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Midpoint

“I told you we shouldn’t have come!”

Mary looked down again, and quickly turned away. “Have you seen how fucking high we are? Oh, my God, I’m fucking terrified.”

“Don’t look down then,” Mark snapped from the driving seat. Even he had begun to lose his cool

“I knew we shouldn’t have come. It was you, Karin, who fucking suggested it.” Mary said.

Karin leaned forward from the rear seat of the car. She had once been described as being cold-blooded, but now there was just a hint of worry in her voice. “Excuse me, Mary, but I most certainly did not suggest it. If you remember, you asked the manager of the hotel if he could suggest someplace we could get a good view of the mountains from, and he suggested we come up this road. You then said yes, you thought it would be a good idea, and we, every one of us, agreed. So, no, I most certainly did not suggest we come up this fucking road.”

The four of them were silent for a while. Mary, twenty-nine, fair, slightly overweight, her hair in a fringe and making her look younger, sitting in the right, passenger seat of the hired Subaru, glanced down into the valley once more and quickly turned away. Mark, black haired, black bearded, and bespectacled, at the wheel, edged the car carefully up the deteriorating surface of the road. Karin, tall, thin, intense, her black hair in a ponytail, sitting behind Mark, looked over his shoulder mesmerized by how narrow the road had become. And Karl, tall, fair-haired, and crop-haired, sitting behind Mary, looked down into the valley but without the fear being felt by her. He after all, had been a Marine, and had done some mountaineering in the past.

This was more or less the end of their European vacation. They were flying back to the States in a few days’ time: two Americans, and their two British partners, all of them from Los Angeles, all of them writers, and each of them in his or her twenties. They’d met at a writer’s workshop in LA, had colluded in the homework, honing their writing skills and commiserating over rejection slips until, after two years of submissions, Mary had sold a novel and the film rights of it had then been sold. Mary was American, and she was married to Mark, who was a Brit. Karin, who was a Brit, was married to Karl, who was American. This was the third time the four of them had vacationed together, and it had been Mary who had suggested they come to this part of Europe. She was thinking of a series of vampire books, and she’d wanted to see Eastern Europe where the first stories of the genre had been set. The four of them had flown to Vienna, had hired a car to drive through Hungary, and then come here into Rumania. They had visited various castles before Mary had suggested they drive into the countryside to see some of the real vampire land.

This they had done, checking in to a beautiful small inn, and spending two nights there. The food had been good and the proprietor friendly. A short, pot-bellied individual, he had not been able to do enough for them. “We have some beautiful countryside around here,” he’d said, after he had brought them a delicious evening meal. “Why don’t you go up the hill? There are some fabulous views to be enjoyed.”

They’d discussed this suggestion and agreed the day trip would be a fitting end to an enjoyable holiday. The proprietor of the inn had made them a picnic lunch and given them his own local road map and, immediately after a pleasurable breakfast, they had set off.

The drive to the vantage point the proprietor had suggested was one of about thirty miles in length and after they had covered about half that distance they could see the Carpathians in the distance. They’d left the towns behind, and passed through smaller and smaller villages. They’d passed through forests too, and finally found the road the proprietor had told them about. Karl had been map-reader. “Here it is,” he said, finally, as they come to a road turning left and into a forest. “Turn here, Mark. This it is. This is the road.”

Mark had swung the four-wheeler up the turning and they had passed through a quaint little village with a dancing group wearing the black and white folk costume common in these parts, and passed an old battered farm vehicle, and an aged gentleman with a handsome handlebar mustache riding a rusty bicycle. They’d then passed through fields for a mile or so until the gradient increased gradually up the mountain. At this point, Karin called out: “Look, look!”

On both sides of the road were fields decorated with crosses. Wooden ones, iron ones, plastic ones, weather-beaten ones, painted ones, crosses of all shapes and sizes.

“What’s that then?” Karl had asked.

Mary had wanted to stop to take a look, but Mark was accelerating now, and quickly passing the spot, and thought it too late to stop or turn and go back. 

The road had been in good order at first, double laned, well marked, and in good condition, but then it had deteriorated. But not too much, it had still been double width, although without further signs or markings, until they had risen to five hundred feet or so. Karl sat with the map open on his lap, the girls admiring and occasionally yelping at some sight or other. Then the road had begun to narrow, to just over a single vehicle width, although, at frequent intervals, it had been widened to allow vehicles to pass. Not that they’d needed to pull in to allow another vehicle to pass. They’d not seen another vehicle since the road had become single track.

They got steadily higher, and, simultaneously, the road got steadily narrower. A mile back, Mark had called out to Karl to ask him where the next passing spot was shown on the map. “A half-mile ahead,” he’d said. But now they had covered rather more than a half-mile, and they’d not come to a passing spot. Just ahead of them now, the road turned away, and out of sight, to their left. To the left of the road, the steep-cut side of the mountain rose out of sight, and, to their right, the ground fell away sheer, to a narrow pine-filled gorge about a thousand feet below.

