—recalling your achievements before the disease took them. I'm not the only one stuck in this loop."
      

      
   