NIGHT WALK

By Robin Shwedo


You’re sitting in your favorite chair in the living room.  The 11:00 news is almost over; in five minutes, it will end and The Tonight Show will play across the screen.  One of your favorite musicians is due on, playing with the band, then being interviewed to promote his new album.


“Mom!  I forgot the bike at work!”


Your daughter, who just turned fifteen and has her very first job, has been home since 8:30.  The job, almost a mile away, has a bike rack, but bikes left overnight have been known to disappear; even the locked bikes are easy prey.


“How did you get home?” you ask, recalling earlier when she had pleaded to bor-row the 10-speed. 


“Karen and Scott gave me a ride home.”


You sigh, trying to figure out whether or not the bike is even still there.  “Did you lock it to the bike rack?”


“I locked it.”


“To the rack?”

“I don’t remember.”


You sigh again, knowing that you have to get the bike, which means a mile walk.  In the dark.  In the middle of the night. 


Not to mention probably missing the jazz musician you had planned to watch.


You reach for your shoes.  Put them on.  Then, groaning, you pull yourself to your

feet by the arms of the chair.  Your daughter looks up expectantly, wondering what form of insanity has propelled you into an upright position.


“I’m going to get the bike,” you tell her.  “I’ve got to pick the car up from the gar-age tomorrow, and it’s a long walk.”


She looks at you blankly.  You begin again.


“It only takes twenty minutes to get to the garage on the bike and about an hour-and-a-half to walk there.  I have enough to pay the garage for fixing the starter, but not if I take a cab.”  Heading for the door, you tell her, “I’ll be back.”


Slowly, she nods, beginning to comprehend the words your voice is forming.  “Okay.”


“I want you to lock the door after me, okay?”


She nods again.  “Okay.”  Then, as an afterthought, “I’m sorry.”


“Okay.”  Opening the door, you look back.  “Try to stay awake.  I should be back in twenty, twenty-five minutes.  Half an hour, tops.  I’ll need you to open the door when I get back.”


“Sure, okay.”


Shutting the door behind you, you step out into the night.  It is darker than you had realized.  A little humid, but not too bad.  The temperature on the round, white ther-

mometer on the front porch says it’s 72 degrees out here.  The slight breeze helps to keep

it from seeming too muggy.  You listen to the leaves on the large oak tree in the front yard as they rustle in the night air.  Then, taking a deep breath, you step off the front porch onto the walkway, leading to the gate and the driveway.  The metal gate c-r-e-a-k-s as you open it—it has for months, now; you keep telling yourself you’re going to oil it, but you never seem to get around to it—and the squeak sounds sad, as though the dark night has made the metal hinges realize how utterly alone they really are.  Shutting the gate behind you, you head down the driveway and turn right when you reach the side-walk.

The sidewalk!  Usually a dull off-white, almost gray during the day, it gleams at night, as though it has taken all the light the sun pours on it during the day, then gives it up at night as cool white, for all who venture out.


You pause a minute, picturing yourself at the end of the road, turning onto the main avenue; imagining getting to the bike rack and feeling the cold metal of the rack, the solid-but-giving feel of the rubber hand-grips on the bike’s handle bar; you feel the whoosh of the air as you glide the bike home, down the straight-away on the main road, then leaning into the curve as you turn onto your street.


You pull out of your thoughts as you briskly start down the sidewalk.  You listen to the thop-thop sound of your sneakers on the concrete.  It is the first sound you are aware of.  In the distance, a dog barks, is answered by a second dog in some other direc-tion.  After a few staccato yips and yelps, all is silent, except for the thop-thopping of your shoes.


As you round the curve in the road, you see a car turn down the street.  You won-der if it is anyone you know, though you doubt it, since you are fairly new to the neigh-
borhood.  You keep an eye as it comes towards you, while trying not to let the headlights blind you.  With a whooshing sound, the car passes you, the tires humming on the road.  Past, it turns into a driveway three houses behind you.  The engine chokes, coughs, then 
rattles off.  You hear the car door open, the car creak and sigh as the lone occupant

alights, then hear the soft thud as the door shuts.


You take a deep breath.  From somewhere nearby, you smell the faint scent of night blooming jasmine.  The sweet scent is heady, enticing stuff.


By now, you are just about at the corner.  You cross the street, turn the corner, and, one foot in front of the other, watch your street disappear.


As you listen to the breeze rustle through the leaves over the sidewalk, you begin to feel uneasy.  The houses along both sides of the street are set back from the road, with plenty of room between them.  Some of the houses, the ones on this side, at least, are placed in the middle of plant nurseries, houses owned by families with five or ten acres who felt it would be worthwhile to do something with the land, other than farming it or parceling it off to be part of a small subdivision.  The owners are usually in bed, asleep, after the 11:00 news, if not long before.  One of the nurseries stands abandoned, the plants dying or grown wild.


If anything were to happen, no one would hear.  Especially at night.  No one would know anything, no one would be any wiser until morning, when the street would come alive again with school buses and cars hustling off to work.


You shiver.  In spite of the warm breeze, you shiver.  The humid air almost pushes down against you.  You shrug off the vague dread you begin to feel.


You push on, forcing one foot in front of the other.  You will yourself to remain

calm, to breathe slowly.  You force yourself to notice your surroundings.


The crickets in the grass by the side of the road are chirping, making their nightly music.  Chir-rup.  Chir-rup.  The sound is a lonely one, almost sad.  Chir-rup.  Chir-rup.  The wind rustles through the trees overhead, adding to the lovely loneliness.


