View from the Side of the Road

By Shlomo Horwitz

Copyright 2005

Whoosh.

WHOOSH.

Whoosh.

Lull……..

Whoosh.

WHOOSH.

And so it goes. The soundtrack of being stranded on I-95 in the right shoulder, during the afternoon rush hour, a victim of a broken timing belt. I call for help. AAA says they’ll be there within forty minutes. I scan my rearview mirror and watch the onslaught of exhaust-spewing vehicles.

To be stranded is to be in a separate little world. I find myself taking in interesting scenery. UPS trucks traveling in groups. Eighteen-wheelers who seem to delight in buzzing me from two feet away. Trailers carrying hulking cargo, impossible to identify. I quickly tire of the same patch of grass and trees on my right.

A varied cast of characters populates the stage. A policeman pulls over. He approaches the car, and I make out the word ‘pilot’ on the front of his uniform. As he leans over my window, he asks how I am. 

“Fine,” I say. 

Hmm, I wonder. A cop who’s a pilot.

“Do you fly the Medevac rescue chopper?” I gush with unbridled curiosity.

“Sure do,” comes the ready reply.

Cool, I think to myself.

Hearing that I’ve called for assistance, he waves and returns to his Crown Vic, speeding off. 

A Camaro-laden tow truck, lights flashing, pulls up onto the shoulder just ahead of me. I find myself wondering why. After all, it’s only one car per tow truck, isn’t it? To my surprise, he says he’s just checking to see if I was OK, and is ready to let me use his cell phone to call for help. I thank him, saying I have my own phone. It makes me feel good to know there are nice people left on the roads. He departs.

I check again with AAA. “Sorry,” they say. “There’s been another delay.” I try futilely to relax. I feel the object of pity of some, disdain by others. “It’s his own darn fault,” I imagine them saying.  Is anyone I know passing me by this very second, just inches from my misfortune? More and more headlights are being turned on. The sun is escaping below the horizon. I call AAA yet again. “Sorry, sir, but our man got delayed in traffic. He just called us to say that he won’t be there for another 20 minutes at the earliest. Our sincere apologies,” says the plastic voice, not sounding sincere at all. I feel profoundly alone…

My eyes dart absently to the rearview mirror for the umpteenth time. Looking, searching, for my redeemer, the tow truck man. Are there any flashing lights coming my way?

“That’s ridiculous!” I suddenly say to myself, quite harshly. Why on earth am I looking for salvation when I just got off the phone with the plastic voice that said it would be at least 20 minutes before he arrives? What’s the matter with me? Yet, despite this realization, I simply cannot will myself to stop looking for the lights, and I struggle to explain it.

The answer slowly dawns upon me…

Vulnerable. Defenseless. Exposed.  That’s how I feel.  That’s why I’m always looking for the flashing lights, the end of my misery. The finale of my torment. 

Even when it defies logic. Even when it makes no sense. Even when there are constant delays. We wait for him, whenever he will come.

