The Hitchhiker
By Richard Sparks

My senior year buddy, Dave, picked me up by chance while I was on my way to the Alexandria library to work on my term paper. Duty forgotten, we were soon on the highway, talking about our imaginary love lives and looking for adventure. Dave was exciting to ride with. He always looked at whomever he was talking to, meaning the vehicle was often on autopilot.  

There were soon three hitchhikers in the back, the sport of the day. One looked to be a college student; one was nondescript, and one was a half-wit bum. It was an uncomfortable, rainy day. Dave's interest was in finding the breaking point of the guys riding in the truck bed. When we approached Woodbridge on U.S. Highway One, and none of them had said anything about leaving, my friend was tired of the game. But, instead of simply telling them to leave, he came up with a plan. We pulled into Story Book Land, a theme park for kids. Then, holding hands, we skipped to the ticket window. After killing time in a pointless conversation with the attendant, we went back to the truck. 

The act worked; none of the three were in sight. Maybe I could now get back and do some work on my paper for Mrs. Snider, but Dave didn't know when to quit. He went looking, and found the college guy out by the highway. He must have been really desperate because he climbed into the back as we set out toward Richmond.

The new plan had a definite edge of foreboding. It was a gloomy day, our families didn't know where we were, and we had no money. I knew it was stupid, but what other way did I have to get home from Woodbridge than a round trip via Richmond in a truck piloted by a lunatic?

The remainder of the trip was uneventful. Finally, in Richmond, Dave found a slum; then tossed the guy out, telling him we were low on fuel and heading back north. 

The fuel story was unfortunately true, but Dave was confident. He said he planned to coast whenever possible. He figured we'd at least make it into home territory. After an hour and a half, it seemed to be working. At times, we were coasting over 80 miles per hour, certainly faster than that truck normally went. Then, disaster! The truck careened to an abrupt screeching halt. Peeling ourselves off the dashboard, we found the old truck stalled, partly blocking both northbound lanes. The worn-out transmission had seized. We were in the middle of nowhere, in dismal weather. Oncoming traffic was unable to see the truck until the last second.

Things looked bleak. Dave was a little disoriented, obviously no more used to coping with trouble of this dimension than I was. I headed for a far-off light showing through the drizzle while Dave started flagging traffic. A quarter mile later I saw the light was a tourist information trailer at Stafford Wayside, slim pickings, but nothing else presented itself.

The man in charge was efficient if not entirely cordial. He said he could only make local calls, but Red's Garage was close by. After the call was made, I set out for the truck, which I expected would be scrap metal by this time. 

Shortly, a dilapidated tow truck, driven by a dirty, irritable man appeared. He seemed to take a dislike to Dave's conversation, answering most of the many questions with silence. He took us a short way to a grubby garage set into a small collection of shacks. It seemed a fitting home for both the truck and its owner.

Dave phoned home; then there was nothing to do until someone arrived to take us back to Alexandria. Warmer and drier, I began to feel much better. It even looked like I might be home at a reasonable hour; important because there would be no questions asked.  I did not see any need to relate this stupid odyssey to my father, whose opinion of me seemed to be getting lower by the day.

In no time we had explored the interior of the garage, and were wandering around outside. I was grateful to be out of the suspicious gaze of our host, Red. Parked beside the garage we spied a very potent hot rod, slung low, with an enormous engine. We idly wondered if this was a moonshiner’s car. I was in dumbstruck to observe Dave open the door and get into the driver’s seat 

In about one second, the bearded owner of the car burst out of a shack and bodily dragged Dave out of the car. I was sure I was going to witness a homicide, but all Dave got was a loud, profane chewing out. After the guy left, and relief was washing over me in giant waves, my friend innocently asked, “Gosh, why was he so pissed?”

The arrival of Dave's father saved us from further trauma at Red’s strange little enclave. The world was just wonderful until he told me he'd called my home and told them what happened! So much for my reputation; the inevitable end to a perfect adventure was in the making.