You press on.  The first nursery on your left looks deserted, though you know it is not.  The sign on the wall states, simply, “Ernie’s Nursery.  Plants sold.  Garden sup-plies.”  It is one of the few nurseries that are only worked, not lived on.  The two outbuil-dings—one large red barn-shaped one, the other a small metal utility shed—are dark, and blend in with the trees and plants behind the wall.  The jasmine scent is stronger now.


You continue on as the night presses in.  The breeze has begun to seem cooler, though, in fact, it isn’t.  The muggy humidity makes the air feel oppressive, like a living entity wanting to enclose you, to snare you.


The next nursery is the abandoned one.  It never did well, as far as you know. Two months ago, the owners left, latched the gate one last time, and never returned.  Just today, a “For Sale” sign appeared, sprung from the same soil that had once raised potted flowers and native trees and bushes.  It feels lonely, cold, as though an arctic wind has moved in, taken hold, and decided to keep all living things at bay.  You shiver with the cold, just walking on the sidewalk past the place.  You begin thinking you should have worn a light jacket.  Maybe.


The crickets still make their noise, keeping up their steady rhythm as you walk.  Chir-rup.  Step.  Chir-rup.  Step.  Chir-rup.  One foot—quickening just a little—in front of the other.


The next two places have houses which stand off by themselves behind row (chir-
rup) after row (chir-rup) of palm trees to be sold.  The sign out front of the second one (chir-rup) states: “Libby’s Nursery.  Maple Trees.  Palm Trees.  Live Oaks.  Magnolias.”  The jasmine scent is again faint.  There are two lantern lights by the edge of the drive-way.  Both are on; they seem to make the sidewalk a little less lonely.


Until you walk past them.  Then, you see a faint shadow in the light from the lan-terns.  Your shadow.  It even feels lonely (chir-rup), being out this late at night with no other shadow to be with.


Ahead of you, in the distance, a car turns down the street and slowly drives toward you.  Its headlights are searching out the road as it edges toward you.  You see a second car following close behind.  As you listen, you hear a soft ker-thump, ker-thump from the first car.


A shape slinkingly runs across the street in the headlights: a large cat running from something horribly alive on your side of the road in a spot you’ll soon have to pass.


The cars are closer (ker-thump), closer (ker-thump).  As they slowly pass you, pulling into a driveway behind you, you see the ker-thumpy flat tire on the first car.  The second car, a police cruiser, hits one short whoop of siren as it U-turns and speeds away in the direction your feet are thop-thopping towards.


The crickets start back up; they seem more frantic now.  (Could it be they’re keeping time with your quickening heartbeat?)  The wind has picked up just a little; the humid air has gained weight.  You begin to walk faster now, sure that something (Chir-rup) malevolent is nearby.  You can feel it, hear it, almost reach out and touch it.  (CHIR-rup.)  In fact—and you know it seems strange, but by now it doesn’t matter—you can practically taste it.  (CHIR-RUP.)  


You pass another house/nursery.  And another.  You no longer notice when the house/nurseries end and the just-plain-houses begin, or that your heartbeat is growing faster and faster along with your footsteps, or that your breathing is louder and faster.


The one house you do notice is an old, white wooden one with black trim.  The

owner, a shrunken old man with a cane, apparently is sleeping; you hope so, anyway.  The lights are off in the house; you’re not sure whether having them on would make the house seem more or less uninviting.  Rumor has it that at some distant past, something happened here, in this house, with this now-dried-up-apple-face of a man that was so frightening, so horrible, that no one talked about it, no one brought up what actually happened, so that now all that is faintly remembered (about as faintly as the jasmine scent) is that something had, indeed, happened.  You hurry past the house; even in day-light, the badly-in-need-of-paint house and surrounding land seem coldly frightening.  One can almost feel gnomes or elves living there; you’re sure that if you were to look over at the white cement slab bench by the old tree stump, you would see a small gnome, dressed in mossy colored clothes, pipe in mouth, staring back at you.  Instead, you hurry past as fast as possible.


By now, you hardly notice that the crickets have stopped their noise.  Not even a faint chir-rup is heard.


Suddenly, there it is.  The intersection where the job is.  Where your bike is.  (Is it still there? you wonder.)  The traffic light up ahead benignly changes from red-to-green-

to-yellow-to-red-and-back-to-green-again.


You break into a run.  You cut through the parking lot at the corner, past the

building, around the side, and…


The bike rack.  There, still chained to the metal, outlined by the nearby street light, is the bike.  It’s there, waiting for you.


You breathe a sigh of relief.  As you walk toward the bike, you become aware of the sounds of light traffic on the main road, the swishing, hissing sounds of tires on as-phalt, the breeze blowing by your ears, ruffling your hair.  At the nearby light, you hear several cars slow down, stop, as the red glow of the light fades out into the distance.  See-ing nothing of interest to the north or south, it sends out yellow eyes east and west, then turns green for the main thoroughfare.


By now, you have the bike from the rack, the chain wrapped around the bike frame.  Easing the bike forward, you swing a leg over the frame, whiz down the path you’ve just covered; in five minutes, you’re home.


You hop off the bike, open the creaking gate, push the bike through, shut the gate.  As you lock the bike to the fence, your daughter opens the door.


“Hey, Mom, guess who’s about to be on The Tonight Show?”  You hurry inside just as the musician you so badly wanted to hear starts playing his latest hit.  


“How was the walk?” your daughter asks as the musician finishes playing. 


“Fine.  No problem.”


“I would’ve been so scared.”

