
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


I knew I was driving too fast. I didn't care. In any case there wasn't much police around this early in my small town. Especially on an ordinary Tuesday morning. The fact that my boss would be angry at my missing work unexpectedly was a faint worry right now. My pick-up's gas tank was full and I had a backpack filled with clothing, my emergency kit and camping gear. 

Sometimes life threw you curveballs. 

I tried to remain calm; having an accident right now would be doubly disastrous. Getting a ticket as well, for that matter. As I finally turned from the long boulevard to the highway ramp, I saw a hitchhiker. The girl stood up as she saw my pick-up coming and walked up to the white line, her thumb up. That was a pretty unusual sight these days, as practically everybody had cars, used busses or Ubers. 

She was in her late twenties, just like me, with long blond hair flowing in the gentle wind. She was wearing a flimsy summer dress and holding onto a rather small bag for a hitchhiker. Few women would risk hitchhiking dressed like that. I slowed, trying to determine if she was drunk or high. Didn't seem to be. I stopped, opened the door and she climbed in. 

Without looking at me, she gave me a brief, nervous smile as she sat down, not bothering with the safety belt. She then remained silent. As I starting driving, she just stared ahead. Five minutes later, still not a word. Hmmm. Not a good sign. When my hand reached for shifter, so close to her exposed thigh, she didn't react. Didn't even look at my hand. She was visibly nervous though, even to the point of trembling from time to time. One of her hands kept clenching. 

Ten minutes into the drive, she hadn't even looked at me. Another bad sign. Her eyes were brighter than a clear summer sky, but she had obviously been crying for a long while. She wasn't crying now. As the highway pulled us away from the city she asked, in a strangely casual tone, "Going far?" 

"Could be, yes," was my simple reply. 

She simply nodded and kept staring outside. For the next thirty minutes, we drove in perfect silence. Two words. She had only said two words. Not her name, not asking for my destination, not saying hers. I stole glances at her when I thought she wasn't looking. She was absolutely gorgeous. Slim with shapely legs, most of which were exposed by the very short dress. She had a taut belly and full round breasts, obviously unconstrained by a bra, which bounced firmly as we hit potholes. She had thick blond hair most women would die for. And as for her face, well, she was more beautiful than any human had any right to be. In fact, with the backlighting from the morning sun, she looked otherworldly. 

After a long trembling sigh she suddenly asked, still without looking at me "Have any water?" I nodded and reached behind her seat. She grabbed the bottle I gave her and drank half the bottle before settling back into immobility and silence. Three more words. Up to five now. Making progress? My turn to sigh. What was going on in her head, I had no idea. Hitchhiking so early in the morning, didn't care about the destination, tears glistening in the truck of a man who picked-up hitchhikers...

After another long stretch of silence, I saw that she was crying. She had turned her head slightly to her right, but I could see her tears. In fact, the sun was still low enough that it made them shine like diamonds. She eventually stopped crying fifteen minutes later. My heart was slowly breaking. "Any destination in mind?" I asked, trying to make her talk a bit. No luck. She just shook her head, looking outside. She still hadn't looked at me. 

I was hurting just looking at her, hearing her occasional sobs. For a while I tried thinking about something to say, but failed. She was going through something very rough and didn't want to talk about it. Ok then. Maybe some music would help? I pulled out my phone and selected a playlist I knew she loved. When she heard the first song, Alice by Tom Waits, she took a sharp breath and closed her eyes. Soon enough, more tears started overflowing. Once again she turned her head to her right, looking at the forest going by. 

When the next song began, I looked at her hand on her thigh and reached for it. My fingers brushed the smooth skin of her thigh in the process. She didn't mind. Instead, she grabbed my hand and squeezed. Hard. When she sobbed, I whispered her name "Rachel". She nodded a few times, tears tumbling down her cheeks, taking deep breaths. 

How could I know what music she loved, or her name for that matter? Well, Rachel wasn't a random hitchhiker I picked-up on my way somewhere. She was the reason I had driven so fast this morning, the reason why I had missed work. Sometimes life did throw you curveballs. Rachel was actually an old friend, a friend who hadn't had an easy life. Not because she had been abused by her dad or had had drug or alcohol troubles. No. Her troubles were different: depression and men. 