“Where does the map say the road goes now?” Mark called back to Karl.

“It shows the road turning away to the left at this point,” Karl said.

“Which it does,” Mark said.

“Right.”

“So, what lies around this next bend?” Mark called out. 

Karl hesitated before replying. “Well, according to this map, the road starts going downhill.”

“Let’s carry on,” Mark suggested. “Everyone ready for that?”

“Let’s go back,” Mary said. “I’ve got a feeling something is wrong.”

“We can’t turn here,” Mark said.

“Let’s reverse back down,” Mary said.

“Oh, sure,” Mark said. “The light’s beginning to fade. And it’ll take us a couple of hours to reverse all the way back, and reversing on a road this narrow in the dark is not something I would want to do.”

“Perhaps we can turn at the next crossing point,” Karin said.

“If the next crossing point is as wide as the last crossing point, that will not be an easy thing to do,” Mark said. “The last one was only a couple of cars width wide. We would have our front wheels over the edge.”

The four of them sat in silence for some seconds.

“Let’s go around the next bend,” Mark said. 

“That suggestion makes sense,” Karl said. “Do you girls agree?”

Neither of the girls said anything for some seconds. Finally, Karin said: “Yes, that’s Okay with me.”

“Mary?” Mark asked.

“Oh, all right.”

Mark started the engine and started forward in second gear. Gradually, they went round the bend, and, after fifty yards or so, Mark brought the car to a halt. Beyond them, the road curved into a hollow in the mountainside, and, at the same level, and about five hundred yards ahead, went around another projecting cliff and disappeared from view. The four of them sat in silence for some seconds.

Finally, Karl said: “This isn’t the road.”

None of them said anything for some seconds. Then, Mary said: “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“I said this isn’t the road,” Karl repeated. “And, what I meant, is that this isn’t the road on the map.”

“You’ve been the map reader, Karl,” Mark said, turning.

“Yes I have,” Karl said, “and, so far the road we’ve been following has been exactly as the map has indicated it would be. But from here it appears the road is different.”

“How does the map say the road should be?” Karin asked, leaning over the map Karl held.

“Well, there shouldn’t be a bend here, for one thing. For another, we should start going downhill at this point.”

“Oh, God! I don’t fucking believe this,” Mary said, panic showing in her voice once more. “We’ve got to turn around. We’ve got to turn around now.”

Mark looked across at her. “How exactly are we supposed to turn around here? I mean, the road here is about a car width and another couple of feet wide. And the drop on your side is about a thousand feet. So, how the fuck are we supposed to turn around here. Please tell me.”

“There,” Mary pointed to the road about twenty yards ahead. “It gets wider there.”

“It gets a little wider there,” Mark said, “and it’ll probably be just wide enough to allow two vehicles to pass. But it still won’t be wide enough for us to turn there.”

“We’ll have to reverse back down the hill, then,” Mary said.

Mark pointed at the sky. “It’s beginning to get dark. And even if we reverse back down slowly, and we’ll have to reverse back down very, very slowly, it’ll be dark before we get back to the main road. And I’m damned if I’m going to reverse this thing down a road as narrow and as high as this in the dark.”

“We should have hired a smaller car,” Karin said. “Then we could have turned it at one of the passing points.”

Mark turned around and looked at her. “What an idiotic thing to say.”

“What’s idiotic about it?” Karin asked.

“About saying it at all, for one thing. What do you want us to do? Go back in time, and change vehicles.”

“You chose the four-wheeler,” Karin said.

“Yes, I did, and it was the right thing to do.”

“Look!” Mary said, suddenly.

She pointed up front and Mark followed her directions and Karin and Karl leaned forward in their seats to do the same thing.

A vehicle had come round the far bend, and came down the road towards them. It sent up a trail of dust, and its headlights were on.

“Do I imagine things?” Mark asked the others.

“No, you do not,” Karl said from the rear seat.

“That driver must have nerves of steel,” Karin said. “I mean, what speed is he going at – fifty?”

“At least that,” Mark said, “and he’s going to want to pass.” He got the vehicle moving forward and drove it into the passing space, getting it as close to side of the mountain as possible. The four of them sat in silence for a while, watching the fast approaching vehicle. It looked to be a battered pick up, white-painted, being driven at high speed.

“How much room have I given him?” Mark asked.

Karl looked out of the window. “It’s about a car width, plus a couple of inches, nothing more.”

“He’d sure as hell better slow down, or he’ll be over the edge of that precipice,” Mark said.

But it did not look as if the fast-approaching vehicle would do that. 

The four of them watched in amazement as the pickup came on, at the same speed, until, at last, they could see the driver. 

“I hope to God he
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