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Broken Down

Of course, I should have known better.

Everyone living in cold climates knows that in temperatures below zero, a few short minutes to warm the engine is necessary.  The oil should soften and lubricate before working hard, but on my first official day as a ski instructor that early winter morning, already late starting the hour drive up to the Mountain, I refused to listen.
When the oil warning light remained on, even as heat began to fill the cab, I argued to myself that it had been doing that for several days now and switched off each time as the indicator had climbed to normal.  Turning onto the freeway, the light stayed dangerously red and the engine continued to tick with an unusual rhythm suggesting something strained.  

Contrary to the common proverb, years of recognition that I can be so chronically late had yet to even ease the problem, much less create a solution.  Guys on the job sites knowingly shook their heads when I gave them a time for my return: certain as I was that I would make it, they were already betting each other I would not.    Too often, I had embarrassed my own children, arriving late to coach soccer or to a school event, unkempt and bedraggled, waltzing in confidently just past the nick of time, buttoning myself up the front to look prepared, even as my shirt tail still hung out the back.

Every step of the way through my life, if I would only pause to pay attention, intuition has given fair warning as clearly as the flashing light on my dashboard, reminding me that certain behaviors can lift us towards redemption while others only lead to trouble.  
I was well aware such chaos and spinning wheels were ruining my life.  Serious changes much more critical than oil were obviously required.  Awareness was slowly leading towards action.  It seemed like a positive step for me to be committed on this small detail of improvement.  


The open road had plenty of clear shoulder available on which to lean, allowing the truck to properly warm, yet I stubbornly continued forward, looking another half mile up the road as if some spot in the distance ahead would be better.  Maybe it was safer to pull over just after this interchange, but I knew another just beyond that, so decided to get at least that much farther down the road.


If I could go just a little more, I rationalized, I could be just a little further, just a little closer to where I wanted to be, and less stuck where I was.  Some how, the extra yardage made a difference.  

And there was always the hope—no matter how strongly intuition, common sense, and the warning light combined to say otherwise—this apparent malfunction might just right itself in the meantime and I could continue on my merry way without having to stop at all. 


In an instant that improbable solution vanished entirely with the increasing pace of the ticks.  Then suddenly one loud tock shuddered the body and all choice was gone.  The truck would drive no farther, rolling to the arbitrary spot on the side of the road, exposed and helpless, me alone and defeated inside, banging the steering wheel repeatedly with my fist and a wealth of curses so artfully strung together, but providing absolutely no relief.


If only I had pulled over 100 yards back.  If only I had stopped on the closer side of the interchange.  If only I had waited a few short moments patiently in the driveway for the engine to properly warm.  If only I had gotten up a few minutes earlier.  If only I had gotten to bed sooner.  


If only I had managed my life differently that I was not past fifty years old, stranded helplessly on the side of the road, divorcing for the second time, impoverished by a determination to push a doomed business to failure yet another hundred yards towards that elusive mountain of success lying somewhere off in the distance.  
If only, if only, if only…


Intuition is a subtle trait that strikes often after the fact with a blow to the head and an ache in the heart.  We know it could have been different.  We saw the signs and ignored their message, plowing ahead with our own focused wishes, sweeping cautions to the side.  Only when we pay attention and begin to make changes before the act does our life actually begin to improve.  


My own story travels so many roads like this, speeding happily along, but ending on the side as everyone else rushes past.  Never one to be cautious, I was raised to be confident and unafraid of challenges, undaunted by the size of hurdles.  My heritage supported triumph over adversity and finding golden moments in dark circumstances.  I was raised to believe I could be sitting in a broken truck that was fixable and late for an appointment that could simply be pushed back a little farther or rescheduled completely.  To every problem there is a solution, I faithfully believed, and if we could just work hard enough, drive, walk or crawl far and fast enough, we could eventually reach those mountains far, far away.  


