GETTING A LIFT

By B. J. Campbell

My driver fishtails to a stop at the junction of Northwest Boulevard and Highway 95. “You sure you want to keep hitchhiking down to Plummer on a day like this?” he says, eyeing the overcast sky.

 “Yeah, I’m sure. A little chill never hurt anybody with enough wool shirts,” I quip, like I thumb rides in North Idaho winter storms all the time.  “No matter how cold you are, you’re always warm and dry.”

As I emerge from the warm cocoon of the car, a blast of icy wind stings my face and prompts me to turn up the collar on my jacket.  

“Thanks for the lift.”  My words suspend near my mouth in frosty little puffs.  The man waves me off and drives away shaking his head.  

Courtesy of this one driver, I have made the forty-five miles from Sandpoint to here.  Catching a ride through to Plummer now, only thirty miles further south, should be no problem at all.  Between here and there are no settlements until Worley, and then Plummer is only six miles past.  Whatever southbound driver might give me a ride probably has Plummer or Worley or beyond as a destination.

If worse comes to worse, I can walk it. Before the polio, I could run half that far every day before breakfast, so I turn my face south begin to walk.  A weatherman on the last driver’s car radio said the local temperature was 30 degrees, but I could swear it is below that now.  That was nothing unusual for the Idaho Panhandle.  I pull my stocking hat down as far as it will go on my ears.

Cold squeezes tears from my eyes, but I have plenty of reasons to be happy.  As I walk, I remember the days I couldn’t walk at all. The memory seems to warm me.  Only two years ago, I was recovering from polio at the Naval Hospital in Portsmouth, VA.  After my discharge and my return home to Garfield Bay, I recall the day that I abandoned my leg braces at the dump. Next I graduated to crutches, and then gradually, painfully, learned to walk without help.  Lately, I am even learning to run again.

In the meantime, best of all, I am taking up Aunt Edna on her invitation. 

“Bobby,” she said, “when you get better on your feet, you and I are going to dance!”  A seventy-five mile hitchhiking trip doesn’t seem like too high a price to pay for that privilege. 

As I trudge along the road shoulder, the temperature seems to drop.  Maybe it is just that the wind has picked up and is driving the now heavy snow against my face.  A couple of cars creep by but don’t stop.  Perhaps they don’t see me for the swirling snow, and if they did, they couldn’t believe their eyes telling them that some fool was out walking on a day like this.

The next car that passes me by has its headlights on, not just against the wind driven snow but also against the settling darkness.  Then I see no more headlights for quite a while.  

Grousing under my breath to keep warm I mutter, “Sheesh, all that weekend hitchhiking practice into neighboring states from the Navy base in Virginia is doing me no good in Idaho.  The east coast has way more traffic than this.  And it certainly is warmer.”

Not immediately worried about cold, I flap my arms across my chest a few times and keep walking, now uphill.  I am more concerned about being late for the dance, which isn’t until tomorrow, but I’ll almost certainly be late for dinner tonight at Aunt Edna and Uncle Karl Janson’s.  They always feed me well.  Edna worries well, too, and now I worry about how I can keep her from worrying.

Face it.  There is nothing I can do to keep Edna from worrying.  She even has my future under advisement.  The last time I was in Plummer she made sure I met the Nelson girls.  Since she likes them best of all the Plummer girls she knows, she hopes I will fancy one or the other.  On that same trip, though, I had met Marlene.  Marlene.  Karl and Edna rented their house from Mrs. Zerbst, Marlene’s mother.

Maybe Marlene will be at the dance.  My step quickens a little at the thought.

Just then an extra frigid blast rips off my hat and sends it into the darkness beside the road.  I think maybe it will plunge to a stop in a nearby snowdrift, so I swerve into the borrow pit and begin struggling through the deep drifts in search.

Have to find that hat.  A Naval officer told us that a hat prevents fifty percent of my body heat from escaping through the top of my head. Hey, that’s a handy fact to remember at a time like this.  People die from hypothermia, especially skinny guys like me, with no extra padding.  My two military years haven’t added any fat to my wiry frame.   The Navy’s good food and my eighteen-month bout with polio kind of cancelled each other out, and I am still a lean one hundred and thirty pounds. I know I am in trouble.

Laboring now through deep snow, I feel sweat begin to trickle down my sternum.  Even though the air is biting my face and ears and neck, I feel hot.  The exertion that worked in my favor climbing the hill is working against me now.  My body core is heated to excess by the climb, and my desperate search for my hat has sent heat back out to my skin.  My wet clothes evaporate rapidly, cooling my skinny body. Hunched over in a slow probe for my missing hat, I feel muscles of my neck and shoulders tighten.  My hands and feet begin to ache.  

