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Stealing Home
The ancient Chinese philosopher and poet, Lao-Tzu, has been given credit for saying, “The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” What the reader can never know is how the rest of the good philosopher’s travel went on that particular occasion; his wisdom surely coming from just as many missteps as well-placed ones.  I certainly can identify with this gaining of knowledge through faulty thinking and fumbling miscues.  It is precisely this type of event that I was witness to, and benefactor of, in the early part of April, 1998, as I had taken my “single step” toward far off Kentucky, my family and my future wife.
In being away from Kentucky for more than eight months that year, living in Portland, Oregon as a volunteer for a non-profit organization, I had so many reasons to hurry home—my family, my championship basketball team and my new love, and soon-to-be-wife. With so many incentives drawing me back to my beloved Bluegrass, I had very little time to waste, and even less to think properly about how to arrive there in the safest way.
Chucking caution out the window of my aging ’88 Buick Park Avenue that I had used to make the initial drive west, not to mention miles of side trips to endless Northwest mountains, forests and ocean views, I put the pedal down as far as it would go, and gripped the steering wheel for as long in a day as my hands and head would allow. It had taken me five steady driving days to make it safely from Lexington to Portland in the August of 1997, a ride totaling 2400 nagging miles and 45 weary hours in the driver’s seat.  This return trip eight months later was much more of a blur as I pushed 14-15 hour days in the car to get home as fast as I could.

My confidence had been building on the Oregon portion of the drive: passing through the ethereal Mt. Hood area as snow met me at the road’s highest elevations; only to turn sunny once again as Mt. Jefferson greeted me on the southern side of this Cascade behemoth. Angling southeast on small highways through the gut of the state, I was liberated from the interstate confinements that had hemmed me in the summer before.  I was free to drop off the map and venture toward rock formations and scenic overlooks, busying my Canon camera to document the moments as I went.

Much later that day, in salute to the day’s travels, I settled into a relaxing evening of cable TV and cold spirits in a modest Ogden, Utah hotel.  The sheer joy of the day, and that night, carried over into the early morning of Sunday, April 5th, but joy would give way to countless other emotions on that auspicious day.

I ventured out at the very break of dawn that morning, and the sun didn’t have much to say about the dim light and dense clouds hanging overhead. During a quick stop for gas, I briefly turned my eyes up toward the mighty mountains glaring down over me east of Ogden; their snowy crowns looking like menacing blankets from high above.  In truth, it looked to begin snowing at any moment.  My haggard Buick and I crawled out of town and onto a desolate Interstate 84, with only faint and spectral memories of the splendor of the day before present in my head.    

My first reaction to this new leg of the trip was the ease with which I had mounted my first major roadway since Mt. Hood, Oregon 15 hours of driving earlier.  With lanes clear and the promise that my little vessel would be lapping up numerous miles that day, I pressed down firmly on the gas with confidence welling up inside of me. It was at this point that the suddenly curvy road began a steep ascent up into those sagging, snowy giants—piles of rocks hovering like tidal waves on either side of me.  I briefly spotted the speed limit sign with 70mph suggested for travelers on the road that day, but somewhere deep in my psyche I knew instantly that I was crossing some phantom line, and too late.

It at that very moment of clarity— driving alone on a desolate highway, and no one but my love, states away, knew where I was—that the thin ice on the road dealt its cards; my car’s tires having the losing hand.  Instantly, the wheel became loose as a limp rope in my hands.  I began a futile struggle with the car’s current trajectory, which—after a 360 degree spin—took me into the sloped, muddy median.  Fortunately, my car had slid neatly between two standing medal, reflective poles. Reflexively, I gunned the gas to get up out of the sludge that I did not realize I had come to rest in; ultimately this decision buried the front end of the car even further into the muck.  
My mind began to race about the danger I found myself in, but had never given thought to for some 750 miles.  Now Kentucky seemed very far away indeed; out of reach.  Many thoughts hit me at once: how stupid I was to not be aware of my surroundings; how avoidable this incident would have been; how long this is going to set me back from reaching my goal.  The most obvious thought settled in: how am I going to get out of here?


The fact that no driver stopped to assist me that morning should not be a shock, I guess. After all, I was a Kentucky boy--blue license plate and all--in Ute territory just days removed from the 1998 NCAA Basketball Championship where my team had defeated theirs.  A state trooper did finally crawl his SUV up out of Ogden that morning; a passing truck driver having probably radioed in to report an idiot from Kentucky stuck in the ditch. And as I stood there, wearing my Wildcat knit cap inside out to hide the logo, for good measure, contemplating the trooper’s words about it being unlikely that a wrecker could be found on that quiet Sunday morning, a man in a pickup truck with his teenage son stopped to imply about my situation. 
“I’m a firefighter, and I’ve got chains in ma’ truck.  If you got underneath and hooked it up, would you want me to pull you out?”  My answer was obvious and immediate.  “Yes!”   He and his son were bound for Park City--a good drive away--to watch his daughter in a skiing competition. I couldn’t help thinking about why he had stopped, what made him want to help this stranger on this cold, an icy morning. So I hooked, he yanked, and with no more than a wave of his hand, he sped on to his skiing, and I to my destination states away.
After my rescue, miles ticked by at a slow, but steady pace; I would barely let the speedometer jump about 55mph, some snowy patches of roadway requiring even less speed.  I looked on through the foggy windshield, holding on firmly and affectionately to the steering wheel, now realizing that it was my ticket to see my family and friends safely and in due time… not the fastest time! I would eventually make it to Lincoln, Nebraska that night, and Lexington the following afternoon.  I had made; I was home!  
This event caused a necessary metamorphosis within me at this stage of my life. In leaving the Northwest, I was also leaving behind my bachelorhood and the unfettered freedom of acting impetuously as I had on that road trip---without concrete plans, without focus on my surroundings, and without a passenger by my side.  For years after this event, adventurous trips would be shared with my wife and no longer experienced alone. The relationship we were able to build after this trip, and quite possibly my health, would have been disrupted perhaps if that Buick had slid right instead of left off the road that day.  Likewise, if no one would have saved me, I might have more of a negative outlook on life and my perspective of helping others.

So, it was this event in my young adult life more than any other that brought on greater responsibility in my life, and certainly made me a more patient driver--one who took more precautions so as to reach my journey’s end safely, and with as few detours as possible.

