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DRIVING 

By Cynthia Close 

 
Getting your license was THE rite of passage at my regional high school in northern New 
Jersey. We all took Driver Ed. We had a smoking lounge for students too (it was 1963). 
The PTA and the faculty figured it was better if they provided a place for us kids to 
smoke in school instead of having us sneak out back behind the gym between classes for 
a smoke. 
 I took Driver Ed., passed, got my license and started driving the ten miles or so to 
school instead of taking the bus. My mom and I shared a Corvair. This was the same 
Corvair that catapulted Ralph Nader to fame with his expose, Unsafe At Any Speed.  Of 
course at the time when I was driving it, no one knew. 
 Things did not look promising for me right from the beginning. Parallel parking 
was always difficult and I had had several fender benders in the Safeway parking lot 
within the first few weeks. I also had no feeling for the weight of my foot on the gas and 
it wasn’t long before I racked up two speeding tickets on route 46 while on the way to 
school. 
 The worst thing was my concentration. My thoughts wandered. I'd be driving 
along and slip through a dreamy window in my mind and suddenly WHAM! I'd hit 
something or some large object would appear out of nowhere and hit me. We (Dad, 
Mom, my younger brother and me) had been living in Parsippany, New Jersey, but we 
moved to Dover in my senior year. Dover was an old mining town and we moved into a 
house on an unpaved gravel road set precariously on the side of a steep hill. Since we 
now lived out of the district, driving to school everyday was a necessity. Sometimes mom 
would ask me to stop off somewhere and pick up groceries or dry cleaning on the way 
home.  
 On this particular late fall day I had forgotten about the light at the intersection at 
the bottom of our hill. There was a 1950 something Oldsmobile, as long as two football 
fields in front of me with a responsible driver at the wheel who understood the difference 
between red and green and had thought it was a good idea to stop. I was stunned when 
the whole front end of that Corvair appeared in my line of vision. It folded in on itself 
like an accordion. The bumper on the Olds was unscathed. The driver, a man about my 
dads age, got out to see if I was O.K. Miraculously, I was fine, just more than a bit 
chagrinned and even more miraculously, the Corvair started up. I drove it home, straining 
to see the road as I peered over the crumpled hood. This was a clear demonstration of the 
benefits of the rear-end engine. 
 My mom and dad were pretty upset. My dad was in the auto repair 
business, but he did engines not body work. Mom had to have a car. The insurance 
company said there was structural damage; they called it a total loss and dad bought a 
new Corvair. 
 I managed to survive high school. I was in another accident or two with friends, 
but they were driving, not I, and no one was hurt. Off to college I went (far enough to fly 



not drive) but came home that first summer mainly to be with my boyfriend who stayed 
in NJ. I was on my way to meet him one sunny summer afternoon wearing a thin, floaty, 
white cotton dress. I had my mom's Corvair and I was speeding along an open stretch of 
highway in Parsippany, not another car in sight. There were houses set back from the 
road on my left. On my right there appeared to be nothing but empty, unplowed fields of 
over-grown grass. Out of nowhere it was as though the “Hand of God” came down and 
grabbed my steering wheel. I had not been drinking. The Corvair seemed airborne just as 
I approached a curve. It hurtled off the road. There was an old farmer’s harrow lying 
rusted with prongs up that ripped into the underbelly of the car as it skidded over the 
jagged metal. There were no seat belts. I went straight through the windshield. It gave 
way when my head struck.  
 Dazed, I hauled myself off the hood and stood swaying slightly in the relentless 
glare of the midday sun, holding my hand to the side of my head. It felt hot and sticky. I 
moved my hand down, wiping it unconsciously across the front of my dress. A woman, 
perhaps in response to the commotion, came out from a house across the street. She stood 
fixed in her open doorway. When I turned to look in her direction, she screamed, raised 
her hand to her mouth as if in slow motion and rushed inside. Soon I heard sirens and an 
ambulance drove up. My no longer white dress hung heavy from my shoulders. It stuck 
to my body in thick, red, gobs. The EMT's tried to make me lie down on the stretcher. I 
was still standing and staring in wonder and anxiety at the car. I must’ve been in shock. 
They said I just kept repeating, like a mantra, "my father's going to kill me; my father's 
going to kill me". 
 Enveloped in searing light, I am completely and utterly lost. I sense a bright, 
white sheet over my head. I'm lying on a hard surface. I can see out a small slit in the 
sheet. There are brief glimpses of hands and I can feel the slight tug of a needle as it is 
pushed through what must have been the skin on my skull. I fade in and out of 
consciousness.  
  Pale green walls appear to swirl around, vision blurred. I try to focus. I'm in a 
hospital emergency room. My mom is staring down at me and she is pissed. The left side 
of my head is shaved and I’m told 80+ stitches are holding things together. Luckily the 
wound started at my hairline and went around my ear to the back of my head just missing 
my eardrum.  
 Dad refused to come to the hospital. The car was totaled. I think they only kept 
me overnight then sent me home. The doctor said it was amazing that I came through 
without permanent damage. My parents were quite upset about the car. My dad said if I 
continued to drive he would no longer insure me. In that moment my future hung in the 
balance. I had an instantaneous flash forward, an epiphany, and decided to quit.  
 Driving was just not for me. 
 