“Never mind pain,” I growl at myself.  “You know pain from polio.  You can stand this.  Got to find that hat.”

Another ten minutes pass as I continue digging for hat in slow motion.  I am becoming clammy and chilled to the core, and forty-five minutes later give it up to involuntary, violent shivering, trembling.  My body is making its best effort to generate more heat. 

A car creeps by but I am so far from the road looking for my hat that they don’t see me. Wind whistles in my ears.  My cooled muscles tighten dramatically, and they won’t relax.  I am locked in a spread-armed, stiff-kneed plow through snow.   I give up on the hat.  Now, getting back out to the road in case another car drives by becomes my big priority.  But on the way, I stub my toe on a log and belly flop in the snow.  

Only now do I notice the silence.  All I hear is pumping of blood in my ears.  And I feel my first sense of panic.  Several hours must have passed since my Sandpoint driver waved me off at Coeur d’Alene, and I haven’t made a lot of progress. 

Voices argue in my head. “Nobody will look for me.  Maybe somebody will look.  Rest a while, then go on.  No, keep moving”  

I can’t remember what I’m doing here, how I got here. If I don’t know, then I wonder who else would know?  

I want to go on but feel too tired.   I will have short rest before I travel on.  I don’t care whether anybody looks for me.  Just want to lie down.  Just sleep a while.  So tired.  Just curl up in the borrow pit for ten minutes to gain strength to go on. 

I am no longer shivering. Now I’m too hot, so I tear off my mittens and jacket and fling them away.  I think I hear a car now for sure.  I think I hear music, bells maybe, or is it fiddles warming up?  I hear children laughing and splashing in a swimming pool.  I hear heavy breathing, machine breathing, an iron lung for polio patients.  I smell bread baking.

I see light.  A pinpoint of light.  I think I am moving toward it but can’t feel my legs moving because they are stuck in quicksand. 

In my mind I go through the slow motions of walking toward the light, all the while knowing that I cannot move.  The light comes closer and closer. It becomes a porch light.  The toe of my boot catches on the bottom step up to a porch and I sprawl on the porch with a distant thump, unable to move further at all.

Next I hear a man say, “Out on a night like this, and look, he’s not even wearing a coat!”

The Gordon Tate’s know how to dispense all the right kindness to a frozen person.  First, they keep me away from the fire, knowing that warming too quickly would be excruciating.  As a team, they thaw me out slowly, using a tub of tepid water at first, then warming gradually with rubbing of my skin and with blankets. 

All the while, the Tate’s speak in whispers as they work over my body, like thawing out a dead man is a holy task.  

“Where could he be going?  The road is a quarter of a mile away,” he says, his voice hushed.

“Look, an ID in his wallet says he is Robert Campbell from Sandpoint,” she murmurs. And so they continue reverently coaxing life back into me.

Later, they follow with warm cocoa and fold me into a warm, deep bed where I sleep like the dead man I was until moments ago.

In the morning I awaken to the smell of bacon and coffee, and the news that the Tate’s have called Uncle Karl and Aunt Edna so they will worry no longer.  Apparently they have extracted enough information from me before tucking me in last night to make the connection.

“Where am I?” I want to know.  Specifically, I want to know how far I am from Plummer.  

“Mica Flats,” says Mr. Tate.  “We’re on the level land at the top of Mica hill about seven miles south of Coeur d’Alene.”

I am irked to have gone through such a close look at death for only seven miles, about twenty-three miles too short.  I am grateful to be alive, however, and wonder what I say to people who have saved my life as surely as I’m sitting at their breakfast table, warming by their crackling fire.

What to say?  I decide. “Thanks.”

As the sun comes up, all three of us exclaim about the fact that the storm is over and the day is beautiful.  I am on my way back out to the highway, where I can see a car crawling by in the distance now and again.  

Actually, the first vehicle by me is the State Highway Department snowplow, and I flag him.  He plows me straight to Plummer, where he lets me out at Karl and Edna’s service station on the main drag.

So I make it to the grange dance that night and dance with my exuberant Aunt, who single-handedly lifts my spirits. 

“Let’s do this one, Bobby!” she yells into my ear above the music and drags me onto the floor for another Schottische or a Two-step. 

I save all the waltzes for Marlene, the lady in blue.

Next morning I am back out on Highway 95 with my thumb pointing north.  Got to get back to Sandpoint.  I’m on duty this afternoon at my Safeway produce department job, and tonight as a volunteer fireman at the fire station, where I board.

The first northbound driver stops and rolls down his window.

“Howdy, young fella.  Where do you think you’re going on a day like this?"
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