Some of her battles with depression, she had barely won. It had been a very rough road for her since her adolescence. She had explained it to me like this: she felt as if she had a deep emotional time bomb ticking inside her. For months and sometimes even a couple of years, everything was fine. And then, often for no obvious reason, the bomb would go off in a flash of anxiety and soon after her entire life would implode into a bout of depression. On some occasions that implosion was like a slow-motion train wreck and at other times it happened very quickly. 

As for men... I had often teased her about her choice of boyfriends and she had playfully responded with sharp wit and stinging comments about my own girlfriends. Yet I knew, because we had talked about it twice over the years, that she knew that something was off with the way she chose men. The fact that she knew I was in love with her had made those discussions a bit awkward, but not too much. 

Rachel was extremely attractive. Not only did she have a beautiful face that could melt your heart with a single smile, but she also had body that made men drool and women burn with envy and jealousy. In my opinion, she had never learned to deal with all the attention she was getting. I never blamed all those men who flew around her like vultures looking for meat: that's exactly what I did myself when I first met her. I had been inexorably drawn to her body, to her beauty, to her lively mind and that glorious smile... Gods! 

I had fallen for her, fallen hard. Two things made it so that I became a close friend instead of remaining in the hopeless gaggle of lustful men around her. First, she'd had a serious boyfriend when I first met her, a cliché alpha guy that was very possessive and violent. Sometimes with her, but most of all with guys who tried to get too close to her. 

The second thing was that I wasn't, at all, her type. Well. I couldn't really say "at all". I checked a few of the boxes: I was tall, had long hair, a sharp mind and decently squared shoulders. But I didn't radiate the kind of raw masculine energy she was desperately attracted to, especially not when we had met, about ten years ago. 

During our many discussions about masculinity, I kept telling her that anger, violence and narcissism, as well as disrespect and possessiveness of women were only the cheapest aspects of masculinity. In fact, I firmly believed (still do today) that men needed to integrate and overcome these immature aspects in order to become "real men". Whatever the expression "real men" meant, it certainly didn't involve disrespecting and beating women. 

And while real men were not the arrogant and violent types, they were not the helpless and innocuous types either. They were men who were confident, stoic and strong, capable of assertiveness and even forceful action, but only when absolutely necessary. They were men who had mastered their base impulses, had made them tools to be used instead of being used by them. 

She had never seen it that way. For her masculinity was raw, intense and often bloody. She believed that even when her boyfriends cheated on her, even when they treated her shamefully and even when some of them beat her. Despite all of this, she kept dating or sleeping with rough guys and immature men. I was well aware that she had slept with guys just for the heck of it, a trait that was more typically masculine, even though she usually regretted those one night stands. 

Once, many years ago, while we were both pretty drunk after an evening of playing pool, I had tried to kiss her. We were both single and I figured that if she was willing to sleep around with strangers she would agree to sleep with me. Just for sex. Yeah. Thanks for that train of thought, alcohol.... She pulled back from the kiss after a few seconds, frowning, obviously embarrassed. I can still remember her eyes as she looked at me, not saying a single word. Fuck! The shame! 

The following day we went to see a movie together, as friends, and she didn't even mention the kiss. Clearly she wanted to forget it. Thankfully it didn't turn into a problem between us, nor did we ever talk about it again. One quick kiss. That's all I had ever gotten from her, physically speaking.

Today, as I watched her sitting silently next to me, I knew Rachel has been single for a long time. Probably four or five months now, a record for her. We were not as close as we once were, hadn't been for a couple of years now, but I was pretty sure I would have heard about a new man in her life, or seen it on her instagram. Instead, she had retreated from social media quite significantly. Despite this distance, I didn't hesitate for even a second when she texted me that she was ready to clean her hearth. That's the short text I got this morning: "I think I'm ready to clear the hearth." Nothing more That's why I jumped in my truck with my emergency bag and camping gear. The link? A discussion a long time ago in a cemetery. 
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