This story had worked for my own parents.  High school sweet hearts, my mother was captain of the cheerleaders and my father captain of the football team, roles they played their entire lives until the last few years when Alzheimer’s silently crept into my mother’s brain to rob all of us of her abundant wisdom and good cheer.  Well into retirement at that point, my father finally emerged from the weight of his professional successes to care for his beloved wife in a tender way that made their sweet fairy tale complete, admitting in an email to his progeny, shortly after moving her into the skilled nursing unit, “I have fallen in love with your mother all over again.”


I, on the other hand, sat on the side of this road with all resources depleted to the point of wondering if I could even get this truck off the highway, much less pay to have it fixed.  My credit cards were all over-limit.  My bank account was over-drawn, my friendships over-extended.  The lesson learned from these epiphanies was long over-due.


My cell phone, however—though in jeopardy of being shut-off at any moment—was still working, so I could at least call for help.  If they could take a check, I calculated, I could write one that would be good in a few days.  A stiff charge might be attached if it bounced once (or even twice) along the way, but by then I would be well off the road with more money in sight.  With the truck at a garage, in the meantime, a friend or two could probably give me rides before I figured out how to pay for the repairs.  There were always solutions, always ways to get it figured out.


The first freeze of early winter was seeping back into the truck like water had I driven into the river, fueling a desperation to my voice that convinced the dispatcher that whether or not my check was good, I needed the help—my first break of the day.  A sleepy friend was fortunately still a good friend indeed who would wait to hear where the truck would be delivered and then come to pick me up.


A building contractor who needed to present himself as the image of success, I have lately had newer trucks in no need of repair, so I had no idea where mine should be towed.  Already knowing the engine was blown and probably too expensive for me to fix, and already behind on the lease anyway, no matter where it went, I would likely be giving directions to the repo man.  This rude fact battered my thoughts as relentlessly as those dangerous ticks had ruined the engine.  As I had already driven myself to the bitter end of my construction business, I was not blind to the fact that losing this truck would be the final action of throwing away the key.


Even while shivering in the frustration, however, there was subtle warmth spreading from the inside of me to battle the freezing temperature of this external disaster.  Having intellectually decided that I could no longer risk a career in construction, I was still taking little handyman jobs and tempted to accept the invitations to estimate on bigger projects.  No matter how unsuccessful the years had proven to be on my tax forms, I knew the ins and outs of the business, the dos and don’ts, and still believed, under the right circumstances, I could make it all work.  This was how I knew, on a day-to-day basis, to bring money in to send back out again.  My insurance had lapsed, but my fingers were still poised to dial in my buddies who knew I could always get work and my paychecks were eventually good.


I realized that the destruction of this truck was more purposeful than I would like to believe.  In order to make the real changes that were necessary, to really turn my back on this unhealthy, but always hopeful lifestyle, I had to give up my most physical tool, strike a match to that bridge behind me and somehow celebrate its bursting into flame.  Without the rack and bed to haul materials and tools, without the physical representation of the guy and his pick-up truck, I could better embrace whatever it was I needed to do to have the life of health, love and prosperity I wanted and deserved.


Unburdened at last, I could solve the immediate problems with an emotional detachment.  I knew I would never sit in that comfortable and dusty cab again, nor wanted to, if the truth be told, so it was easy to climb out and into the tow truck, not even looking back as the driver rattled his chains and hauled it on board.  I remembered the name of a trust-worthy mechanic, the brother of a former co-worker, where I could take the truck for an evaluation I already knew I would not repair—more problems solved.


We chit and chatted, the driver and I, about little things, becoming fast friends in a warm box on a cold morning who would never see each other again.  He was on forty-eight hours without sleep and full of emergency coffee to get him through the endless calls, and I disoriented and sublime.  We dropped my truck at the chosen yard and he drove me up the road to a diner to wait in warmth for my ride, spending the few dollars cash I had saved for gas on a good breakfast instead: fuel for a different journey.
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