Anatomy of a Tire Change

The explosion of a tire at 60 mph would shock any of us out of a reverie on the open highway.  After the shuddering bang, and moments of silent wonder, the car swerves sideways, ungainly, a sudden stranger in our hands to be wrestled desperately to the side of the road.


A regular event in years gone by, the advances of radials, treads, steel belts and compulsive maintenance make it a phenomenon now, an unexpected crash of mortality in a daily activity.  We are unpracticed and inexperienced at making the quick adjustments in the crisis.  And once managed, under control, and off to the side of the road, we watch as others roar past us oblivious to the idea of help, a breakdown so seldom witnessed.


For Mike, it was the culmination of many frustrations that exploded more loudly than the actual tire.  In the silence that followed, he rested his head on the wheel and felt the pressure rise within him like an aftershock.  An eruption of agonized roars followed, his fists banging the wheel in punctuation.  This was not a good time.

On his way to see his daughter play soccer, this delay might waste the few precious moments he had to show her that he cared.  A teenager stepping awkwardly away from home, she would not easily understand that things happen, that fate can—and often does--insert a simple twist beyond our control.  Soon she would be out in her own world and see him sometimes: a father who tried his best, perhaps, but never quite got to places on time.


He knew the tires were bad.  Last month he had to plead to get his truck past the State Inspection.  Just yesterday, he was thinking maybe he’d be able to buy two tires this weekend and the other two next.  But always there were other more pressing needs.  He had to make the rent on his dingy little place.  The gas was only days away from being shut-off.  The electric bill was due.  Both kids needed extra money for their back-to-school supplies that never lasted.  No matter how many hours he worked, the burden never got lighter.


After pounding and roaring so loudly, he just wanted to cry.


At last, he shut off the motor, remembering the cost of gas, and how idling contributed to global warming.  Each car streaking past jittered his truck, the roar of the semis shook it hard.  He held the wheel as if he could stabilize the shuddering, as if gripping it as hard as he could might stabilize his life.

He hadn’t always been this fragile.  Ten, twenty years ago—a lifetime—his climb was predictably on schedule and seemed quite enviable.  The college education turned out a man to reckon with, a gregarious leader.  An easy athlete, his fit body enjoyed the fields and forests of beauties discovered and uncovered.  Several times his heart became entangled, but then was released without severe consequence.


In time, he courted and married Anna, a teacher.  Crown princess of his fan club, she made him feel like the world was perfect, and he at the center was radiant like the sun.  He adored watching her awake, take in her surroundings, and when finally resting on him, her eyes widen in remembered bliss.  Their love was a mixture of brilliant colors transforming a blank canvas into a swirling statement, ecstatic and evocative.


Slapping the wheel a last time, Mike knew he had to move.  Remaining enraged and immobilized by this blowout would get him no closer to Danielle’s game.  Still he struggled.  Lethargy now invaded him in moments like this, casting a mood of unproductivity as real as if a blanket were flapped upwards high over his head then wrapped around him and tied with duct tape.  His body slumped like a dead weight, wondering what the hell good would it do to move forward against all the impediments anyway.  
But with a long breath, move he did.


Carefully, he opened the door and circled quickly round to the other side where it was safer to retrieve the jack and handles from behind the seat.  At the rear, knee to the ground, he sighted the rod through the holes, marveling at the ingenuity, drove the point home, turned the handle, and the tire underneath began to drop.


The birth of a first child is a blessed marvel, touching each one of us with a sense of wonder like no other in the world.  The second is no less a wonder, but still somehow slightly less for being a little bit the same.  From there, Life quickly settles in to a steady road of first teeth, first steps, first, second and third birthdays.  By the time they get their driver’s license, hopefully we have learned to let them go. 
We are sending them out beyond our control, into their own world of  wonder and excitement. The parents stay at home, proudly hearing of their accomplishments, but sitting in dread of the sheriff’s knock to inform them that the car was also the end of their life.


For Mike, things changed even earlier when days began to blend into predictable periods of work, dinner pandemonium, and nighttime collapse.  After the last cup of water for Jeremy, yet another song for Danielle, one more reminder to turn out the light, he collapsed with Anna and a beer on the couch, falling asleep and creeping in the late hours up to bed.

They began to watch movies to keep awake, to snuggle together and remember that there were lives beyond children.  When Anna, more tired for being on more with the kids, would fall asleep, he gladly switched to a sports channel.  
He drank more beer, and after a few years, noticed that Anna was not coming to the couch at all, but helping with homework, then spending her remaining evening in the library/office they had converted from the extra bedroom.  She sold some short stories, contributing even more for her share of the income.

His own work held little luster.  Supervisor for a production homebuilder, he could manage the construction in his sleep.  Cold of winter, heat of summer, he could see the rows of houses outside the office trailer, like a display, each one a little more finished than the next: drywall in one, roofers on the next, framers on another, a foundation going in at the end of the street that would eventually link with another street, and another.

The new tire now beside him, he breathed in, held, and on the exhale, pulled hard on the wrench without budging the nut.  Again, until his chest ached to bursting, his face grimaced, and it finally let go.  Five more.


It is awful, he thought, having to worry now that an effort like this could cause a heart attack.  Just as easily as the tire exploding, he could collapse on the side of the road, just out of sight over the bank, lying for hours, unnoticed beyond the whooosh of passers by.  Danielle and Anna at the game would both be angry, from different tangles, but disappointed again, their expectations fulfilled.  Perhaps when finally informed, he allowed himself pathetically, they might regret these thoughts, and remember the man he used to be.

It began innocently enough as a wager among friends one Friday in the fall.  A sheet was passed around the break room trailer at lunch and they placed little bets on their favorite teams.  He was amazed at the thrill of adrenalin Sunday watching his team near, and then surpass, the point spread, winning him a nice surprise of cash.  The next Friday could not come fast enough.


When the season ended and the crew had other diversions, he grew impatient and cast about for a new venue.  Lottery tickets with each tank of gas worked for a little while, but soon he was visiting the same Kwikstop each evening on the way home.   For an instant, like a puff on a cigarette filling the lungs, hope flushed through his body as he scratched, but no sooner was the card revealed, winner or loser, he quickly needed another.

He enticed Anna to the idea of a romantic weekend in Atlantic City.  Surprised, pleased and hopeful, she made the reservations and dropped the kids at her parents.  He was pleasant enough on the ride down, but was suffering by dinner, and raced to the tables before the show.  His foot tapped all through the performance, but not to the beat of the music.  As soon as it was over, he was straight back to the floor, leaving her to find her own way back to the room, sleeping the night away without him, awakening to no sight of his once adoring eyes.

 Even though he had allowed himself a certain budget for potential losses, when the weekend was over, his account was down much further than he had intended.  He would have to work a little overtime to make up for it.  Anna was irate and would not talk to him all the way home. He was confident she would get over it.  Maybe they could try it again in a month or two.

But he could not wait that long.

The flat loosened and ready to come off, he struggled to find the right spot to set the jack.  After a couple of tries to position it just right, he got it and settled into a rhythm, cranking the jack higher, lifting the wheel off the ground.  He was sweating, shirt damp and sticking to him, his hands dirty from the work.  He’d look a mess when he finally got there, but they were used to that now.  It was pointless to wear nice clothes these days, ruining anything with paint splatters.  He hated the look of embarrassment in Danielle’s eyes, but for now, it just had to be.

The truck raised awkwardly to the side, he pulled on the tire, but it would not come free.

Damn!

He pulled harder, stood up and kicked it with an invective of words not worthy of repeating, but somehow adding oomph to the effort.  Still, the tire would not come loose.  Upon inspection, he could see the wheel rim was actually bonded by rust to the hub.

This comes from not rotating the tires, he realized, more evidence of a life in chaos, a failure of the little routines that lead to big problems.  It would be so simple to stop for the maintenance, but, again, he used the lack of money and the abundance of desperation as excuses for not keeping up.

Likewise, bills began to be paid late as he focused more attention on the games that made his heart skip beats.  The instant before the win or loss, the moment of exquisite balance when everything depended on the next breath, the warm ecstasy became all that mattered.

His personal life deteriorated and his finances in disastrous insolvency, work, of course, could not go well.  What once was managed effortlessly now became sloppy, inept.  The neat row of ordered houses became a disordered jumble, the wrong color of siding installed on one, the wrong material for roofing on another.  Mistakes became rampant and costly until it was decided from above that he needed a break.  Until his personal problems were under better control, his bosses commanded that he leave all responsibility to others.  The supervisor became just one of the crew.

A mortgage payment was missed, and then another.  He tried to hide from Anna that they were in trouble by beating the creditors to the call, but quickly, like a tide, the calls became overwhelming.  Foreclosure and divorce, two halves of a vice, became inevitable.  

With a 3 pound sledge among the tools of his truck, he slid underneath to pound the rim from behind.  He tasted the dirt of the highway, scraped his elbow on gravel, and felt a spot of oil drip from somewhere onto his forehead.  This was ugly, but it had to be done to get to the game.  As if he could heal the troubles of his life, he pounded the rim, one wrenching whack of a grunt after another, until the wheel broke loose.

Pain from loss is an agony of hunger and ache, much deeper than a physical suffering, like standing near starvation at a window with all the food in sight but no way to reach it.  The gnawing eats at the heart, even past the point that death seems like a sweet relief.  Love that once ignited his day tarnished to a bitter black.  The smiles of his children once golden became grimaces of disillusion, incomprehension, sneers of contempt.
Turned away at the door of their new condo, none of his family wanting to see him, he stumbled tearfully towards a place of surrender, understanding at last that he must gain control of this failure inside himself, and only there.  The insidious demon that over-powered him was a fault of no one else, but something within his own being that he must face head-on, one step, one breath at a time, hour by hour at first, then day by day, like changing a tire, a sea change, using the tools at hand with relentless determination.
He crawled out from under, and for the first time that afternoon saw the glory of the fall colors surrounding him, resplendent on the hillside across the road.  The beauty of life is in the moment, this moment, in the breath that fills his lungs, in the amazing reds, golds and yellows before him.  On this hillside, the land stretched on forever.  

And beyond it, just a little way farther, Danielle was running hard, kicking with determination.  She was his daughter, would always be.  His fatherhood did not end the day they moved separately out of the home where she was raised.  She had every right to be angry, but he would still get to this game, and the next.  He would be there at her graduation, her wedding, the birth of his grandchildren.  There could be so many more moments to eventually soothe the hurt, heal the rift he had created so irresponsibly.

In a final surge, he threw the flat tire into the back of the truck for repair.  He set the spare in place, jiggling it to settle on the bolts.  It quickly became a simple chore of tightening the nuts, unwinding the jack to lower the truck.  Settled on its own weight, he wrenched them home with great twists of the iron bar, and banged the hubcap into place.  In his hurry, he was tempted to throw the tools into the back to put away later.

Instead, he remembered his vow, his medicine to cure the pain in his heart.  Breathing in, breathing out, he methodically disassembled the pieces and restored them all to their place behind the seat.  With a last look around to let his eyes absorb the pageant of color before him, and the lesson just relearned, he pulled back out into the traffic, on his way.

At this rate, it might not be so long before he earned his old job back.
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